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despite all evidencetothe contrary.

| loveyou. There. | said it.
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turn a monkey's sscomach.

ThanksMom.

You wereright.



BAEN BOOKSby DAVID WEBER
Honor Harrington:

On Badlisk Sation
The Honor of the Queen
The Short Victorious War
Fdd of Dishonor
HaginExile
Honor Among Enemies
In Enemy Hands
Echoes of Honor
Ashesof Victory
War of Honor

edited by David Weber:

More than Honor
Worlds of Honor
Changer of Worlds

Mutineers Moon
The Armageddon Inheritance
Helrsof Empire

Peth of the Fury

The Apocdypse Troll

Oath of Swords
The War God's Own

with Steve White:

Insurrection
Crusade
In Death Ground
the ShivaOption

with John Ringo:

March Upcountry
March to the Sea
March to the Stars (forthcoming)

BAEN BOOKS by JOHN RINGO

A Hymn Before Béttle
Gust Front
When the Devil Dances

March Upcountry (with David Weber)
March to the Sea (with David Weber)



March to the Sars (with David Weber, forthcoming)

CHAPTER ONE

"HisRoya Highness, Prince Roger Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock!"

Prince Roger maintained his habitua, dightly bored smile as he padded through the door, then
stopped and glanced around the room as he shot the cuffs of his shirt and adjusted his cravat. Both were
made from Diablo spider-silk, the softest and deekest materid in the gaaxy. Since it was protected by
giant, acid-spitting spiders, it was aso the most expensive.

For his part, Amos Stephens paid asllittle attention as possible to the young fop he had so grandly
announced. The child was a disgrace to the honorable name of his mother'sfamily. The cravat was bad
enough, and the brightly patterned brocade jacket, more appropriate for a bordello than a meeting with
the Empress of Man, wasworse. But the hair! Stephens had served twenty yearsin Her Mgesty's Navy
before entering the Palace Service Corps. The only difference between hisyearsin the Navy and his
yearsin the Palace was the way his close-cropped curls had shifted from midnight black to sllver. The
mere sght of the butt-length golden hair of the farcica dandy Empress Alexandras younger son had
become dways drove the old butler absolutely mad.

The Empress office was remarkably smal and spare, with abroad desk no larger than that of a
middle-level manager in any of the star-spanning corporations of Earth. The appointmentswere smple
but eegant; the chairs sensible, but eaborately hand-crafted and covered in exquisite hand-stitching.
Most of the pictures were old master originas. The one exception was the most famous. " The Empressin
Waiting" was apainting from life of MirandaMacClintock during the "Dagger Years," and the artist,
Trachder, had captured his subject perfectly. Her eyes were open and smiling, showing the world the
image of an ingenuous Terran subject. A loya upholder of the Dagger Lords. In other words, afilthy
collaborator. But if you stared at the painting long enough, a chill crept over your skin and the eyes dowly
changed. To the eyes of apredator.

Roger spared the painting one bare glance, then looked away. All of the MacClintocks lived under
the shadow of the old biddy, long dead though she was. As the merest—and least satisfactory—dlip of
that lineage, he had all the shadows he could stand.

AlexandraV1l, Empress of Man, regarded her youngest child through half-ditted eyes. The carefully
metered bite of Stephens ironic announcement had apparently gone over the prince's head completely.
Roger certainly didn't seem affected by the old spacer's disdain in the dightest.

Unlike her flamboyant son, Empress Alexandrawore a blue suit of such understated elegance thet it
must have cost as much as asmal starship. Now she leaned back in her float chair and propped her
cheek on her hand, wondering for the hundredth timeif thiswastheright decison. But therewerea
thousand other decisons awaiting her, al of them vita, and shed spent dl the time she intended to on this
one.

"Mother," Roger said insouciantly, with amicrometric bow, and glanced at his brother in the flanking
chair. "Towhat do | owe the honor of being summoned into two such august presences?’ he continued



with adight, knowing smirk.

John MacClintock gave hisyounger brother athin smile and anod. The galaxy-renowned diplomat
was dressed in aconservative suit of blue worsted, with a practical damask handkerchief poking out of
onedeeve. For dl that he looked like a doltish banker, his poker face and deepy eyeshid amind as
ingghtful asany in the known worlds. And despite the devel oping paunch of middle-age, he could have
become a professonad golfer . . . if the job of Heir Apparent had allowed the timefor it.

The Empress leaned forward abruptly and fixed her youngest with alaser sare. "Roger, We are
sending you off-planet on a'show theflag' misson.”

Roger blinked severd times, and smoothed his hair.

"Yes?' hereplied carefully.

"The planet Leviathan is cdebrating Net-Hauling in two months—"

"Oh, my God, Mother!" Roger's exclamation cut the Empress of Man off in mid-sentence. "'Y ou must
bejoking!"

"Wearenot joking, Roger," Alexandrasaid severdy. "Leviathan's primary export may be grumbly
oil, but that doesn't change the fact that it'safoca planet in the Sagittarius sector. And there hasn't been a
family representative for Net-Hauling in two decades.” Since | repudiated your father, she didn't bother
to add.

"But, Mother! The smdl!" the prince protested, shaking his head to toss an errant strand of hair out
of hiseyes. He knew he waswhining and hated it, but the dternative was smelling grumbly oil for at least
severa weeks on the planet. And even after he escaped Leviathan, it would take severa more weeks for
Kostasto get the smell out of his clothes. The oil made aremarkable musk base; infact, it wasinthe
cologne he was wearing at the moment. But initsraw form, it was the most noxious stuff in the galaxy.

"We don't care about the smell, Roger," snapped the Empress, "and neither should you! Y ou will
show theflag for the dynasty, and you will show Our subjectsthat We care enough about their
reaffirmation of dliance to the Empire to send one of Our children. Isthat understood?”

The young prince drew himsdf up to hisfull hundred ninety-five centimeters and gathered the shreds
of hisdignity.

"Very well, Your Imperial Mgesty. | will, of course, do my duty asyou seefit. It ismy duty, after dl,
isit not, Y our Imperia Mgesty? Noblesse oblige and al that?' Hisaristocratic nostrilsflared in
suppressed anger. "Now | suppose | have some packing to oversee. By your leave?'

Alexandras sedy gaze held him for afew moments more, and then she waggled her fingersin the
direction of the door.

"Go. Go. And do agood job." The"for achange' was unstated.

Prince Roger gave another micrometric bow, turned his back quite deliberately, and stalked out of
the room.

"Y ou could have handled that better, Mother," John said quietly, after the door had closed on the
angry young man.

"Yes, | could have" She sighed, steepling her fingers under her chin. "And | should have, damnit.
But helookstoo much like hisfather!"

"But heisn't hisfather, Mother,” John said quietly. "Unlessyou cregte hisfather in him. Or drive him
into New Madrid's camp."

"Try to teach meto suck eggs, why don't you?' she snapped, then inhaled deeply and shook her
head. "I'm sorry, John. You'reright. You'reawaysright.” She smiled ruefully at her older son. "I'm just
not good at personal, am 1?7

"Y ou werefinewith Alex and me," John replied. "But Roger's carrying alot of loads. It might betime
to cut him some dack.”



"Thereisn't any dack to cut! Not now!"

"There's some. More than he's gotten in the last severd years, anyway. Alex and | dways knew you
loved us," he pointed out quietly. "Roger's never been absolutely sure.”

Alexandra shook her head.
"Not now," she repeated more camly. "When he gets back, if thiscrissblowsover, I'll try to.. . ."

"Undo some of the damage?" John's voice was leve, his mild eyes unchallenging, open and cam. But
then, he looked that way in the face of war.

"Explain,” she said sharply. "Tel him the whole story. From the horse's mouth. Maybeiif | explainit to
him it will make more sense." She paused, and her face hardened. "And if he ill isin New Madrid's
camp, well, well just haveto ded with that asit comes.”

"But until then?" John met her half-angry, haf-saddened gaze levely.
"Until then we stay the course. And get him asfar out of the line of fire aspossble.”
And asfar from power as possible, aswell, she thought.

CHAPTER TWO

Well, at least he's an athlete. Watching the prince drift out of the free-fal and flipto alithe
touchdown on the padded |anding area, Company Sergeant Mgor Eva Kosutic had to admit that shed
seen experienced spacers handle the maneuver worse. Now if he'd only grow a spine.

First Platoon of Bravo Company, Bronze Battalion, The Empress Own Regiment, was drawn up at
attention in serried ranks on the forward side of the shuttle boat bay. The platoon's turnout was better
than the Fleet's, which was only to be expected. The Bronze Battalion might be the "lowest" in the
hierarchy of The Empress Own, but they were still among the most dite bodyguardsin the known
universe. And that meant both the deadliest and the best looking.

It was EvaKosutic'sjob to make sure of that. The thirty-minute Guard Mount had been, as adways,
precise and paingtaking. Every centimeter of the uniform, equipment, and tailette of the individua Marines
had been minutely inspected. In the five months she'd been Sergeant Mgor of Bravo Company, Captain
Pahner had never found asingle fault after sheld checked over the troops. And he never would, if Eva
Kosutic had anything to say about it.

Admittedly, there were very few "gigs' for her to find. Before winning assgnment to " The Regiment”
al candidates went through an exhausting washout course. The five-week Regimental In-Processing, or
RIP, was designed to remove the wannabes and combined al the worst aspects of commando training
with intense ingpections of uniform and equipment. Any Marine found wanting—and most were—was
sent back to hisunit with no hard fedlings. It was understood that " The Regiment” accepted only the best
of the best of the best.

Oncearecruit survived RIP, of course, he found another hierarchy to deal with. Almost dll of the
recent "Rippers' were assigned to Bronze Battdion, where they had the inexpressible joy of guarding an



overbred pansy who'd rather spit on them than give them the time of day. Most of them suspected that it
wasjust another test. If they stayed hardcore and professiond for elghteen months, they could elther take
apromotion to stay in Bronze or else viefor aposition in Stedl Battalion and protect Princess Alexandra.

Personaly, Eva K osutic was counting down. One hundred and fifty-three days and awake-up, she
thought, as the prince stepped off the landing mat.

The last notes of the Imperia Anthem died, and the ship's captain stepped forward and sal uted.

"Your Roya Highness, Captain Vil Krasnitsky, & your servicel Might | say what an honor itisto
have you with us on the Charles DeGlopper "

The prince gave the ship's captain alanguid one-handed wave, and turned to look around the boat
bay. The petite brunette who'd trailed him out of the tube stepped forward and around him with an
amost unnoticeable flare of her nostrils and took the captain's hand.

"Eleanora O'Casey, Captain. It's apleasure to be aboard your fine vessdl." Roger's former tutor and
current chief of staff gave the captain afirm handshake and looked him directly inthe eye, trying to
project some semblance of leadership since Roger wasin one of his sulks. "Weve been told therésnot a
crew in this classthat can touch yours.”

The captain glanced sideways at the distant nobleman for only amoment, and then turned back to the
chief of aff.

"Thank you, Maam. It's good to be appreciated.”

"Y ou've won the Tarawa Competition two yearsin arow. That's proof enough for this poor civilian.”
She gave the captain ablinding smile and nudged Roger lightly with her elbow.

The prince turned to the captain and gave him athin, remote, and fairly meaningless smile. The
captain, blinded by the Sght of roydty, gave asigh of rdief. Presumably, the prince was pleased and his
career would avoid the shoas of roya disfavor.

"May | introduce my officers?' Krasnitsky asked, turning to the line of waiting personnd. "And if His
Highness wishes, the ship's company is prepared for ingpection!™

"Perhaps at alater time," Eleanora suggested hagtily. "I believe His Highnesswould prefer to be
shown to hiscabin.”

She smiled at the captain once more, dready rehearsing her future explanation that the prince had
suffered adight case of motion sicknessin the free-fall tube and that was why he was distracted. The
excuse was weak, but having "spacephobia’ would go over better with the ship's crew than explaining
that Roger was being apain in the ass on purpose.

"l understand completely,” the captain said sympathetically. " Changing environments can be stressful.
If I might lead the way?"

"Lead on, Captain. Lead on," Eleanora said with yet another blinding smile. And another elbow jab
to Roger.

Just let us makeit to Leviathan without Roger embarrassing me too hideoudy, she thought earnestly.
Surely that isn't asking too much!

* * %

"Oh, Chrigt on a Crutch. It'sMouse."

K ostas Matsugae |ooked up from the day-jackets he was unpacking from their traveling containers.
The equipment bay was rapidly filling with Bronze Barbarians.. . . and from the way they were putting
their own equipment into lockers, it looked to be a permanent arrangement.

"What isthe meaning of this?' the diminutive valet asked, in aprecise, spare voice.

"Oh, don't get your tittiesin awad, Mouse," the first speaker, one of the longer service privates, said.
"There's only so much space on one of these assault transports. | guess you're gonna have to shoehorn
into the space heavy-weapons would take up. Hey, dl," the private went on, raising hisvoice dightly to



be heard over the conversations and clatter of equipment. "Mousey's in the compartment. So nobody
gart doin' the nasty on the benches."

One of the female corporas sashayed past the middle-aged vaet, stripping out of her dress uniform
as she went.

"Mousies, how | lovethem. Mousesiswhat | loveto eat.”
"Nibble on their toesies, nibble on their tiny feet!" the rest of the platoon chorused.

Matsugee sniffed and went back to unloading the prince's accoutrements. His Highness would want
tolook his best for dinner.

* % %

"I'm not going to take dinner in the damned mess" Roger said petulantly, pulling a astrand of hair.
He knew he was being a spoiled brat, and, as always, it drove him crazy. Of course, the whole situation
seemed expressy designed to drive him mad, he reflected bitterly, and gripped his hands together until
the knuckles went white and hisforearms quivered.

"I'm not going," he repesated adamantly.
Eleanoraknew from long experience that arguing with him was probably alost cause, but sometimes,
if you ground away at one of Roger's sulks, he came out of it. Sometimes. Rarely.

"Roger," she garted camly, "if you don't take dinner the first night, it will beadap inthefaceto
Captain Krasnitsky and hisofficers. . . ."

"I'm not going!" he shouted, and then, dmost visibly, gathered control of hisanger. Hiswhole body
was shivering now, and the tiny cabin seemed too small to contain hisrage and frustration. It was the
captain's cabin, the best one on the ship, but compared to the Palace, or even therega ships of the
Empress Fleet that Roger had traveled on previoudly, it wasthe Size of acloset.

Hetook a deep, cleansing breath, and shrugged.

"Okay, I'mbeing an ass. But I'm till not going to dinner. Make an excuse," he said with asudden
boyish grin. "You're good at that."

Eleanora shook her head in exasperation, but had to smile back. Sometimes Roger could also be
disarmingly charming.

"Very wdl, Your Highness. I'll see you tomorrow morning.”

She took the single step backward to open the hatch and stepped out of the cabin. And amost ran
over Kostas Matsugae.

"Good evening, Madam," the valet said, skipping aside despite an armful of clothing and
accoutrements. He had to dodge again to avoid running into the Marine standing guard outside the door,
but the Marine remained utterly expressionless and mationless. Any humor she might have felt a the
frantic hopping about of the val et was quashed by iron discipline. The members of The Empress Own
were renowned for their ability to remain stone-faced and gtill through virtualy anything. They
occasionaly had contests to determine who had the most endurance and stoicism. The former sergeant
major of Gold Battalion held the record for endurance: ninety-three hours at attention without esting,
drinking, deeping, or going to the bathroom. It was the last, he'd admitted, which had been the hardest.
Hed finally passed out from acombination of dehydration and toxin buildup.

"Good evening, Matsugae,”" Eleanorareplied, and fought her own urgeto smile. It was hard, for the
fussy little valet was so bedecked with outfits that it was almost impossible to find him under the pile. "I'm
sorry to say that our Prince won't be taking dinner in the mess, so | doubt heredlly needsthose," she
continued, gesturing with her chin a the mass of clothes.

"What? Why?' Matsugae squeaked from somewhere under the pile. "Oh, never mind. | have the
casualsfor after dinner, so | supposethat will do." He gave hisneck alittle twist, and hisbading head
and round face rose like atoadstool from the pile of clothing. "It's aterrible shame, though. I'd picked out
alovely Sennasuit.”



"Maybe you can calm him down with some clothes.” O'Casey's smile took on atinge of resignation.
"l seem to have set him off, instead.”

"Well, | can understand his being upset,” the valet said with another sharp squesk. "Being sent off to
the back of beyond on a pointless mission is bad enough, but to send a prince of the Blood Roya on a
bargeissmply theworgt insult | canimaging!”

Eleanora pursed her lips and frowned at the valet.

"Don't go making it any worse than it dready is, Matsugae. Sooner or later, Roger hasto begin
taking up hisresponghbilities asamember of the Royd Family. And sometimes that means sacrifices.”
Like maybe the sacrifice of enough time to get a staff to go with the "Chief," she added slently.
"He doesn't need his sulks encouraged.”

"You carefor himinyour way, Ms. O'Casey, and | will carefor himin mine," the valet snapped.
"Push achild around, despise him, revile him and cast out hisfather, and what do you expect to get?"

"Roger isno longer achild," sheretorted angrily. "We can't coddle, bathe, and dresshim like heis
one"

"No," the valet replied. "But we can give him enough space to bresthe! We can make animagefor
him and hope he growsinto it."

"What, an image of a clotheshorse?' the chief of staff shot back. It was an old and worn argument
that the valet seemed to be winning. "He's grown into that one beeutifully!™

Thevaet stared back at her like afearless mouse confronting a cat.

"Unlike some people,” he sniffed with aglance at her painfully plain suit, "HisHighnesshas an
gppreciation for thefiner thingsin life. But there's more to His Highness than a'clotheshorse.” Until some
of you begin to acknowledge that fact, however, you'll get exactly what you expect.”

He glowered at her for an ingtant longer, then gave yet another sniff, hit the latch for the hatch with an
elbow, and stepped into the cabin.

* % %

Roger leaned back on the bed in the tiny cabin, eyes shut and tried his best to radiate adangerous
cadm. I'm twenty-two years old, hethought. I'm a Prince of the Empire. | will not cry just because
Mommy is making me angry.

He heard the blast-door of the cabin open and shut, and knew immediately who it was, the cologne
that Matsugae wore was dmost overpowering in the small compartment.

"Good evening, Kogtas," he said camly. Just having the valet present was soothing. Whatever
anyone e se thought, Kostas dwaystook him at hisface value. When that value was below par, Kostas
would tell him, but when it had merit onitsown level, Kostas would acknowledge it where no one dse
would.

"Good evening, Y our Highness" Kostas said, already laying out one of the light gi-like chambray
outfitsthe prince preferred to loungein. "Will you want your hair washed this evening?'

"No, thank you," the prince responded with unconscious politeness. "I suppose you heard I'm not
taking dinner in the mess?"

"Of course, Y our Highness," the valet responded as the prince rolled upright on the bed and |ooked
sourly around the cabin. "Pity, redly. | had abeautiful suit picked out: that light Sienna one that
complementsyour hair sowell.”

The prince smiled thinly. "Nicetry, Kose, but no. I'm just too frazzled to be polite a dinner.” He
dapped the sdes of his head with both handsin frustration. "Leviathan | could take. Net-Hauling | could
take, grumbly oil and dl. But why, oh why, did Mother Her Regalness choose to send me on this
goddamned tramp freighter?’

"It isn't atramp freighter, Y our Highness, and you know it. We needed room for the bodyguards,
and the aternative would have been to detach a Fleet carrier. Which would have been abit much, don't



you think? 1 will admit, though, that it'sabit . . . shabby."

"Shabby!" The prince gave abitter laugh. "It's so worn I'm surprised it can hold atmosphere! It's so
old | bet the hull iswelded! I'm surprised it's not driven by interna combustion engines or steam power!
John would've gotten acarrier. Alexandra would've gotten acarrier! But not Roger! Oh, no, not 'Baby
Roj!""

The valet finished laying out the various outfits to be chosen from in the limited space of the cabin and
stood back with aresigned expression.

"Will I be drawing abath for Y our Highness?' he asked pointedly, and Roger gritted histeeth at the
tone.

"So | should stop whining and get agrip?'

Thevaet only amiled very dightly in return, and Roger shook his head.

"I'm too worked up, Kosie." He looked around the three-meter-square space and shook his head
again. "l wish there was someplace | could work out in peace on thistub.”

"Ther€'s an exercise area adjacent to the Assault Complement Quarters, Y our Highness," the valet
pointed out.

"l saidin peace," Roger commented dryly. He generaly preferred to avoid the troops that filled the
compartment. Hed never actualy worked out around the Battalion, despite being its nomina
commanding officer, because held had hisfill of weird looks and sniggers behind hisback in four years at
the Academy. Getting the same treatment from his own bodyguards would be hard to take.

"The mgority of the ship's company is eating at the moment, Y our Highness," Matsugae pointed out.
"Y ou would probably have the gym to yoursdlf.”

Thethought of agood workout was awfully attractive. Findly Roger nodded his head.
"Okay, Matsugae. Makeit s0."

* % %

Asthe dessert was cleared, Captain Krasnitsky looked significantly at Ensgn Guha. The
mahogany-skinned young woman blushed a darker hue, and stood up, wine glassin hand.

"Ladies and gentlemen,” she said carefully, "Her Mgesty the Empress. Long may sherulel™
After the chorused "The Empress,” the captain cleared histhroat.

"I'm sorry HisHighnessis unwell, Captain." He smiled at Captain Pahner. "Isthere anything we can
do? The gravity, temperature, and air pressure in his cabin are as close to Earth normal as my chief
engineer can makethem.”

Captain Pahner set down his amost untouched wine glass and nodded to the captain. "I'm sure His
Highnesswill befine" Various other phrases crossed his mind, but he carefully suppressed them.

After the completion of thisvoyage, Pahner would move on to acommand dot on avery smilar ship.
But larger. Aswith al COsin The Empress Own, he was dready on the promotion listsfor the next
grade, and at the completion of hisrotation, he would take over asthe commander of the 2nd Battalion,
502™ Heavy Strike Regiment. Since the 502™ was the primary ground combat unit of Seventh Fleet—the
Heet usudly found in any face-off with the Saints—he could expect to see regular action, and that was
good. He had no love of war, but the heat of battle was the only possible placeto truly test whether a
person was a Marine or not, and it would be good to be back in harness.

With over fifty yearsin the service, enlisted and officer, the two commands—Empress Own and
Heavy Strike—would be as good asit got. From there on out, it would al be downhill. Either retirement,
or else colond and then brigadier. Which was as good as saying a desk job: the Empire hadn't fielded a
regiment in acouple of centuries. It was asomber thought that he could see alight at the end of the tunnel
and it wasagrav-tran.

Captain Krasnitsky waited for further elaboration, but decided after amoment that that was dl he



was getting from the taciturn Marine. With another frozen smile he turned to Eleanora.
"Hasthe rest of the staff gone ahead to Leviathan to prepare for the Princes arrival, Ms. O'Casey?'

Eleanoratook adightly deeper gulp of wine than was drictly polite, and looked over at Captain
Pahner.

"l am therest of the staff,” she said coldly. Which meant that there had not been anyoneto send
ahead as an advance party. Which meant that once they got there, she would be running her ass off trying
to set up al the minor detailsthe staff should be handling. The staff that she was apparently chief of. That
mysterious, magicdly invisble saff.

The captain was now well aware that he was wandering through afield of landmines. He smiled
again, took adp of wine, and turned to the engineering officer at hisleft to engagein casud chitchat that
wasn't going to tick off amember of the Imperial Household.

Pahner moistened hislips with hiswine again and looked over a Sergeant Mg or Kosutic. She was
chatting quietly with the ship's bosun, and caught the look and smply raised her eyebrows asif to say,
"Wdl, what you want meto do about it?" Pahner shrugged millimetricaly in reply, and turned to the
ensgn a hisleft. What could any of them do about it?

CHAPTER THREE

Pahner tossed the e ectronic memo pad onto the desk in the tiny office of the Assault Complement
Commander.

"| think that's about al the planning we can do without actually seeing the dirtside conditions" hetold
Kosutic, and the sergeant mgor shrugged philosophicaly.

"Wdll, frontier planetsfull of rugged individudigts rardly spawn assassins, anyway, Boss"

"True enough,” Pahner admitted. "But it's close enough to both Raiden-Winterhowe and the Saintsto
have metwitchy."

Kosutic nodded, but she knew better than to ask most of the questions that came to mind. Instead,

shefingered her earlobe, where the sun-painted skull and crossbones glittered faintly, and then glanced at
the antiquated watch on her wrigt.

"I'm going to take aturn around the ship. Find out how many of the posts are adeep,” she
announced.

Pahner smiled. In two tours with the Regiment, hed never found a post other than fully dert. You just
didnt makeit thisfar if you were the type to even souch on guard duty. But it never hurt to check.

"Havefun," hesad.

* % %

Ensign Guha finished sedling her ship boots and looked around the cabin. Everything was shipshape,
s0 she picked up the black bag at her feet and touched the stud to open her cabin hatch. Somewherein
the depths of her mind alittle voice was screaming. But it was aquiet voice.



She stepped out of the cabin, turned to the right, and shouldered the ditty bag. The bag was unusualy
heavy. The materidswithin would have been detected in the security sweep of the ship which was
standard operating procedure before a member of the Imperia Family took trangit . . . and they had
been. And then accepted. The assault ship was designed to take afull Marine complement, after al,
whichincluded dl of their explogive "loadout." The Sx ultradense bricks, formed out of the most powerful
chemical explosive known, should do the job perfectly. The thought was a pleasing one, and, of course,
her own position aslogistics officer gave her full accessto the materid. Even morepleasing. Takendl in
al, shepractically scintillated with pleasure.

Her cabin was on the outer rim of the ship, along with most of the persona quarters, and she had a
long trip to Engineering. But it would be ahappy trip . . . despite the quiet little screamswithin.

She strode down the passage, smiling pleasantly at the few souls about in the depths of ship-night.
They were few and far between, but no one questioned the logistics officer. Sheld been taking degp-night
grollsfor her whole tour, and it was put down to smple insomnia. And that wasfair enough, for shedid
suffer from insomnia, however far from "smple’ it might be on this particular night.

Shetraveled the curved passages of the giant sphere, taking elevatorsto lower levels on acircuitous
route that brought her closer and closer to Engineering. The route was designed to avoid the Marine
guards scattered at strategic locations around the ship. Although their detectors wouldn't spot the
demoalitions unless she got very close, they would easily detect the fully charged power cell of the bead
pigtal in the same bag.

The horizon of the gray painted passages shrank as she neared the center of the vast ball. Findly, she
exited one last elevator.

The passage beyond was straight for achange, the far end sealed by ablast-door. To one side of the
blast-door, covering the controls, was asingle Marine in the silver-and-black dress uniform of the House
of MacClintock.

* * %

Private Hegazi cameto attention, one hand diding automaticaly towards his Sidearm as the elevator
opened, but he relaxed again dmost immediately when he recognized the officer. Hed seen her any
number of times on her perambulations of the ship, but never by Engineering.

Guess she got bored, he thought. Or maybe I'm about to get lucky? Nonetheless, his duty was clear.

"Mdam," he said, remaining at attention as she neared. "Thisis a secure space. Please exit this secure
a.%-II

* % %

Ensgn Guhasmiled faintly asan aming grid dropped across her vison. Her right hand, hiddeninsde
the bag, flipped the bead gun off of safe, and triggered a five-round burst.

The five-millimeter steel-coated, glass-cored beads were accelerated to phenomena speeds by the
electromagnets lining the barrel. The wegpon's recoil was tremendous, but al five of the beads had
cleared the barrel before recoil began to take effect. Ensgn Guha's hand was thrown violently out of the
now smoking bag, but the beads continued their flight towards the Marine guard.

* * *

Hegazi wasfagt. Y ou had to bein the Regiment. But he aso had less than an eighth of a second
between the ingtant hisinstincts shrilled awarning and the impact of the first bead on his upper chest.

The outer layer of hisheavy uniform was a synthetic that smulated buff wool but wasfire resstant. It
wasn't balistic resstant. The next layer, however, was kinetic reactive. As the beads struck, the polymers
of the uniform reacted instantaneoudly, their chemical bonds shifting under the imparted energy to change
the textile from soft and flexible to solid as stedl. The armor had weaknesses and was vulnerable to cuts,
but it was light, and well-nigh impregnable to smal-armsfire.

Y et any materid has abreaking point. In the case of the Marines uniform armor, that point was high
but not infinite. Thefirst bead shattered on the surface, the meta and glass bitsflicking out in afan to



pepper the underside of the Marine's chin even as his hand reached once more for his own sidearm. The
weight was coming off hisfeet as he started to drop to a knedling position when the second bead hit a
few centimeters above the first. This bead aso shattered, but the extraenergy began to splinter the
molecular bonds of the resistant materid.

Thethird bead did the trick. Coming in on the hedls of the second and dightly lower, it shattered the
kinetic armor like glass, findly throwing some of its massinto the now unprotected Marine's sernum.
* * %

Ensign Guhawiped the blood off of the keypad and attached a device to the surface temperature
scanner. She shouldn't have had the codes to enter Engineering, or the facia features, for that matter. But
any system is subject to compromise, and this one was no exception. The security systems saw the IR
features of the DeGlopper 's chief engineer and received the correct codestimed in just the way the chief
would have tapped them. She stepped through the open blast-doors and |ooked around, pleased but not
surprised that there was no onein sight.

The engineering spaces of the ship were huge, taking up well over one-third of the interior volume.
Thetunnel drive coils and the capacitors to feed them took up the mgjority of the space, and their
keening song filled the vast compartment as they sucked in energy voracioudy and distorted any concept
of Eingteinian redity. Thelight-speed limit could be violated, but it required immense power, and the
tunnel drive gobbled up internd volume amost as greedily asit did energy.

But thefield of the tunndl drive system was more or less fixed and independent of mass. Likethe
phase drive, there was a pecific limit to the maximum volume of the field which could be generated, but
the masswithin that field was unimportant. Thus the huge ship carriers of the various Imperid and
republican naviesthat battled among the stars. And thus the vast size of the interstellar fleet transports.

But dl of it depended on power. Enormous, barely controlled power.

Ensgn Guhaturned to theleft and followed the curving passage asthe tunnel drive thumped out its
keening star song.

Kosutic nodded at the guard on the magazine deck as she stepped back out the hatch. The guard, a
newbie from First Platoon, had stopped her at the hatch and insisted that she passthefacia temperature
scan and key in her code. Which was exactly what she was supposed to do, which was the reason for
the sergeant mgjor's nod of approval. However, Kosutic d so made a mental note to talk to Margaretta
Lal, the trooper's platoon sergeant. The trooper had clearly loosened up when she recognized the
sergeant mgjor, and she needed to learn to doubt everything and everyone. Eternal paranociawasthe
entire purpose of the Regiment. There was no other way to guard effectively in thisday and age.

Despite early gainsin processing, it had taken humanity nearly amillennium after the invention of the
first crude computersto devel op a system of implanted processors that interfaced completely with human
neura systemswithout adverse Sde effects. The "toots' were still cutting edge and being constantly
refined . . . and they were a security planner's nightmare, because they could be programmed to take
over aperson's body. When that happened, the unfortunate victim had no control over hisown actions,
The Marines called people like that "toombies.”

Some societies used specialy modified toots to control the actions of convicted criminals, but in most
societies, including the Empire of Man, such ause of the hardware wasillegd for al but military
purposes. The Marines themselves used the system to the fullest asacombat aid and multiplier, but even
they werewary of it.

The big problem was hacking. A person whose toot had been "hacked" could be forced to do
literally anything. Just two years ago, someone had mounted an assassi nation attempt on the prime
minister of the Alphane Empire by using ahuman official with ahacked toot. The hacker had never been
found, but once the security protocols were solved, it had been aludicroudy smplething to do. The
toots were designed for radio-packet external dataiinput, and asmall device disguised as an antique



pocket watch had been found in the officia's possession. It was speculated that it had been given to him
asagift, but wherever it had come from, it had taken histoot over. It was asif the officia had been
possessed by a demon hidden in the ancient Pandora's box.

Sincethen, al members of the Regiment and al close servitors of the Imperia Family had been
required to go through random scans, and the security protocols of their toots had been updated yet
again. Kosutic knew that, but she dso knew there was no such thing as a perfect defense.

She made anote to hunt down Gunny Lai on her toot and smiled at the ambiguity of her own actions.
Sheld started of f in the Marines before the day of the devices; but sheld become as dependent on them
aseveryonedse. It was ahumorousirony, in abitter sort of way, that she now saw them asthe single
biggest threet to her charges.

She stepped onto the elevator and checked the duty roster again. Hegazi was on Engineering. Good
troop, but new. Too new. Hell, they were dl too new; elghteen months was just enough time to get very
good at their jobs, then most went on to Stedl. The few who stayed were rarely the best. She thought of
Julian and laughed. Of course, there was best and best. But she intended to remind Hegazi, who was a
good troop overdl, that he needed to be totally one hundred percent paranoid at al times.

* % %

She stood in the pool of the Marine's blood. She hadn't bothered to check his pulse; nobody who'd
lost that much blood was dive, and she was too busy considering what to do to waste time on pointless
gestures. She didn't consider for long—the Marines didn't exactly pick ditherers as the senior noncoms of
The Empress Own—~but there was always enough time to screw up, so there had to be enough to make
the right move, aswdll.

She tapped her communicator.

"Sergeant of the Guard. Full load out to Engineering. We have a breach. Do not sound Genera
Quarters.”

She cut the communication. The guards would contact Pahner, and the assassin wouldn't be derted,
for the Marine communicators were encrypted. Of course, the saboteur—and sabotage had to be what
thekiller contemplated—could have left any of half adozen telltales dong his backtrail to warn him that
he'd been discovered.

Kosutic plucked the sensor wand off the dead guard's belt and swept the hatch. No obvious traces
there. She keyed in the entry code and went through the hatch fast and low as it opened. The blood was
aready coagulating, and the body was cooling, so the n probably wasn't on the far side of the
hatch. But EvaKosutic hadn't survived to be a sergeant major by depending on "probably.”

"Engineering, thisis Sergeant Mgor Kosutic," she said into her communicator. "Do not, | say again,
do not sound an dert. We have a probable saboteur in Engineering; your guard isdead.” She swept the
sensor wand around. There were heat traces everywhere, but most went straight ahead. All except one.
A single trace split off from the pack, heading to the sergeant major's left, and it looked fresher.

"What?' the communicator demanded increduloudy. "Where?'

"It looks like somewherein quadrant four," she snapped. "Get on your scanners and vids. Find
them.”

There was amoment of silence from whoever was on the other end of theline. Then—

"Roger," the communicator responded.

She hoped like hdll it wasn't the saboteur.

* % %

Ensign Guha paused and |ooked left and right. She brought up ameasuring grid and used it to locate
the precise point she needed on the right-hand bulkhead, then reached into her satchel and extracted a
one-kilo shaped charge. She stripped the covering plagtic off the bottom, affixed it to the bulkhead with
the provided adhesive, and examined her handiwork for amoment, to ensure it wasn't going anywhere,



Then she pulled apin and depressed athumbswitch. A smal red light blinked on, then went out; the
bomb was armed.

She turned to her left once more and continued her circuit. Only three moreto go.
* * %

Captain Pahner closed the front of his chameleon suit and configured his helmet to sed the whole
system as the elevator descended. Gunnery Sergeant Jin, dready suited, stood beside him with Kosutic's
helmet dung at his side and her chameleon suit over his shoulder. The standard issue Marine suits offered
better ballistic protection than dress uniforms, faded the wearer into the background, and were designed
for vacuum work. They weren't as good as combat armor, but there wasn't time for full armor. He had
one platoon warming theirs up anyway, of course, but if thisdidn't go down in the next few minutes his
namewasn't Armand Pahner.

"Eva" he snapped into the hemet mike. "Tak tome."

"Three so far. One-kilo shaped chargesright over plasma conduits. They've got anti-tamper devices
inthem. | canamdl it."

"Captain Krasnitsky, thisis Captain Pahner," Pahner said sharply. Surprise isa mental condition,
not reality, he reminded himsdf. “"We have to shut down those conduits.”

"We can't," Krasnitsky answered. "Y ou can't just shut off atunnel drive. If you tried it, you'd come
out at arandom point somewhere in anine-light-year radius sphere. And the plasma hasto be dowed
down, anyway. If you just try to shut off it . . . backfires. We could lose everything."

"If we were about to be hit in Engineering by enemy fire," Pahner asked, "what would you do then?'

"Wed be under phase drive!" Krasnitsky snapped back. ™Y ou can't be hit in tunnd space. There's
no procedure for this!"

"Shit," Pahner said quietly. It was the first time anyone had ever heard him swear. " Sergeant Mgor,
get the hdll out of there.”

"l don't seeany timers.”

"They'rethere”

"Probably. But if | can get the shooter . . ."

"They could be on adead-man's switch,” Pahner said, gritting histeeth as he stepped off the elevator.
"Thisisan order, Sergeant Mgjor Kosutic. Get out of there. Now."

"I'm closer to getting out going through the shooter than going back,” Kosutic said mildly.

Pahner looked at the first bomb. As Kosutic had said, there were no telltales but it smelled like it had
anti-tamper devices. He turned to the sergeant of the guard, Sergeant Bilai from First Platoon, who
looked as cool as acucumber for someone standing within afew feet of abomb that could go off at any
moment. The private next to him wasn't quite as cool; she was watching the sergeant's back and

breathing deeply and regularly. It was a common method of dealing with combat stress, which she
obvioudy was. Pahner arched an eyebrow at Bildli.

"Demo?'

"Ontheway, Sir," the sergeant replied crisply.

"Okay," Pahner said with anod and aglance around. If the bomber gave them time, they could try
blowing the bombsin place. The explosion of acharge placed next to one of them would tend to break
up the plasmajet from a shaped charge, and the bulkheads were armored to protect the plasma conduits.
Without a shaped-charge jet, there was no way the explosions would penetrate. Of course, that assumed
that they didn't go off before the demolition teams could get to them.

" 'If you can keep your head when dl about you . . ." " Pahner whispered, thinking furioudly.

"Excuseme, Sr?'

"I s there someone following up the Sergeant Mgor?'



"Yes, Sir," Bildi said. "There are teams coming from either end, and we have one cutting acrossthe
middle of Engineering, aswell."

"Okay, we dl know were brave, but there's afine line between hardcore and stupid. Let's get the
heck out of here and sedl this passage in case these things go off."

"Roger that, Sir." The expression on Bildi's midnight-black face didn't even flicker as he touched his
communicator. "Guard. Everyone but the point teams, out of the passage. Sedl it at both ends.” The
passage made a circuit of the ship. Although there were side connections, those stayed sedled as a matter
of course. It was only the central passageway hatches that remained open. And the intervening
blast-doors. If worse cametoworst . . .

"Captain Krasnitsky," Pahner said, "what happensif we shut al the doors and the bombs detonate
ayway?'

"Bad things" afemale voice sngpped. "Thisis Lieutenant Commander Furtwangler, Chief Engineer.
Firg of dl, the blast-doors aren't designed for multiple plasmafalures. They might not stop it from
flooding Engineering. And even if they do keep the plasmafrom killing usdl, we still drop out of TD. We
probably don't get the drive back with that much damage, and even if we do, we lose most of our range.
Satan only knows what secondary damage would occur. Bad things,” she repeated.

Pahner nodded as the blast-doors shut on his Marines. Bad things seemed to be happening al over.

* % %

Kosutic had noted the pattern of placement, and as the sixth blast-door came up, she legpt forward,
skidding on her somach into view of where the next bomb would be.

Ensign Guhatriggered aburst of beads that shrieked through where the sergeant mgjor would have
been had she come around the corner running upright. The kick from the powerful pistol threw it up over
the ensign's head despite her two-handed grip, and she never had time to get back on target.

Eva Kosutic was a veteran of a hundred firefights and fired thousands of bead rounds every week
just to keep in practice. No hacked assassnation program, however well-designed, could beat that
experience. Her own bead pistol tracked onto the young ensign's throat, and she triggered a single round.

The five-millimeter bead was accel erated to four kilometers per second in its twenty-centimeter flight
up the barrel. When it struck the ensign's neck, one centimeter to the left of her tracheg, it shattered,
converting al of itskinetic energy to explosive hydrostatic shock in afraction of asecond.

The ensign's head exploded off her body and was thrown backwards as the severed carotidsjetted
blood dl over the unarmed bomb at her feet.

Before the decapitated body had hit the floor, Kosutic was up and running. The armed bombs were
probably remotely triggered, but they would aso have a backup. Any plan this meticulous was bound to
have abackup. The smplest would be atimer, but agood addition would be a dead-man's switch
controlled by the n'stoot. When the ensign died, which she more or less had just done, the toot
would send out a signal—jprobably when dl brain activity ceased—to detonate the bombs. But athough
the ensgn-zombie wasfor al practical purposes dead, brain activity in a case of severance continued for
afew seconds. Which was why the sergeant mgor had shot her in the throat, not the head.

All of the bombs were behind Eva K osutic, and she intended to ensure that they stayed asfar away
aspossible. She keyed her communicator. "Firein the hole! Shut all blast-doors! ™ she shouted as she
legpt over the sprayed blood and past the ensign's head, still accelerating.

Captain Pahner had just opened his mouth to repeat the sergeant major's order when therewere a
whole series of thumps, and the world went sdeways.



CHAPTER FOUR

Roger was never sure afterwardsif it was the Genera Quarters darm or the rough hands of the
Marinesthat startled him awake.

The Marines faceswere unfamiliar to his mostly deeping brain in the dim red emergency lights, under
the banshee howl of the darm, and he reacted violently as he was dammed roughly into abulkhead. Asa
member of the Imperial Family, histoot was equipped with severa bits of software not availableto the
generd public, including acomplete "hardwired" hand-to-hand combat package and an "assassin”
program which did severd interesting things. Moreover, the prince had dways been athletic. He held
black beltsin three separate "hard" martid arts, and his sensai (not surprisingly) was one of the best in
the entire Empire of Man.

With al of that going for him, hewas not a safe person to jump upon, without warning, in the dark,
whatever Bravo Company might have thought of him. Even taken by surprisein asound deep, he
managed to kick backward, trying for aknee strike as one arm was wrenched to the left and inserted in a
deeve. Consdering his surprised, deep-groggy dtate, it was aremarkably well-executed attempt . . . and
accomplished absolutely nothing.

If the members of The Empress Own were surprised by his response, they had a surprise or two for
him, aswell. Likethefact that their toots offered hardwired booster packages of their own . . . and that
al of them had spent even longer training in the martia arts than he had. He was spun around and struck
inthe solar plexusfor histroubles.

The two Bravo Company privates seemed unconcerned by his chokes and gasps as they expertly
duffed him into an emergency vac suit, and once they had him in the suit, with hishelmet on, they sat on
him. Literaly. He was pushed roughly to the deck, where the two bodyguards pinned him down and sat
on him, weapons trained outward.

Dueto the oversized cretin sitting on his chest, he couldn't reach his suit controls, and since the com
wasinitsdefault "off" mode, he couldn't even call Captain Pahner and order him to get these
dope-browed bruisersto let him up. Although he was technically their commander, the privates paid no
attention to hisfirst few queries, shouted through the plastron of the helmet. As soon as heredlized his
effortswereineffective, he gave up. The hdl if he was going to be ignored by these goons.

After what seemed an eternity, but couldn't have been more than ten or fifteen minutes, the
compartment hatch opened to reved two Marinesin battle armor. The guards sitting on him stood up,
one of them giving him ahand to help him to hisfeet, and left the compartment. The two new guards,
faceless nonentities behind the flickering visors of their powered armor, sat him on the bed and
sandwiched him between them, weapons trained outward once again. But in this case, the weapons were
aquad-barreled heavy bead gun and a plasma cannon trained, respectively, toward the door and toward
the next compartment. If boarders came dicing through the wall, they werein for an uncomfortable
urprise.

He now had time to examine the vac suit and found that—surprise, surprise—the com was limited to
the emergency "Guard" frequency only. It was an unforgivable sin, roughly comparable to egting one's



own young, to use that frequency in anything but atrue emergency. That was alesson (one of the few)
he'd learned quite painfully during his mandatory orded at the Academy, and since the troopers didn't
seem to be hogtile—just very, very determined to keep him safe—this probably didn't count asatrue’
emergency. SO no communicator.

Which left him to ponder what was going on with virtually no data. There was air, but the emergency
lightswere on. He reached for the latches on his suit to take the helmet off, but one of the armored
Marinestapped his hand away from them. The tap was obvioudy intended to be polite but firm, but the
pseudo-muscles of the armor turned it into astinging dap.

Rubbing his knuckles, Roger leaned over until his hedmet wasin contact with the Marin€'s.
"Would you mind tdling mewheat the hdl isgoing on?"

"Captain Pahner said to wait until he got here, Y our Highness," afemale soprano, badly distorted by
the helmets, responded.

Roger nodded and leaned back against the bulkhead, flipping his head insde the helmet to try to
make his ponytall lieflat and smooth. So, either there'd been a coup, and Pahner wasin onit, or theréd
been some sort of emergency, and Pahner wanted to be able to give him acomplete report rather than a
garbled version second- or third-hand.

If the second scenario were correct, well and good. Hewould just cool hisheds herefor awhile,
then find out what the problem was. If it was a case of thefirst scenario . . . Helooked at the armored
Marine with the bead cannon pointed at the door. There was probably a snowball's chancein hell that he
could actualy wrest it away from the Marine and kill Pahner with it, but if thiswasacoup, hislifewas
worth less than spit anyway. Might aswell go out like a MacClintock.

Hewaked mentaly back over every step of the event, and noticed that the floor had stopped
vibrating. The background hum of the various life-support and drive systems had become so familiar that
it was unnoticed, but now, with it gone, its absence was obvious. If those systems were off-line, they
werein deep troubleindeed . . . which at least militated against the coup theory.

Then he thought about the two troopers who'd dragged him out of bed. They'd suited him up and
literally sat on him for agood ten minutes before anyone showed up to relieve them. And they hadn't had
auits. If the cabin had lost pressure, they would have died rapid and unpleasant deaths. So the privates, at
least, thought he was worth keeping dive. Which aso argued against the coup theory.

They'd aso risked their livesto protect him, and while that willingnessto risk or lose their livesto
keep their charges dlive was assumed on the part of the Imperia Family, Roger had never beenin an
emergency. Thered never been a Situation in which hisbodyguard'slife was threstened. Well, thered
been that one disastrous encounter on a vacation, but the bodyguard was never actualy in danger,
whatever the young lady had threatened. . . .

But in this case, two people whose names he didn't even know had risked an awful degth to protect
hislife

It was a confusing thought.

Nearly two hours passed before " Captain™ Pahner appeared, accompanied by Captain Krasnitsky.
Pahner wasin achameleon suit, while the ship's captain wasin a FHeet skin suit, with his helmet flopped
back out of the way.

Pahner nodded to the two guards, who left the cabin, closing the hatch behind them. Roger took a
good look at Krasnitsky, and promptly waved him into the station chair at the small desk. While the Fleet
captain collapsed into the seat, Pahner touched the stud to lock the hatch, then turned and faced the
prince.

"We have aproblem, Y our Highness."

"Oh, redly, Captain?| hadn't noticed." The prince's voice was muffled through the plastron of the



helmet. After amoment's fumbling, he released the standard catches and dumped the helmet on his bunk.
"By theway," he continued sourly, "there wouldn't happen to be askin-suit in my size on board, would
there?"

"No, Y our Highness, therewouldn't,” Pahner answered stoicaly. "'I've dready checked. That detail
was overlooked. Aswere others, gpparently.” He turned to the miserable-looking captain. "If you'd care
to continue, Captain Krasnitsky?"

The captain rubbed his face and sighed.

"We were sabotaged, Y our Highness. Badly."

" Sabotaged?" the prince repeated increduloudy. "By whom?”

"Now that isthe million-credit question, Y our Highness" Pahner admitted. "We know thewho asin
‘who actudly did the sabotage.’ That was Ensign Amanda Guha, the ship'slogigtics officer.”

"What?' Roger blinked in confusion. "Why would she do that?*

Captain Krasnitsky opened his mouth to answer, then looked at Pahner, and the Marine shrugged his
shoulders and continued. "We're not positive, of course, but | believe shewas atoombie.”

"A toot zombie?' Roger's eyes widened. "Here? Are there any more?' Then he shook hishead at the
supidity of hisown question. "We wouldn't know, would we?'

"No, Y our Highness, wewouldn',” Pahner replied with considerable restraint. "However, there are
someindications that she was the soletoombie. It's vanishingly unlikely that anyone elsein the Company
isat risk. Everyone who is expected to have contact with you is regularly swept and has up-to-date
security protocols. And everyonein the ship's company was swept before the voyage. Including Ensign
Guha. But we found adevicein her cabin. .. ."

"Oh, shit,” Roger said.

"l can think of at least twenty ways the device could have made it on board,” Pahner continued.
"However, that's not the most pressing issue a the moment.”

"Y our Highness," Captain Krasnitsky said finaly, with anodded thanks at Pahner, "Captain Pahner is
correct. How they got to Guhaislessimportant than what she did to us, I'm afraid. She managed to
attach explosive devicesto severa of the tunnd drive plasma conduits. When they went off, we nearly
lost Engineering entirely from an unvented plasma core leak. When the plasma breach was detected, the
automated systems were supposed to shut off deuterium flow, but the next bead in the magazinewas a
worm program that she apparently dumped into the control systems. It cut out the safety interlocks, so
the plasmakept venting. . . ."

The captain stopped and wiped hisface, trying to find the right words to report the disaster, but
Pahner did it for him.

"Wevelog al but one fusion plant, Y our Highness" the sone-faced Marine said. "Tunnd driveis
off-line. Phase driveis off-line. The chief engineer got the flow shut down manualy, but aplasmablast
took her out right after she did it. And shewas our only fully qudified engineering repair officer.”

"A physica and cyber attack.” The prince sounded stunned. "Againgt amember of the Imperia
Family?'

"Yes, Your Highness," Pahner said with the bleak smile of thetruly pissed professiond. "Lovely,
don't you think? And it wasn't asif they were going to stop there. We've got worm programs and Viruses
in every mgor subsystem: Navigation, Fire Control—"

"And Environmental," Krasnitsky interrupted with ashake of hishead. "Well, had. I'm pretty surewe
got them al wiped out, but weve taken some heavy casudtiesin Engineering, and—"

"l was 'pretty sure' there wasn't anything like them on board to begin with!™ Pahner snapped angrily.
"We need to be more than "pretty sure,’ Captain.”

"Agreed, Captain,” the captain said shortly. He stood and straightened his back. ™Y our Highness,



with your permission, | need to get back to my ship. | have high hopes that we can make sufficient
repairsto get usto a habitable planet. Although,” he turned and looked at the granite-faced Pahner again,
"the system we have to makefor . . ."

Helet hisvoicetrail off and shrugged, and Roger nodded, with a dazed expression.
"Of course, Captain. Y ou need to get back to work. Good luck. Cal meif you need anything."

He redlized how fatuous the last sentence sounded even asit dropped from hislips. What the heck
could he do that trained and experienced crew members couldn't? Cook? But the aready exhausted
captain paid no attention to the silliness of the remark. He smply bowed, and stepped past Pahner and
out of the cabin.

The hatch closed behind him, and Pahner gave the prince another bleak amile.
"What the Captain didn't mention, Y our Highness, iswhere were headed.”
"Which iswhere?' the prince asked warily.

"Marduk, Y our Highness."

The prince searched his memory, but found nothing. A quick check of hisimplanted database found
the planet, but it was smply listed asa Class Three imperia planet. A toot had afairly large memory, but
much of it was taken up by the interaction protocols. The remainder wasfilled with datawhich, in
Roger's case, anyway, was selected at the user's discretion. Now the entry flashed across the surface of
his consciousness as figures and pictures scrolled across hisvison. Most of the datawas textua and
symboalic, the better to crowd into the memory alocation, and he frowned thoughtfully as he scanned it.
Theworld maintained an imperid post with what sounded like very limited landing facilities, but it wasnt
even an associate member—just a place where the Empire had planted itsflag.

"It'soneof ours," he sated carefully.

"Nominaly, Y our Highness. Nominadly," Pahner snorted. "Theres aport, but no repair
facilities—certainly none capable of repairing one of these assault ships. Theré's an automated refueling
post over one of the gas giants which is owned by TexAmP, but the port islocally managed. Out on the
back of beyond likeit is, who knows what's actua ly going on?"

Pahner consulted his own toot and frowned much more unhappily than Roger had.

"Theonly intel note | have on the region isthat the Saints might be active out here. On the other hand,
Y our Highness, out here on the frontier about haf the time you turn around theré's a Saint SpecOps team
nosing under thetent." He smiled faintly. "Of course, they probably fed the same way about us.”

Pahner consulted his notepad, with its much grester memory, and frowned again.

"Thelocasare hostile and primitive, the faunais vicious, the mean temperature isthirty-three degrees
centigrade, and it rainsfive timesaday. Theregion is notorious for Dream Spice smuggling, and piracy is
rampant. Of course." He shook his head. "Frankly, Y our Highness, | fed like I'm taking you down
Fourteenth Street at oh-three hundred on a Saturday night in August dressed in thousand-credit chips.”

Fourteenth Street had been in existence since the days when Imperia City had been the Didtrict of
Columbia, the capita of the former United States, and it had never been agood place to wander. But
that was the last thing on Roger's mind at this particular moment, and he rubbed hisface and sighed.

"Isthere any good news?' The question had anote of awhinein it, and he kicked himsdf for being
such ashit. Everyone else was busting their butts to save his sorry ass. The least he could do was not
whine about the Stuation!

Pahner's face tightened.

"Well, youre dtill bresthing, Y our Highness. So | haven't failled my chargeyet. And | think the
Captain can get the ship to Marduk, which isablessing. At least in amilitary ship they can reroute the
fixed control runs, athough that's going to take aweek or more, with most of the Company pitching in
alongside the crew to do, pardon the pun, grunt work.



"It'sgood news that the senior engineer was in the compartment in the middle of the night and reacted
fast enough to shut down an out of control reaction. It's good newsthat were on amilitary ship. It'sgood
news that we only got knocked six or seven light-years off course, and not clear into Saint territory. It's
good newsthat we're ill breathing. But other than that, no. | can't think of any."

Roger nodded. "Y ou have an interesting definition of good news, Captain. But | see your point. What
can | doto hdp?' he asked, carefully controlling hisvoice.

"Totell you the truth, Y our Highness, the best thing you can do isto stay in your cabin and out of the
way. All your presence would do would be to distract the crew and make my guys have to run around
using up extraoxygen. So, if you'd stay put, I'd appreciateit. I'll have your meals ddlivered.”

"What about the gym?' Roger asked, his eyesflicking around thetiny cabin.

"Until Environmental comes back online, none of us are going to be doing much working out, Y our
Highness. Now, if you'll excuse me, | haveto get back to work."

Without waiting for permission, Pahner hit the hatch key and let himself out. The hatch cycled shut
behind him, leaving Roger to stare a the walsthat seemed smdler than ever.

And to ligen for the returning circulation of air.

CHAPTER FIVE

Prince Roger's patience had worn thin.

The better part of aday had passed since the crudely repaired, shuddering tunnel drive had kicked
off and the in-system phase drive had cut in, and he wastired of being good. He'd been stuck in his
cabin, haf thetimein thisill-fitting vac suit, for three weeks while the repairs proceeded and the ship
limped through tunndl space toward Marduk, and the noise and vibration of the patched-up drive
systems hadn't been designed to make him any happier abouit it.

The TD normaly emitted a smooth, amost lulling background hum, but the jury-rigged repairs had
produced something that whined, shuddered, and sometimes seemed to threaten to tear the ship apart.
Pahner and Captain Krasnitsky had been careful to underplay the problems on their infrequent visitsto
update him, but the repairs weren't much more than "5k cord and bubble gum,” according to Matsugee,
who'd become friendly with some of the guards. They'd held together, though, and the awful journey was
amost over. All they had to do was land on Marduk and commandeer the first imperia ship back to
Earth. He might even end up being able to avoid Leviathan completely. Problem solved, crisis resolved,
danger past. So Roger, Prince of the House MacClintock, was not by God going to stay cooped up,
incommunicado, in hisstinking cabin.

He smoothed down his hair, patted afew stray strands into place, touched the hatch control, and
stepped out into the passage. The gtink in the dim corridor was even worse than in the cabin, and for a
moment he consdered donning hishelmet. But he was obvioudy clumsy putting it on and taking it off,
and damned if he was going to give these Myrmidons areason to laugh at his expense. He turned to one
of the armored guards.



"Take meto the bridge,” he ordered in his most imperious tone. He wanted to be absolutely clear

that he was done cowering in his cabin.
* * %

Sergeant Nimashet Despreaux cocked her head inside her helmet and regarded the prince from
behind the shield of her flickering visor. The hdmet system wasintended to cause the eye to shift away,
enhancing the effect of the chamel eon camouflage they dl wore. But it dso madeit impossible for anyone
on the outside to see aMarine's expression, and, after abrief pause, she stuck her tongue out at him and
turned toward the bridge. She aso sent a biofeedback command to the radio control and opened a
channel to Captain Pahner.

"Captain Pahner, thisis Sergeant Despreaux. His Highnessis headed for the bridge,”" she reported
flatly.

"Roger," wasthetersereply.

It was going to be interesting to be afly on thewall for thisone.

* k%

They findly cycled through the double airlock system to the bridge, and Roger looked around. Hed
familiarized with the Puller -class at the Academy, but held never actually been on the bridge of one
before. The company-sized assault transports were the backbone of the Corps support groups, which
meant they were under-emphasized by the Academy. An Academy graduate wanted to be posted to
Line or Screen forces, where the promotions and the action were, not to an assault barge. Might aswell
captain a garbage scow.

But this garbage scow had survived the crisis, and that said alot for the captain and crew, Academy
graduates or not.

There was evidence of the damage even on the bridge. Scorch marks on the communications board
indicated an overload in the maser com, and most of the front panels were missing from the control
gations. Control runswere normally formed directly into the hull structure when a ship was grown, but
since military ships had to assume that they would suffer combat damage, there were provisionsfor
bypassing them with temporary systems. In this case, hadtily ingtalled relays, some of them even made out
of wire, for God's sake, snaked across the floor, and the compartment was filled with the faint pul se of
optic transmissionslesking from thejoints.

Roger stepped over the cableslittering the deck and joined the captain where he and Pahner were
examining the tactical readout. The hologram of the system buckled and rippled as the crippled tactical
computers struggled to keep it updated.

"How arewe doing?' he asked.

"Wdl," Captain Krasnitsky answered with agrim, utterly humorless amile, "we were doing fine, Y our
Highness"

As hefinished spesking, the Generd Quarters darm sounded. Again.

"Wheat's happening?' Roger asked over the wail, and Captain Pahner frowned and shook his head.

"Unidentified warship in the system, Y our Highness. They're over aday away from intercept, but we
don't know what else might be lying doggo nearby."

"What?' Roger yipped, hisvoice cracking in surprise. "How? But—" He stopped and tried to put on
abetter face. "Arethey part of the sabotage? Could they be waiting for us? And who are they? Not
impeid?'

"Captain?' Pahner turned to the ship's commande.

"Currently, who they areisunknown, Sir. Y our Highness, | mean." For once, the captain wasn't
flustered by the presence of roydty. The overriding necessity to fight his ship wasal he had mind for, and
the last three weeks of hell had burned out most of his other worries. "Our sensors are damaged, aong
with everything ese, but it's definitely awarship from the phase drive signature. The filament structureis



too deep for it to be anything else." He frowned again and thought about the rest of the questions.

"| doubt that they're part of some deeply laid plan, Y our Highness. When the tunnel drive was
damaged, it threw us badly off our planned flight path. | doubt that the conspirators, whoever they were,
could believe were il dive, and if they'd made preparations to 'make sure of the job,' they would have
done s0in systems closer to our base course. Marduk is off our baseline by amost afull tunnel jump,
amost seventeen light-years. | don't see how anyone could have anticipated our ending up here.

"S0, no, | don't think they're'waiting for us,” but that doesn't necessarily make their presence good
news. The drive and emissons signatures|ook kind of like a Saint parasite cruiser, but if that's so, that
means the Saints have had aLine carrier in-system.”

"And that means the Saints have probably taken the system,” Pahner snarled.

The ship captain smiled thinly and sniffed, tapping the edge of the crippled tactica display. "Yes, it
does."

"So the planet is under hostile control?' Roger asked.

"Possibly, Sir. Your Highness," Krasnitsky agreed. "Okay, probably. The orbitals, at least. They
haven't necessarily taken over the port.”

"Almogt certainly,” Pahner concluded. "Captain, | think we need a council. Mysdlf and my officers,
His Highness, your officerswho are available. We have time?”

"Oh, yes. Whoever thisis, hewaited to bring up his phase drive until we were degp enough insdethe
tunnel wall to be sure no merchant could make it back out without being overhauled. Which probably
means our signature is changed enough from our damage that he thinks we're amerchie instead of an
assault ship. But even with our accel towards the planet and his accel towards us, we have severd hours
to decide what we're going to do”

"What are our choices?' Roger asked. The blinking red icon of the possible hostile cruiser held his
eyeslike alodestone, and Krasnitsky smiled faintly.

"Well, thereisn't much choice, isthere, Y our Highness? We can't spaceott . . ."

* * %

"...s0,well havetofight," Captain Krasnitsky said.

The wardroom was crowded. Besides Krasnitsky, there were his executive officer, the acting
engineer, and the acting tactica officer. On Bravo Company's Sde of the table there was Prince Roger,
who was flanked by Eleanora O'Casey and Captain Pahner. In addition, Pahner had brought two of his
three lieutenants. According to theideal universe of The Book, there were supposed to be seven
lieutenants aline company, but that happy state of affairswasrarely found in dreary redlity. It was
especidly hard to find in The Empress Own, which had even higher sandards for its officersthan its
enlisted men.

In genera, the need for an executive officer and "chief of saff" for acompany commander was seen
asoverriding the need for a platoon leader, so Third Platoon was officerless. Its platoon sergeant, who
normally would have been in the meeting, was busy getting it prepared for whatever the CO decided to
do, and the navigator was on the bridge, bluffing the oncoming cruiser which was|ooking more and more
likeaSaint paradite.

"l don't want anyone to have any doubts," Krasnitsky went on. "We might win, and we might not.
Usudly, I'd say we could take a single cruise—weve got more missiles, and heavier, and weve got him
licked on beam armament.” He paused and stared at the deckhead for amoment. "Weve got dl the
normal advantages of atunne drive ship. We aren't mass-limited; the drive only cares about our volume,
so we can afford to mount ChromSten armor, which he can't. That right there isamagjor factor, sinceit
will shrug off some of the missilesthat get through, whereas ourswill dl hammer him. And weve got
moreinternal volume, so we can absorb more of the damage that does get through.

"The downsideis, werein sad shape. We can hardly accelerate at dl, and our sensors and targeting



systems are screwed. We're adamned big target, too, soit's not like they're going to miss. All the normal
disadvantages of a TD ship, with afew extrathrown in. So well take damage, no question. Even if we
win, well be in worse shape than we are now."

He paused again and looked around the compartment. The Marines, combat veterans al, looked
grim but determined. His own people, none of whom had actually been through a ship-to-ship action,
looked a bit white, but focused. The prince's chief of staff wastrying very hard to look asif she had any
ideaat dl of what was going on. The prince, though . . . The prince was asight. It was obvious that,
whatever else held taken at the Academy, no-win smulations hadn't been on the program. Asthe briefing
had gone on, his eyes had just gotten rounder and rounder. . . .

"What about punching the assault shuttles?' Pahner asked, leaning a chin on onefist and looking so
cam he appeared dmost disinterested. Krasnitsky had dealt with some cool Marinesin the course of his
career, but the commander of the prince's bodyguard was obvioudy one of those rare people who smply
got camer when disaster loomed. The Fleet officer waswilling to bet that the Maring's blood pressure
and heartbeat were so low they were dropping off the scale.

"I'd suggest loading them,” Lieutenant Commander Talcott, DeGlopper 's XO said, "but don't punch
them. Putting their additional armor between the Prince and incoming fire would be good, but you'd have
ahdluvatime making the planet without usfrom here.”

"Have we received any transmission from the other ship?' Eleanora asked.

"Not yet," Krasnitsky said. "Lag. The soonest we can expect to receive acom is sometimein the
next half hour, and they'll be receiving our own message about the same time. And before you ask: were
the Nebula Linesfreighter Beowulf's Gift, out of Olmstead. We've had atunnel drivefailure, and were
looking for aport to await arepair ship."

"Whether they believeit or not," snorted Lieutenant Gulyas, the Second Platoon leader. Since Marine
companies were designed to operate independently, which meant their COs needed their own de facto
gaffs, hedso worethe "hat” of intd officer.

"Indeed," Lieutenant Commander Tacott said. "Just as much aswe bdievethem.”

"There's no reason for them to sugpect us,” Captain Krasnitsky pointed out. "With our phase drive
damage, we can't make any sort of acceleration, and the damage a so masks our tendril signature.
Frankly, we do look like a damaged freighter. They'll practicadly haveto do ahull map to tell the
difference”

"By which time," Sublieutenant Segedin declared, "weéll have them locked up and ready to blast.”
The acting tactical officer seemed to be looking forward to the action. Nervous but ready, likea
racehorse at the starting gate. "The good newsis how long they waited to fire up. They haveto be
assuming werre amerchie, so they'll come calling for usto heaveto or follow them to the planet. Well
play along, but not decel. The closer we get to the planet, the better.”

"We're down one missiletube," Talcott commented. "Theloca server wasflattened by the power
surges, and we're out of spares, but that leaves us seven. And dl the laser mounts are online. Fire control
iS. .. gpotty. But it should hold for a short engagement.”

"So the ship blaststhe cruiser,” Prince Roger said, twining agolden strand of hair around one finger.
"Then what? How do we get back to Earth?”

"Then the port submits, or we drop kinetic wegponson it, Y our Highness,” Pahner said flatly. "And
after that, wewait for aride home."

"And if the carrier comes back?' Roger was surprised a how calm he sounded. He looked at the
piece of hair in hishand asif in surprise, and then patted it back into place. "I mean, the cruiser had to be
dropped off by acarrier, right? And a carrier has collapsed armor and even more missiles than we do.
Right?"

Pahner and Krasnitsky shared alook, and Pahner answered.



"Wel, Y our Highness, | think well have to crossthat bridge when we cometoit. It could just be
lying low somewhere. But," he glanced at Segedin, "what about other shipsin the sysem? Other cruisers
or destroyers?”’

"Right now, we don't detect any," the acting TACO replied. "But if the cruiser hadn't lit off itsdrive,
we never would have detected him, either. There could be acarrier or another cruiser—or a hundred
little fighter bastards—ouit there, and we'd have no idea”

"Okay," Pahner said, "well crossthat bridge when we cometoit, too.” He turned to the Marine
lieutenants who were making notes on their pads. The electronic devices would convert the entire
mesting to text for reading, but the notes brought out the highlights. "' Get the assault boats prepped. Full
loadout. When we hit orbit, we should be prepared for a hot drop on the port.”

"Arewe taking an extended fight here, Sir?" Lieutenant Sawato asked. The First Platoon leader was
the senior lieutenant and de facto operations officer for the company. If there was going to be an
extended fight, it would be her job to ensure that the plans were in place to support it.

"No." Pahner shook hishead. "WEll cal on them to surrender. If they do, welll drop onthem likea
ton of lead. If they don't, well hit them with kinetic strikes, then drop on them like aton of lead. WEell
work up afull mission order around that in the next few hours. Take thisasawarning order. "

"Will that be gtrictly necessary, Mgor?' Eleanoraasked. "1 mean, you're the Bronze Battaion, not an
enforcement company. It's your job to protect Prince Roger, not to retake planets from people like the
Saints. If we hold the orbitals, can't we just wait for reinforcements to arrive and handle the Situation on
the ground?"

Pahner looked at her woodenly for amoment.

"Yes, Maam. | supposewe could,” he sad findly. "But, frankly, | think it'simportant that whoever
has taken over the system understand that when you dick around with an imperial base, dl it getsyou is
bloody and bruised. More to the immediate point, we might end up hiding on the ground. I'd prefer that
base be neutrdized if wedo."

"Y ou mean if the cruiser's support ship comes back?' Roger asked.

"Yes, Your Highness. Or if it'still around somewhere," Pahner replied shortly.

"Will His Highness be on the assault?' Krasnitsky asked in adiffident tone,

"Yed" Roger said quickly, hisface lighting at the thought of getting off the ship.

"No!" Pahner and O'Casey spoke smultaneoudy, and it was difficult to say which sounded more
emphatic. They looked a each other, then at the prince. The two of them flanked him like lions at the
gate, and O'Casey leaned out over the tableto fix his eye, since he was steadfastly |ooking acrossthe
table at Captain Krasnitsky.

"No," shesad even morefirmly.

"Why not?' Roger asked, wincing inwardly as he heard his own whining tone. "I can carry my own
weight!”

"It'stoo dangerous,” O'Casey snapped. "The very ideaisludicrous!”

"If we're performing an assault, Y our Highness, | can't have my troops guarding you at the same
time," Pahner pointed out in her support.

"My troops," Roger said petulantly. He hated the tone, but he didn't know how elseto say it. "Mine,
Captain. I'm the battalion commander; you work for me." He smoothed his hair and pulled a couple of
imaginary wayward strands into place, and Pahner's face turned to clenched-jawed iron.

"Yes, Your Highness, you are." He leaned back, crossed hisarms, and gazed impassively up at the
deckhead. "What are your orders, Sir?"

Roger had dready opened his mouth to protest the next infringement on his prerogatives, and the
sudden lack of resstance left him with his mouth hanging wide. He had absolutely no ideawhat orders he



should give, nor did hewant to give any. He just wished that people would start treating him like an adult
and the commander of the battalion instead of an gppendage only important as something to guard. But
suddenly the image of aMarine, out of his chameleon suit, exposed to vacuum, Sitting on hisown vac
suited chest, waiting to seeif the ship was going to depressurize, flashed across hisvision, and he knew
he had to find away out of the corner held painted himsdf into. He thought about the conversation which
had been going on around him, to the point of doing aquick check of histoot. The device had been set
to aone-minute memory storage, atechnique that had stood him in good stead in school and on
numerous socia occasions, and hefelt asurge of rdlief as he spotted an out.

"Wadl, Captain, | think we should get started on drafting an operations order while the platoons prep
the shuttles. Well settle who's going to be included on the mission in the operations order.” He glanced
sdeways at Eleanora, but she refused to meet his eye, as did the embarrassed-looking officers across the
table. "Do you have anything further, Captain Krasnitsky?"

"No, Your Highness," Krasnitsky said. "l think that'sit."
"Very well," theprincesaid. "Let'sget toiit!"
Krasnitsky looked at Pahner, who nodded, and with that, the meeting adjourned.

CHAPTER SIX

"Prince Roger to the bridge, please. Prince Roger to the bridge."

The intercom announcement, backed by a ping on hisimplant, caught Roger at an inopportune time.
Hewasfinaly being fitted for asuit of armor, and the process was not going well.

The decision had been made, not without some heated discussion, that although Roger would not be
permitted to join any assault on the port facilities, he would go down with the second wave of technical
support from the ship. It was only haf avictory, from his perspective, but at least Pahner had admitted
that since there might <till be some hostilefire, bresking out asuit of armor and fitting it to the prince was
probably agood idea.

Roger suspected that the captain’'s rationae was intended as much to get the Marines charge out of
his hair as anything, but it only made sense to put as much security around the Imperia Person as
possible. Unfortunately, the fitting was going to be interrupted, and he felt some trepidation as he looked
over at the armorer who was glaring at the intercom with his lips drawn back in asnarl.

Since good armorers were much harder to find than good guards, and since their function was an
"out of sght, out of mind" one, armorers assigned to The Empress Own went through afar less stringent
winnowing process than the guards and faced only one true criterion: extreme competence. And when
there weren't enough volunteers, extremely competent armorers were sometimes "volunteered.” This
occasiondly led to the assgnment of persons who, while more or less suitable to take out in public, were
not the sort with whom Roger normally dedlt.

"So what do we do now?" the prince asked, staring at ahand frozen in an alloy gauntlet. The
gauntlet'sinterface was proving cranky, and the armorer had been deeply engrossed in the debugging



process when the announcement camein.

"Will, Yer Highness" said the dight Marine, whose nametag read Poertena, "'l guesswegit a
pocking can opener and cot you out.”

It took Roger amoment to trand ate the sergeant's thick Pinopan accent. Pinopa was aworld of
widespread archipelagoes and tropical seas which had been settled in the first wave of dow-boat
colonization by refugees from the Dragon Warsin Southeast Asia, and dthough the planet's officid
language was Standard English, the Pinopan had obvioudy grown up in anon-English household. Despite
the accent, Roger was pretty sure he had "pocking” trandated correctly. He hoped, however, that the
corpora was exaggerating the rest.

"Should | call them and tell them I'm busy?* Roger asked, unsure how they were going to get him out
of theill-fitted armor in any short period of time. Normally, it was amatter of hitting controlswhich
opened the armor aong numerous seams, but given the problems this particular suit had been evincing,
the experienced armorer had locked down and tagged out most of the controls. The dternative, in which
he wasn't particularly interested, was the possibility of intercepting severa hundred amps of current or
getting cold-cocked by aflailing fist. Now it would be necessary to reconnect all the contacts before the
prince could be extracted.

"New, Yer Highness. I'll have you out in apocking minute. Tell them yer gonna be ten mikes, and
that'll cover it. Besides, | got dl thisudder pocking suits they need pix." His arms swept around the
Armory, where haf adozen suits were up on racks awaiting repair. "'Pocking gun-bunnies alles breaking
t'elr suits. Pocking passers.”

The armorer crossed the room to a disused tool chest and extracted a one-meter wrench. He
dragged the mass of metd back over to the prince, who was immobilized by the armor, and looked the
nobleright intheeye.

"Now, Yer Highness" the dight, dark Marine said, grinning nervoudy, "tisain't gonna hurt abit."

He swung the giant wrench back like a batter, and, with agrunt of effort, dammed its head into the
left upper biceps of the suit with al hismight.

Roger grimaced when he redlized what was about to happen, but other than an unpleasant vibration,
the only effect on the suit was that the connection from the arm piece to the shoulder popped free. The
collapsed molecules of the ChromSten armor barely noticed the impact, but Poertena dropped the ersatz
hammer and shook his hands.

"Pocking vibration."
Helooked at the disconnected arm in satisfaction, then picked the wrench up and maneuvered to the
other side.

"l used to use ahammer fer tis." The right biceps was disconnected with another grunt of effort and
another noisy clang. "But my cousin-in-law, he said, 'Ramon. Gets you awrench, pudder-mocker.' So |
getsawrench. An' tee pudder-mocker was right." He dropped the wrench and reached up into the gap
created by the detached arm piece. "Wonce you get tee arms detached, it al over but tee counting.” He
did hissmdl hand and forearm up dong the prince's back. Roger could fed him fumbling for something,
then there was arel ease of tension as the seam aong the rear of the suit's carapace opened.
Unfortunately, the suit bent at the shoulders, and that trapped the armorer's forearm in the gap. "Pock,"
was hisonly comment. Then—

"Prince, can you sock it op an' push you shoulders pack?"

* * %

With afew more contortions, the prince found himself standing in the middle of scattered bits of

powered armor. He looked down at his singlet, and chuckled. " So much for modesty.”

The armory hatch whooshed opened and afemal e sergeant in chameleon dress stepped in. Shehad a
cool face with high Slavic cheekbones, and her long brown hair was done up in abun at the back of her



head. Therippling distortion of the chamel eon fabric denied any impression of shape, but her quick tread
and lithe movementsindicated ahigh levd of athleticism. She didn't bat an eye at the half-naked prince or
the scattered armor.

"Y our Highness, Captain Pahner requests your presence on the bridge.”

"Com the Captain and tell him that it took a bit to get out of the armor,” Roger said tetily. "I'll be
thereinaminute.”

"Yes, Your Highness," the sergeant said blandly and tapped the transmitter button on her Sde as
Roger began getting dressed in the clothes held chosen for these few, tense hours. Hed considered
combat dress, but decided that it was just too uncomfortable and finally chosen asafari outfit made of a
brushed cottonlike materid. It wouldn't be appropriate for combat, but it gave afine aura of adventure
and was much more pleasant than the chameleon cloth everyone else had changed into.

Roger watched the sergeant surreptitioudy as he dressed. At firdgt, he thought that she waswiggling
her jaw to work ahit of food out of her teeth, but he eventually redlized that she was having along
subvoca discussion or argument with someone. The throat microphone was dmost invisble againgt her
long, tanned neck, and the receiver, of course, was embedded in her mastoid bone.

Finaly he was dressed, and he gave the multipocketed shirt atug and flipped off abit of lint.

"Readly."

The sergeant touched the hatch control, but stayed behind as the prince left, escorted by the two
guardsin the passage outside. Asthe hatch closed, she turned to the armorer who was reassembling the
suit on amannequin rack.

"Poertena," she said in severetones, "did you do the hammer thing to the Prince?’

"Of course| didn' do tee hammer ting," the armorer said nervoudly. "'l don' do tee hammer ting no
more."

"Then whét the hell isthat wrench doing on the floor?*

"Oh, t'at. | don’ do tee hammer ting, | do tee wrench ting."

"Poertena, you start fucking around with the Prince, and Pahner will have your assfor breskfast.”

"Pock Pahner,” the armorer snapped, gesturing around the compartment. "Y ou seet'at? | got six
pocking sets of pocking armor to get ready. Y ou see Pahner helping? Y ou see you helping? | gonnago
get reamed by Pahner, or | gonna pix suits?'

"If you need help, ask!" The sergeant's blue eyes flashed, and she crossed her arms and glared at the
haf-pint armorer. "We're finished loading the boats. I've got two squads sitting around with their thumbs
up their butts. They can be down herein asecond.”

"I don' need a buncha ham-fist clowns pocking up my suits," the armorer said petulantly. "Every time
| gets help, they pock up my suits.”

"Okay," the sergeant said with anasty smile. "Tel you what. I'll get Sergeant Julian to help you."

"Oh, nooo," Poertena said as heredlized that held put himsdf in atrap with hisbitching. "Not Julian!”

"Hey, Troop!" Julian entered the weapons bay, waked up to the nearest trooper, who was a recent
join from Sixth Fleet, put ahand on her shoulder, and grasped her hand for afirm handshake. "Glad you
could makeit." He gestured with his chin at the plasmavrifle the trooper was preparing to disassemble.

"Y ou need some help with that there plasmathingamgig?"

The plasmarifle wasthe IMC's version of asquad automatic weagpon. It weighed six kilos, and was
supplied by externa powerpacks which weighed two kilos each and were good for three to twelve shots,
depending on the wegpon's discharge settings. The "basic load" for a plasma gunner was twelve packs,
the gunners normaly carried up to thirty packsin their rucksacks, and their squad mates usually
digtributed another thirty among them. If there was one thing in the universe aMarine squad hated, it was



running out of plasmaammo.

This particular squad from First Platoon had gathered in the bay for one last cleaning of weapons,
and since the plasmarifle had amass of subcomponents, it was natura that the gregarious Julian, from
Third Platoon, would offer to help. The new private had just started to smile when her fire team leader
spoke up.

"Dontdoit, gd," Corporal Andrassaid.

"What?" Julian affected a hurt expresson. "Y ou don't think | can help this rookie trooper?’

The trooper, NassinaBosum, had just spent six monthsin the Husan Action before reporting asa
Bronze Barbarian. She opened her mouth to retort angrily that she was anything but arookie, but was cut
off by her team leader.

"Oh, you'l hdpdl right. . . ." Andras muttered.

"Seven seconds,” Julian said with asmile, and the corpora eyed him beadily.

"Noway." Therewere over forty subcomponentsin the M-96 plasmarifle. There was no way to
disassembleit completely in seven seconds. Not even for the legendary Julian.

Julian reached into a breast pocket and extracted achip. "Ten credssays| cando it in seven
seconds.”

"Impossiblel™ Bosum snapped, forgetting the implied insult. The standard was over aminute; nobody
could disassemble aplasmarifle that fast.

"Put your money where your mouthis" Julian said with asmile, and tossed the chip onto the table.

"I'll take some of that," agrenadier said from down the table, and the squad leader, Sergeant
Koberda, pushed forward to manage the piles. Finally there were two chips on Julian's Sde, and a pile of
five- and ten-credit chips opposite.

"Who bet on Julian?'

"l did," Andras said sourly. "He's taken my money every other time."

"Weready?" Julian asked, his hands hovering over the plasmarifle.

"Uh, hang on," said one of the bead riflemen, pulling ahelmet out from under his station chair and
putting it on his head. "Okay," he said, tapping a control so that the ballistic-protection visor extruded.
"Fineby me"

Sergeant Koberda touched the plasma gunner on the shoulder.

"Y ou might wanna step back," he said with alittle warning wrinkle of the nose. He suited action to
words himself, then put hisarms over his head, and the gunner saw others do the same.

"Wha. .. ?" Bosum began, but the squad |eader had aready activated the timer in histoot and said: "
Go!"

Removing the compression pin to begin the disassembly process took the longest, just over athird of
asecond. The new troop watched in awe until the first magneto ring bounced off her skull. Then she
redlized that pieces of the wespon wereflying al over the compartment and started to yell for the
sergeant to Stop . . . just asthe last bit of component flew across the open space and bounced off a
bulkhead.

"Done! " Julian ydled, raising his hands.

"Six point four-three-eight seconds,” Koberda announced morosely, consulting histoot as he kicked
aside a capacitor.

"Thank you, thank you, ladies and gentlemen,” Julian said, bowing and splitting the hegp of chipsinto
two equd piles. He did one acrossto Andras, picked up his own, extracted a bundle of other chipslarge

enough to choke a unicorn, and added the squad's offerings to the bundle. " Always a pleasure," he
added, and headed for the next compartment.

Corpora Bosum looked around the compartment, trying to figure out where dl the pieces of her



weapon had gotten to.
"Does he do this often?" she asked sourly.

"Every chance we give him," Andras said. He picked up acapacitor ring and tossed it to her. "But
sooner or later, hesgottalose.”

"Sergeant Julian to the Armor Bay," chimed the intercom. " Sergeant Julian to the Armor Bay.”

"Oh, man," Koberda said. "That was Despreaux. Despreaux, Poertena, and Julian al in the same
compartment! I'd rather be on the bridge! "

* * %

Roger tugged down the skirts of his safari jacket and flipped off animaginary bit of fluff before
nodding at the guard to trigger the hatch command. The guard waited patiently, then tapped the green
sguare and stepped through the hatch to do an automatic sweep for hostiles. What the sweep turned up
was amassve amount of tension.

Roger stepped over the now tape- and padding-covered control runs and crossed to the tac center.
He took a stance with hisfeet shoulder-width apart and his hands behind his back, nodded coolly at
Krasnitsky and Pahner, and then glanced at the rippling tactical display. His cool demeanor vanished
abruptly, and his hand flew forward to point at the red icon in the hologram.

"Look! Theresa—"

"Weknow, Your Highness" Pahner said stonily. "Ancther cruiser.”

"It hasn't moved out yet," Krasnitsky said with asigh. "It's probably warming up its pulse nodes
because we haven't dowed down." He rubbed his stubbly jaw and sighed again. "The X O has been
hailing the first one. It wants usto begin decelerating to prepare for boarding. It'sclaiming to bean
imperid cruiser, HMS Freedom, but it's not. For one thing, the Freedom isacruiser carrier, not a
cruiser. For another, its captain has a Caravazan accent.”

"Saints." Roger's mouth felt dry.

"Yes, Your Highness" Pahner said. He didn't comment on the obviousness of the conclusion.
"Probably," he corrected. "Whoever they are, the worst-case scenario is Saints. So we assumeit's them.”

"But, Captain,” the prince said, looking at Krasnitsky, "can your ship win againgt another cruiser?'

Krasnitsky looked around the bridge. Not ahair had twitched, but he knew better than to have that
discussonin public.

"Perhaps we should step into the briefing room,” he suggested.

Once the hatch had closed, he turned to the prince. "No, Y our Highness. Thereis zero chance that
we can survive taking on two cruisers. We're not afull-scale Line ship, just a heavily armed and armored
trangport. Werewe at full strength, without damage, maybe. Asit is, thereés no chance.”

"So what do we do?' Roger |ooked from Pahner to Krasnitsky. "We have to surrender, right?’

It was Pahner'sturnto sigh. "That's.. . . not really an option, Y our Highness."

"Why ever not?' Roger asked. "I mean,” heturned to the grim looking Fleet officer, "you're going to
dieif you dont!"

Pahner bit histongue on a sharp rgoinder, but Krasnitsky smply nodded. "Y es, Y our Highness, we
will."

"But why?" Roger asked, his eyeswide in amazement. "1 mean, | know it isn't the proper thing to
surrender, but you can't run, and you can't win. So why not?"

"He can't risk their getting their hands on you, Y our Highness,” Pahner snapped findly.

"But . . ." Roger began, then stopped to think about it. He pulled his ponytail in frustration. "Why not?
| mean, what could they do with . . . with me, for God's sake? | mean, | could understand if it was
Mother, or John, or even Alexandra. But who the heck cares about Roger?' he ended atrifle bitterly. "l
don't know any secrets, and I'm not in immediate line for the throne. Why not turn me over to them?"



The prince's face hardened with resolution.

"Captain, | ingst that you surrender. Asamatter of fact, | order you to. Honor isal well and good,
but thereis aline between honor and stupidity.” Helifted his chin and sniffed. "I will surrender to them
mysdlf, with honor. I'll show them who'saMacClintock." The stance would have been improved if there
hadn't been adight quiver in the pronouncement.

"Fortunately, Y our Highness, you're not in my chain of command,” Krasnitsky said with awry smile
for the bravado. "Mgjor Pahner, I'm going to go get ready for the change in plans. Do you want to try to
explainit to him?' With that, he nodded at the prince and | eft the compartment.

"What?' the prince gasped as the hatch closed behind him. "Hey! | gave you an order!"

"Ashesad, Your Highness, you're not in hischain of command,” Pahner said with ashake of his
head. "But you might at least thank him for committing suicide, not berate him.”

"There's no reason for them not to surrender,” Roger said stubbornly. "Thisisjust stupid!”

Pahner cocked his head and looked at the prince darkly.

"What happensif the Saints get their hands on you, Y our Highness?"'

"Well," Roger said, thinking about it. "If they tell the Empire, it'swar, or they hand me back over. |
suppose they could force afew concessions, but they don't want awar."

"And what if they don't tell the Empireright away, Y our Highness?'
"Uhmmmm...."

"They can't tamper with your toot, Y our Highness; not with its security protocols. But what about
psychotropic drugs?' Pahner tilted his head to the other side and raised an eyebrow. "What then?”

"So | make funny noises and bark like adog," Roger scoffed. Until they werefinaly fully banned,
psychotropic drugs had been common at comedy clubsfor the terminally humorless.

"No, Y our Highness. My guess—and I'm not privy to these sorts of scenarios—but my guessisthat
they would have you babble al the state secrets that you know to their ‘free and independent’ news
sarvices

"But that's the point, Captain Pahner,” Roger said with another laugh. "'l don't know any state
secrets.”

"Sureyou do, Y our Highness. Y ou know al about the Empire's plansto invade
Raiden-Winterhowe."

"Captain,” the prince said warily, "what are you talking about? Not only are we a peace with
Raiden-Winterhowe, but taking them on would be stupid. They've got nearly as good a navy aswe do."

"Inthat case, Y our Highness," Pahner said with another smile, "what about the Empire's conspiracy
to endave dl the dlien species we can find and to terraform planets that have been reserved because of
thelr unique floraand fauna?"

"Captain Pahner, what are you talking about?' the prince demanded. "I've never heard of any of
thisl And that soundslike Saint rhetoric. . . ." He stopped. "Oh."

"Or about how your imperia mother eatsfetusesfor breakfast, or about—"

"| get the point!™ the prince snapped. "Y ou're saying that if they get their hands on me I'll be their
mouthpiecefor al that bullshit they're dways spouting.”

"Whether you want to or not, Y our Highness." Pahner nodded. "And | don't even want to think
about what they'll do with your big game hunting record. For that matter, it would make the lives of the
rest of the Family worth lessthan a plugged millicred. If they could kill the rest of the Family, that would
makeyou har."

"Parliament would impeach me," Roger said with a bitter laugh. "Hell, Parliament would probably

impeach me even if the Saints weren't putting wordsinto my mouth. Who the hell isgoing to trust Roger
at the controls?"



"It takes two-thirds to impeach, Y our Highness," the captain said darkly.

"Areyou suggesting that the Saints could influence athird of Parliament?* Roger was beginning to
think he'd stepped through alooking glass and into some sort of weird fantasy universe. Thered dways
been bodyguards around him, certainly, but no one had ever serioudy suggested that he might be atarget
of another empire's designs. Hed aways assumed that the guards were there mainly for show or to keep
off the occasiond overly smitten femae fan. Now he suddenly redlized that what they were there for was
... gtting on hischest, waiting for the air to evacuate.

"Why?" he asked, quietly, wondering what would make people serve and protect someone that even
he didn't like looking back a himinthemirror.

"Well," Pahner replied, not understanding the true question, "the Saints want to ensure that humanity
doesn't expand further into uncontaminated worlds. It'sareligion to them." He paused, unsure how to go
on. "I'd assumed that you'd been briefed, Y our Highness."

Actudly, it was common knowledge. The Church of Ryback had afew outletsin the capitd, dl
heavily financed by the Saints, and they ran regular commercias. For that matter, it wasacommon
subject for discussion in civics and history classes, which made Pahner wonder about the prince's
education. Asking what the Saints wanted made no sense at dl, given that O'Casey had been Roger's
tutor for years and she had a quadruple doctorate in, among other things, history.

"No. No, that's not what | meant. | meant .. ."

Roger looked into the bleak face of the Marine and realized that this was not agood time to get the
question off his chest. And even if he asked it, Pahner—as most people seemed to do when Roger asked
questions—would probably just provide some opagque answer that ensured deeper confusion.

"] meant, 'What.' What do we do now?"

"We're going to go for thelongshoat, Y our Highness," Pahner said, nodding now that the question
made sense again. He suspected that something el se had gone on in that airhead, but what it had been he
neither knew nor particularly cared. There was amission to perform, and it looked to be along one.

"We're going to reload the boats. With the cruiser topside, taking the port by assault is out. So were
going to have to land on the planet and make our way to the port on foot. We can't let anyone know
we're there, or they'll daughter us, so were going to have to comein on aballistic approach and land
quite away around the planet from the port. Marduk was an afterthought to the Empire, so it's never
been fully surveyed, and there's no satdllite net, so the port won't be able to detect us aslong as we stay
out of line of sght. Once we reach the port, we capture a ship and head for home."

It sounded easy put like that. Right.

"So we're going to land on the backside then take the shuttles across.. . . um, | can't remember the
term. Low to the ground so they don't get spotted?”

"Nape of the Earth," Pahner answered somberly. "No, Y our Highness. Unfortunately, we're going to
have to launch nearly five light-minutes out. We're going to put three platoons and a few support
personnel from the ship in four assault shuttles: enough room for areinforced company. The rest of the
load isgoing to be fuel for deceleration. When were down, if we have enough fuel to do a couple of
klickswell be lucky."

"So how are we going to get to the port?' Roger asked, dreading the answer.
"We're going towak, Your Highness," the captain said with agrim smile,



CHAPTER SEVEN

"It says here, 'Marduk has amean gravity of dightly greater than Earth normd, and isaplanet of little
wegther change,' " Sergeant Julian said, reading off his pad. Hed managed, aong with Poertena, to get
two more suits up and running before the call came to drop everything and change the loadout on the
shuttles. Currently, they were unloading.

Hewas perched on one silver wing of an assault shuttle as his squad moved out nonessentia
materias. The space-to-ground assault craft's variable geometry wings could sustain in-air flight at speeds
aslow asahundred KPH or as high as Mach three, but it dso had hydrogen thrusters for space
maneuvering. Similar to aground support pinnace, it had lighter weapons and a single top-mounted
quad-barreled bead cannon, and thus correspondingly more room for personnel and equipment.

"', .. with amedian temperature of thirty-three degrees and amedian humidity of ninety-seven
percent,’ " he continued. Thered been nothing in the Marine databases on the planet, but it turned out
that one of the corporalsin Second Platoon had a Fodor's Guide to the Baldur Sector . Unfortunatdly, it
offered only alimited amount of dataon the planet . . . and what data there was only made agloomy
Stuation worse. "Jesus Chrigt, that's hot!"

"Oh, just fucking great," Lance Corpora Moseyev said as he trotted out of the shuttle with a case of
penetrator ammunition in hishands. "I only had three weeks and | wastransferring to Sted!”

" "The native cultureis a astagnant level of low-grade firearms technology. Politicdly, the
Mardukans—' Hey, therésapicture!”

The Mardukan native, afour-armed biped from a hexapedal evolutionary line, was pictured next to a
human wiredrawing for size. From the scale, the Mardukan was the height of agrizzly bear, with broad,
long feet on the ends of long, backcurved legs. The hands of the upper and lower arms were about the
same size, with the upper shoulderswider than the lower, which were in turn wider than the hips. The
upper ams ended in long, fine, three-fingered hands with one fully opposable thumb each. The hands of
the shorter, lower arms were heavier and less refined, with a broad opposable pad and two dissmilar
fingers. The face waswider and flatter than ahuman's, with a broad nose and small deep-set eyes. Two
large horns curled up and back over the head. They were obvioudy functiona wegpons; the inner curve
looked razor-sharp. The rubbery-looking skin was amottled green and had an odd sheentoit.

"What'sthat?' Moseyev asked, pointing to the sheen.

"Dunno." Julian tweaked the cursor over the skin and rolled up the magnification. ""The skin of the
Mardukan iscovered inapolycy . . . polyss. . . in asomething something coating that protects the
speciesfrom casud cuts and the various harsh funguses of its native jungle home," he read, then thought
about it for asecond. "Ewww."

"It'scovered in dime," Mosayev laughed. "Yick! Slimies!"

"Scummies!” Sergeant Mgor Kaosutic sngpped from the hatchway, and strode into the launching day.
"| thought you weretold to get the extraneous equipment out of the shuttle, Julian?’

"We were getting updated on the mission, Sergeant Mgor!" Julian was suddenly at attention, the pad



held dongside histrousers. "I was briefing my squad on the enemy and conditiond!”

"The enemy are the fucking Saints or pirates or whatever-they-are that hold the port.” Kosutic
stalked up to stand so close to the braced sergeant that he could smell her breath mint. " The scummies
are what we're going to have to cut our way through to get there. Y our mission, right now, isto get the
shuttle unloaded—not to Sit around on your ass cracking wise. Clear?"

"Clear, Sergeant Mgor!"

"Now get your assesto work. We're on atight time schedule.”

"Moseyev!" dulian said, turning hastily back to his squad. " Get your team unloading that ammo. We
don't have al day-cycle! Gjaski, your team on the powerpacks. . . ."

"Not the powerpacks,” Kosutic said. "Leave dl of them. We're going to add extra, asa
matter-of-fact. Thank Vlad we don't have a heavy weapons platoon with us.”

"Sergeant Mgjor," Julian asked as the squad began to scurry around, "you called the Mardukans
'scummies.’ Whered you hear that?'

"Knew somebody that went through here once." The sergeant mgjor pulled at an earlobe. "Didn't
sound like much fun.”

"Arewe redly gonnahaveto walk al the way across the damn world?" Julian asked, aghast.

"Therean't many choices, Sergeant,” the sergeant mgor snarled. "Y ou just stick with the misson.”

"Roger, Sergeant Mgor." The sergeant glanced at the "scummy” on the pad. It looked big and nasty .
.. but, then, that also described the IMC. "Will comply.”

There weren't alot of options.

* % %

"Okay, | want options, people,” Pahner said, and |ooked around the briefing room. "First of dl, let's
be clear about something: what's the misson?'

The group was limited to the prince's party: himsdlf, Pahner, O'Casey, and the three lieutenants.
O'Casey was panning through the limited data on Marduk on a pad. The old-fashioned academic dways
seemed to prefer holding datain her hand. Roger, for his part, had looked at it nine ways from Sunday
aready on histoot, and there wasn't much good init.

"Take the port while avoiding detection,” Lieutenant Sawato answered. The dight officer gestured at
the limited-scale map depicted in the hologram over the table. It had been extracted from the Fodor's,
and, with the exception of the areaaround the port, offered virtualy no detail. "Land on the northeast
coast of thislarge continent, cross ardatively small ocean, and move inland to take the port.”

"Sounds easy," Lieutenant Gulyas snorted. He was about to go on, but Pahner raised ahand.

"Y ou forgot one thing, Lieutenant,” Pahner told Sawato mildly. "While insuring the security of His
Highness Prince Roger."

Roger opened his mouth to protest, but was elbowed by O'Casey. He knew those elbows of old,
and knew better than to try to go on.

"Yes, Sir," Sawato said to Pahner, but with anod to Roger. "That was, of course, assumed.”

"Y ou know what they say about assumptions,” Pahner said. "L et's not assume Prince Roger's safety,
okay? The Navy has aplan for getting us onto the planet, and there's not a thing we can do to affect that.

But we need to do everything we can to ensure that item above dl else. His Highness security isjob
one"

Helooked around to make sure the other officers understood that and then nodded.

"Inthat case, | think we need to look at the conditions and threats next." He turned to Lieutenant
Gulyas. "Condl, normally that would be your brief. However, I've been talking to Doctor O'Casey, and
she has someingghts.” Heturned to the civilian. "Doctor?"

"Thank you, Captain,” shereplied formally, and tapped the display to bring up a picture of Marduk.



"You aredl, by now, familiar with the limited data we have on Marduk and itsinhabitants.

"Marduk is classified asa Type Three world," she continued, and tapped another control. Thistime
the picture was alarge beast of some sort, with Six stumpy legs, an armored forehead, and atriangular,
fang-filled maw. The human scale mode next to it indicated that the cresture was a bit larger than a
rhinoceros.

"That, by theway, is probably the same classification Earth would have had at the same technological
and development level. Marduk, however, has not only an unfriendly climate—it's extremely hot and
geamy, which will have anegative effect on dectronics—but aso unfriendly inhabitants and wildlife. This
particular specimen, called adamnbeast, isagood example. Thefirst survey crew ended up shooting
severa specimens. The planet iswarm enough that the dominant species are dl cold-blooded, which
makes ahigher ratio of predatorsto prey possible. Whereas amammdl this sze would require haf a
million hectares to support, one of these has aterritory of less than forty thousand hectares.” She smiled
faintly. "And thisisthe only recorded carnivore specieslisted in our onboard data bases. Further inquiries
referenced the official Survey Servicereport.”

She smiled again at the genera groan.

"The resdent autochthons, the Mardukans, are a a pre-steam level of technology. Obvioudly, their
tech level varies from areato area of the planet, but some of their most advanced cultures have
discovered gunpowder, dthough that's scarcely uniform and even the ones which have it don't have
anything resembling mass production or cartridge wespons.”

She tapped another control, bringing up aview of some odd weapons.

"These are the primary projectile weapons of the Mardukan societies which have mastered
gunpowder: the matchlock arquebus and the hooped bombard. These wegpons were used on Earth in
the distant past, primarily in Europe, athough the arquebus was rapidly superseded by flintlock muskets,
and then rifles. The hooped bombard isadistant cousin of one of your Marine howitzers."

She brought up another screen, thistime amap of the Mediterranean.

"The Mardukan sociologica climate has few direct counterpartsin human history, but there are
amilaritiesto the Earth during the early Roman Republic. The Mardukans are broken up into city-states
and smdl empiresthat are distributed dong fertile river valleys, o these areas between theriversare
primarily barbaric. Although the barbarians do have afew gunpowder weapons, they rely primarily upon
spear-hurlers and lances. The precise nature of the barbarian tribal structure is unknown."

"Why isit unknown?" Lieutenant Gulyas asked, wondering where shed gotten dl thisinformation.

"Wdll, probably because they ate the researchers,” O'Casey said deadpan, then grinned. "Or
because it's never been researched. From what |'ve been able to find, anything more than a thousand
klicks or so from the spaceport is very much terraincognita. Either way, the datain my database stopped
there”

"Where did you have that?' Gulyas asked curioudy.

"l dwaystravel with my history and sociology databases,” O'Casey said with another smile. "'l need
them to work on papers.” She turned back to her pad.

"To continue, not only are the barbarians at war with each other—when they're not raiding the
borders of the city-states—but the city-states are continualy at war with each other, aswell. Any state of
peace can be assumed to be atemporary truce, awaiting the dightest spark to igniteawar." The smile
she gave the officers of thistimewasgrim. "I think that we can assume aMarine company isgoing to
condgtitute a spark.”

She paused for amoment, then shrugged.

"That pretty much exhauststhe primary data. I'll make the full outtake available to you right after the
medting.”

"Thank you, Doctor," Pahner said somberly. "That was anice overview. I'm sure you a so noticed



that we can et the food. The biochemistry's along way from Earth standard, but our nanites ought to be
ableto break down anything we can't digest naturaly, and they should keep anything in the local
biosystem from actively poisoning us. On the other hand, not even the nanites can put in what isn't there,
so welll require supplements, especidly of vitamins C and E and severa amino acids. Which meanswell
be humping those." He looked up when there were no groans from the lieutenants. "No complaints? My,
we must be fedling sobered.”

"We've been discussing it, Sir," Lieutenant Sawato admitted. The X O shook her head. "I listed out all
the parameters, but, as Lieutenant Gulyas indicated, there are tremendous problems.”

"True." Pahner leaned back and rested his chin on hishand. "Tell mewhat they are."”
"Firg of dl, Sir, theré'sthe matter of time. How long will it take usto crossaworld?”
"A long time" Pahner replied calmly. "Months."

The entire compartment seemed to draw adeep bresth as someonefinaly said the words. They
were no longer talking about a short drop on the planet, but about an extended stay. They had dl redlized
it, but no one had wanted to say it.

"Yes, Sir," Lieutenant Jasco said into the silence after amoment. Thetall, broad CO of First Platoon
wasin charge of logigtics, and he shook hisleonine head. "'l don't seeit, Sir. We don't have the food or
the power. We carry combat rations for two weeks, and power for one week's use of the armor, but
we'relooking at three to Sx monthsto cross the planet. We may be able to forage, and our nanites will
help with digestion problems, but if we're going to be dedling with hogtiles, foraging will be limited. And
given theintengty of the threat, we need the powered armor to survive, but it won't begin to last that
long. With al due respect, and not wanting to be a quitter, | don't seeaway to do thismisson, Sir."

"All right." Pahner nodded. "That's your input. Does anyone see away to accomplish the mission?”

"Well, we can strip the ship of spare power systems,” Lieutenant Gulyas suggested. "There are
powerpacks al over the place.”

"How do we get them where we're going?* Jasco shook his head. "It'sa Situation of diminishing
returns when you overload suits carrying stuff—"

"We can preposition caches” Gulyas gestured enthusiastically with his hands. "We send out ateam
that puts down a cache. Some of the team stays behind to guard it, while the rest come back to get
supplies. They take them to the cache and use some of the cache to take them alittle further. They leave
ateam with that cache and go back for supplies. . . ."

"We'd be defeated in detall if we strung oursalves out that way," Sawato said severdly.
"And that would take six times as many supplies!” Jasco snapped.

"We could carry the armor," Roger suggested diffidently, and looked around at the lieutenants. Jasco
rolled his eyes and leaned back and crossed his arms, while Gulyas and Sawato smply refused to meet
his gaze. "It would save power . . ."

"Ahem," Jasco said. "Y our Roya Highness, with al duerespect . . ."

"I think," Roger said, "that it would be better in these sorts of meetingsto use my proper military
rank."

Jasco cast aquick glance at Pahner, but the captain returned it blandly, and the lieutenant was
suddenly reminded of one of those Academy tests where there was no right answer.

"Yes, um, Colondl. As| was saying, the suitsweigh nearly four hundred kilos apiece,” he continued
with anot particularly friendly chuckle.

"Oh," Roger said with achagrined expression. "I . .. oh."

"Actudly," Pahner said quietly, "that was exactly what | had in mind." He looked around &t the

stunned lieutenants and smiled kindly. "L adies and gentlemen, you are a credit to your training. 'Hit 'em
hard and hit 'em low, grab their ballsand don't let go,' right?”



The lieutenants smiled at the Academy drinking song. Even though most officersinthe IMC, like
Pahner himsdlf (dthough usudly with less. . . spectacular career summaries) were former enlisted, it was
well known in the officers corps.

"Well, we will indeed hit these'scummies hard and low when we have to. But we don't have the
power to smash our way across the planet, so we're going to have to make treaties when possible, trade
when necessary, and only kick assasalast resort. When we kick ass, we'd better kick asswith a
vengeance, but we parley fird.

"One platoon each day, on arotating basis," he continued, "will be detailed as bearers. We will carry
one squad's armor. WEell take Second Squad of Third Platoon's, they have the most veterans and the
highest combat scores, currently.” Helooked at Roger, obvioudy weighing pros and cons, then nodded.
"And welll take the Prince's. He doesn't have much background in it, but it goes dong with ensuring his
urvivd.

"But we have to remember that crossing the planet only gets us hafway to our objective. Thered
mission isto take the port and get our hands on a ship home, and welll need the armor to take the port
even more than we should need it on theway there. Initialy, until we get thelay of theland, well keep
oneteamin armor at dl times. Once we become comfortable with our ability to survive, well make our
way in normal uniformsto conserve power until we reach the port.

"Initidly, well maintain our security with beed rifles and plasmawegpons. But we can assume that
they, too, will become exhausted. So from our first encounter with the Mardukans, we will ensure that al
Mardukan wegponry is gathered, and well begin training withit.”

Helooked at the lieutenants again. Jasco, at least, appeared to think held lost his mind. The other
two weretrying, unsuccesstully, to keep their thoughts off their faces, but the prince, to give him credit,
just seemed confused. It amused Pahner to turn the lieutenants worldview on its ear; making them think
was good for them, whatever the junior officers might believe. In the case of the prince. . . Pahner found
himsalf moving from annoyed towards amused, which was another surprise.

Pahner had dways considered the prince his charge, but never one of "his’ officers. Or, for that
matter, whatever the Table of Organization might say, his superior. But now the captain redlized that what
he actudly had on his handswas aterribly confused, brand-new lieutenant. And since " Captain” Pahner
had spent agood part of hislife as"Gunny" Pahner, teaching confused lieutenants the rules of the game,
the prince suddenly switched from ahindrance to achalenge. A tough challenge—Pahner had never seen
alieutenant with alower likelihood of making a decent officer—but an gpproachable one, nonetheless.
And the only kind of challenge worth facing was atough one. With that redlization, the misson, in
Pahner's mind, suddenly went from impossibleto smply very difficult.

"Train with scummy weapons, Sir?" Lieutenant Jasco asked, looking at the other officers. "What are
we going to do with them? Sir?'

"WEéll usethem to hold off attacking Mardukans or hostile fauna until heavier weapons come online.
And when we get to the point that our power supplies are at the minimum necessary, in my opinion, to
take the port, well usethem exclusively.”

"Sir?' Lieutenant Sawato said diffidently. "Areyou sure about this? Those—" She gestured a where
the hologram had been. "Those. . . wegpons aren't very good.”

"No, Lieutenant, they aren't. But well just haveto learn to get by. Our chameleon suits have limited
ballitic protection, so well be highly resstant to fire from their arquebuses. Asfor lower-velocity
wespons like spears and lances and swords and everything else.. . . well dedl with that asit comes.

"Now," the captain continued. "What, other than charges for the weapons and armor support, are
our largest issues?’

"Communication,” Lieutenant Gulyas said. "If were going to trade and negotiate, we have to be able
to communicate. We have a'kernd' of the Mardukan language, but that's for one diaect on the
subcontinent surrounding the base. We don't have any kerndlsfor other areas. Without kerndls, our toots



can't trandatefor us."

"I can work onthat," O'Casey said. "I've got agood heuristic language program | use for
anthropologica digging. | may have some trouble communicating with the first few groups we run across,
but once pick up aregiona language base, even vast diadect changes won't affect things. And | can
cregte kernelsfor other toots."

"Well, that's that one solved,” Pahner said with asmile. "But you'll need to get that program to other
toots. We can't have you as a point failure source.”

"That might be aproblem,” she admitted. "It'sbig. It will take avery capabletoot to handleit. I've
got one custom designed for me, but without a huge amount of processor capability and storage, this
program runslikeadug.”

"Il load it," Roger said quietly. "Mine's. . . pretty good.” Therewasadight, generd chuckle at the
understatement, for the Imperid Family'simplants abilitieswere dmost legendary. "We might have some
troubleloading it, but I'll guarantee | canrun it.”

"Okay," Pahner said. "What's next?"

"Food," Lieutenant Jasco said. "We don't have the rations for the trip, and we can't forage and carry
the armor and keep the Prince safe all a once.” Histone was respectfully challenging.

"Correct,”" Pahner acknowledged calmly. "And what isthe answer to this dilemma?’

"Trade," O'Casey sad definitively. "We trade high-tech items for whatever the Mardukans use for
portable wedlth. That might not be metas, by the way. The ancient North Africanstraded sdt. But
whatever they use here, we trade the largest mass of advanced technology at thefirst city-state for our
basic needs and a'nest egg,’ and then portion the rest out dowly aswe go.”

"Exactly." Pahner'snod wasfirm. " So, what do we have that would make good trade goods?'

"Firedtarters,” Jasco said promptly. "I saw acase of them in the supply room last week." He
consulted his pad. "I've got an inventory here—let me crossload.”

He st his pad down on the table to transmit the inventory data, and the other lieutenants and
O'Casey captured the dataand began perusing it while Roger was ill pulling out his own pad. By the
time he had it opened and configured to receive, Jasco had cut the transmission and was back to looking
at the data.

"Lieutenant,” the prince said in alofty tone, "if you don't mind?'

Jasco looked up from thelistsin surprise. "Oh, sorry, Y our Highness," he said, and set thelist to
tranamit again.

Roger nodded as his pad picked up the data.

"Thank you, Lieutenant. And, again, it's'Colond’ under these circumstances.”

"Yes, of course. . . Colond," Jasco said, going back to his data.

"What do we see?' Pahner asked, apparently ignoring the byplay. He didn't have apad out, nor had
he received a downl oad.

Roger transferred the data to histoot and put his own pad away. He would've taken the data straight
into the toot from Jasco's pad, but the implant had so many security protocolsthat filtering through the
pad had been easier and faster. As Roger was going through these circumlocutions, the officersand
O'Casey were studying the inventory.

"Virtualy anything in here would be tradable,”" and O'Casey said, her eyes bugging out at the thought.
" Space blankets, chameleon liners, water carriers. . . not boots. . . ."

"Well be space and mass-limited,” Pahner noted. "The ship's going to have to drop usfairly far out,
and welll have to come down inalong, dow spira to avoid detection. That meansinterna add-on tanks
of hydrogen, and those will take up volume and mass. So the higher the potentid profit, the better.”

"Wadl," O'Casey continued, "not uniforms. Rucksacks. There are five spares; that might be good.



Spare issue intel-pads? No. What are 'multitools?

"They're memory plagtic tools,” Lieutenant Sawato said with anod. "They come with four 'standard'
configurations. shove, ax, pick-mattock, and bomarknife. And you can add two configurations.”

"Weve got fifteen spares,”" Jasco said, flipping through the data. " And each Marine in the Company
hasone."

"Of course," Gulyas observed with a chuckle, "some of those have some. . . odd secondary
Settings”

"What?" Sawato smiled. "Like Sergeant Julian's'out of tune lute' setting?"

"I was actually thinking of Poertenas 'pig pocking pag' setting,” Gulyas snorted.

"I beg your pardon?' O'Casey blinked, and looked back and forth between the two lieutenants.

"The armorer controls the machine that resets the adjustable configurations,” Pahner told her ina
resigned tone. "Julian used to be Bravo's armorer before Poertena. Both of them are jokers.”

"Oh." The prince's ex-tutor considered for severa seconds, then snorted as she finally completed the
trandation of "pig pocking pag” in her head. "W, in this case the setting makes sense. Were going to
need lotsof . . . large bagsto carry equipment.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

"Hey, Julian, old puddy!" Poertenayelled across the shuttle bay. "Gimme ahand what tis pag!"

"Jesus Chrigt, Poertenal” Julian hefted the carry handles on the outside of the quivering memory
plastic sack. "What the pock . . . | mean, what the heck do you have in here?"

"Every pocking ting | could pocking pack," the armorer answered. " Tee pocking suits don’ run on
t'eir pocking own. Y ou know t'at!"

"What the hell isin here?" Julian asked, reaching for the mouth of the sack. It was heavy ashdll.

"Get chore pocking hands out o' my pocking pag!" Poertena snarled, dapping at the offending
member.

"L ook, if I'm gonna help you hump it, I'm gonna know what the hell I'm carrying.” Julian popped the
sack opened and looked in. "Jesus Christ, Poertenal” he repeated. " The fucking wrench?'

"Hey!" the little Pinopan shouted, practically hopping up and down in fury. "Y ou got your pocking
way of doin'it, an' | got my pocking way! Y ou never can get people out, they power goes off? Huh?
Haveto blow tee pocking seals! Only ting holding t'em sedlsistee pocking secondary latches! Y ou get
tee secondary latches |oose, you got tee armor open, and tee seals not damaged! Bot no! Bigtimehilly
badass soldier aways gotta blow tee pocking bolts!”

"That'swhat it saysto do in the manua,” Julian said, throwing hishandsup in the air. "Not bang on
‘em until they come gpart!”

"Hey!" Sergeant Mgjor Kosutic shouted from the entrance to the bay as she strode across to break



up theincipient fight. "Am | gonnahaveto jack both of you up?' she asked, glaring up a Julian.

"No, Sergeant Mgor," he said. "Everything's under control." He should have known sheld show up.
She popped up like adamned Djinn every time anything got out of whack.

"Wdll, keep it strack! We've got a hard, cold mission to perform, and we don't need any sand in the
gears. Do you understand that?"

"Yes, Sergeant Mgor!"

"And, Poertena," the sergeant major said, rounding on the braced Pinopan. "One, you'd better learn
not to tell any more sergeants 'pock you' in public, or | will have your ass. Do you understand me?”

"Y es, Sergeant Mgjor," Poertenasaid, looking for a convenient rock to melt away under.

"Two, you'd better learn anew word to replace ‘pock,’ because if you say it one moretimeinmy
hearing, | will personally tear off your stripes and feed them to you—raw. Y ou arein The Empress
Own now, not whatever rag-bag line outfit you came from. We do not say 'pock’ or ‘rap’ or any of those
other words. We especially do not say them whilerigging the pocking Prince. Do | make mysdlf
pocking clear?" shefinished, pounding arock-hard index finger into the lance corpora’s chest.

Poertena's eyes flickered for amoment in panic. "Clear, Sergeant Mgor," he answered, finaly,
obvioudy unsureif he could get dong without hisverba comma.

"Now what'sin the Santabag?' she snarled.

"My pock . .. my tools, Sergeant Mgjor," Poertenaanswered. "I gottahavemy po . . . my tools,
Sergeant Mgor. Tee armor don' run by itself!"

"Sergeant Julian?’ the sergeant major said, turning to the sergeant who'd started to drop out of his
braced position as Poertena seemed to be getting the worst of the chewing out.

"Yes, Sergeant Mgor?" Julian snapped back to attention.
"What was your objection?Y ou seemed to have one."

"We have mass limitations, Sergeant Mgjor!" the NCO barked. "I objected to certain of Lance
Corpord Poertenastoolsthat | didn't believe were strictly necessary, Sergeant Mgjor!"

"Poertena?!
"He doesn't likemy po . . . my wrench, Sergeant Mgjor," the lance corpora answered somewhat
sullenly. Hewasfairly sure hewas going to lose the tool.

The SMg nodded and opened the bulging sack. She glanced at the packrat's nest inside, and
nodded again. Then sheturned to the armorer and fixed him with aglare.

"Poertena.”

"Y es, Sergeant Mgor?'

"Y ou know we're humping acrosstee whole.. . . thiswhole planet, right?" the top sergeant asked
mildly.

"Yes, Sergeant Mgor." Poertenadidn't brighten up; held been on the receiving end of mild and bitter
before.

The NCO nodded again, and pulled on her earlobe.

"Because of your unique position, you will probably be exempt from helping to hump the ammo,
power, and armor.”

Kosutic looked around the bay, then back into the sack.

"But I'm not going to have any of these people carrying unnecessary stuff,” she growled.

"But, Sergeant Mgor—"

"Did | ask you to speak?"' the NCO snapped.

"No, Sergeant Mgor!"

"As| sy, I'm not going to have anyone carrying unnecessary stuff,” she continued, fixing the Pinopan



with afrigid eye. "However, I'm not going to tell you, the armorer, what you really need to do your job,
ether. I'm going to leave that entirdly up to you. But | will tell you that nobody esein the Company is
going to hump oneitem for you. Isthat perfectly clear?' she ended, with another rock-hard index finger,
and the armorer gulped and nodded his head.

"Y es, Sergeant Mgor." Hewinced interndly at what that meant.

"Y ou are being given dack on what you've got to carry,” Kosutic said, " because you have your own
stuff to hump. Not, by Satan, so that other people can hump it for you. Clear?”

Index finger.

"Clear, Sergeant Mgor."

"So, if you want your hammer, or wrench, or whatever, fine. But you—" index finger "—are gonna
humpit. Clear?'

"Clear, Sergeant Mgjor." Poertenas voice sounded more strangled than ever, not least because

Julian stood grinning at him behind Kosutic's back. The sergeant magjor gave the armorer onelast glare. .
. then turned to the squad leader with cobralike speed.

"Sergeant Julian,” she said mildly, "1'd like amoment of your time out in the passage.”

Julian's smilefroze, and he cast aburning glare a the Pinopan before he followed the top sergeant
out of the shuttle bay. Poertena, for his part, could have cared less about the glare. He was trying to
figure out how to fit two hundred liters of toolsinto aten-liter space.

* % %

"Wecant fit that in," Lieutenant Jasco said, dowly and carefully so that Lieutenant Gulyas could
understand. He pointed to his pad, where the loading program was aready in the yellow. "Were. . .
gonna. .. be. .. overloaded," he continued in the smplest possible terms, and Gulyas gave him a
friendly smile that stopped at the eyes. Then he reached up to clap the much larger platoon leader on the
shoulder.

"Y ou know, Aziz, you're an okay guy, most of thetime. But from timeto time, youreared prick."
He went on asthe other lieutenant's face colored up. "We need trade goods. We need ammo. We need
power. But if we don't have enough supplementsto last the wholetrip, were al gonnadie anyway!"

"Y ou've stripped the ship of every last vitamin and herba remedy!" Jasco snapped, dapping the hand
off hisshoulder. "We don't need three hundred kilos of supplementd™

"No," Gulyas agreed. "By exact calculation, we need two hundred and thirty precisely balanced kilos
for ax monthswith no casudties. If wetake no casudties. And if we stay six months. Neither of thoseis
likely, so we probably need less. But what about waste? And we don't have the precise supplementswe
need. And what about atrooper's opening up hiskit and finding that mold has esten his stash overnight?
If we don't have enough supplements, were dl dead. So we've gotta have al the supplements we can
hump; itsthat smple”

"We're overloaded!" Jasco snapped, waving the pad. "It's that Imple!”

"Can | be of assstance, gentlemen?' Sergeant Mgjor Kosutic appeared asif by magic between the
two lieutenants. "I only ask becauise some of the troops seemed to beinterested in this discussion, as
wdl."

Gulyas looked around the shuttle bay and noticed that work had amost stopped as the troopers
dowed down to watch the two lieutenants argue. He turned back to the sergeant mgor.

"No, | think we haveit under control." Helooked at Jasco. "Don't we, Aziz?"

"No, wedon't," thejunior lieutenant said stubbornly. "We're running out of room for the loading. We
can't afford three hundred kilos of supplements.”

"Isthat al weretaking?' Kosutic sounded surprised. "That doesn't sound like enough. Hang on." She
keyed her throat mike, and used her toot to bring the two lieutenantsinto the circuit. "Captain Pahner?"



"Yes?' camethe growled response.
"Priority. Supplements, or trade goods?" she asked.

"Supplements,” Pahner said ingtantly. "We can raid instead of trade if we haveto, but dl the trade
goods in the ship won't keep us alive without supplements. The order of priority isfue, supplements,
food, the suitsfor Third Platoon, power, ammo, trade goods. Each person may bring ten kilos of
personal gear. How many kilos of supplements do we have?’

"Only three hundred," Kosutic answered.

"Damn. I'd hoped for more. Well haveto ekeit out with rations. We go on short rations from the
moment we board the shuttles. And confiscate dl the pogie bait. Mot of it won't have much in the way
of nutritional vaue, but it's something. No more than one ration per day, and we hope we have one aday
al theway through."

"Understood,” Kosutic said. "Out here." Sheraised her eyebrows at the lieutenants. "Does that clear
thear, Srs?'

"Yes, Sergeant Mgor, it does," Jasco said. "l till don't think we're going to run out, though.”

"Sir, may | make an observation?' the sergeant major asked, and Lieutenant Jasco nodded.

"Of course, Sergeant Mgor." He was an Academy graduate, with aprevious stint as a platoon
leader and four yearsin the IMC under hisbelt, but the sergeant major had been begating around the Fleet
long before he was born. He might be stubborn, but he wasn't supid.

"In asituation this screwed up, Sir, planning for the worst isjust good sense. For example, | would
strongly suggest that you not put al the supplements on one bird. Or any other point failure source, such
as spare ammo or power. Spread it across the shuttles. When the shit hitsthe fan, there's no such thing as
being overparanoid.”

She nodded and stepped lightly out of the shuttle bay, and Jasco stood shaking his head as he looked
at the pad in his hand.

"Do you think shewaslooking at the load plan?' he asked Gulyas.
"I dunno. Why?'

"Because | had all the spare food, ammo, and power on Shuttle Four!" the logistics lieutenant said
angrily, and shut the pad with a snap. "It would have carried the heavy weapons platoon in astandard
drop, and sinceit wasempty . . . What a cherry mistake! Damn, damn, damn it to hell! Timeto start
cross-loading.”

* % %

"And that, Y our Highness," Pahner said, gesturing towards the memo pad, "iswhy | don't consider it
advisablefor you to bring the three cartons of persona gear.”

The wardroom was empty, except for the two of them, athough Doctor O'Casey was expected
soon.

"But what am | going to wear?' the aghast prince asked. He pulled at the chameleon fabric of the
uniform he'd changed into. "Y ou can't expect meto go through each day every day in this?. . . Can
you?"

"Y our Highness," Pahner said camly, "each of the military personnd will be carrying on his own back
Sx spare pairs of socks, aspare uniform, persona hygiene equipment, five kilos of proteins and vitamin
supplements, rations, additional ammunition and power packs for their weapons, additiona anmunition
for squad and company level weaponry, abivy tent, his multitool, a rucksack fluid pouch with six kilos of
water, and up to ten kilos of persona gear. Theload will total out at between fifty and sixty kilos. In
addition, the entire Company will be switching off carrying powered armor and additiona trade goods,
ammunition, and powerpacks."

He cocked his head and regarded his nominal commander steadily.



"If you order the Company, in addition to al these necessities, to carry your spare pgjamas, morning
clothes, evening clothes, and adress uniform in case there's a parade, they will." The company
commander smiled thinly. "But | find theideaextremdly . . . ill advised."

The prince looked at the officer in shock and shook his head.

"But who's going to be carrying dl that stuff for me?'

Pahner's face became closed and set as he leaned back in the station chair.

"Y our Highness, I've aready made arrangements for the support material for Doctor O'Casey to be
distributed and field gear to beissued for Doctor O'Casey and Vaet Matsugee." The captain regarded
the prince steadily. "Am | to assume from that question that | should make the same arrangements for
your persond gear?'

Before Roger could even think of aproper reply, he found his mouth, as usud, running away with
itsdf.

"Of course you should!" he half-snapped, then nearly quailed as Pahner's face darkened. But hed
aready climbed out on the limb; might aswell saw with abandon. "I'm a prince, Captain. Surely you
don't expect meto carry my own bags?"

Pahner stood and placed his hands flat on the tabletop. Then he drew a deep, calming breath, and let
it out.

"Very wdl, Your Highness. | need to go make those arrangements. By your leave?”

For just amoment, the prince gppeared to be about to say something, but finadly he made asmdll
moue of distaste and waved ahand in dismissal. Pahner gazed at him silently, then gave ajerky nod and
strode around the table and out the hatch, leaving the prince to contemplate his"victory."

CHAPTER NINE

Captain Krasnitsky leaned back in his command chair and rotated his shouldersin his skin suit.
"All right. Let's bring the ship back to Genera Quarters, if you please, Commander Tal cott.”

The captain hadn't dept in thirty-six hours. Hed had a sonic shower before climbing back into the
gtinking skin suit, but the only thing keeping him going at this point was Narcon and stimulants. The
Narcon was to keep him from going to deep. The stimulants were to keep him thinking straight, since the
only thing the Narcon did was prevent deep.

Even with the combination, hisbrain felt wrapped in steel wool.

"Wait until they open fire, Commander," he repested, for what seemed the thousandth time. "1 want
to get asclose aspossible.”

"Aye, Sir,” Tacott said, with rather less exasperation than Krasnitsky thought he would probably
have shown in the commander's position.



The captain's mouth tried to quirk asmile, but his amusement was fleeting, and his mind flickered
back over his optionswith asort of feverish monotony.

DeGlopper was an assault ship, not atrue warship, but she was a starship, out-massing the
in-system cruiser by nearly ahundred to one, and had enormoudly heavy ChromSten armor. The
combination of mass and armor meant she could take damage that would shatter her opponent. But she
was aso dower, and not only were her sensors damaged, but her entire tactical net had taken ahit from
the sabotage. So like any blind, drunk bruiser faced with a clear-eyed and nimble, but much smaller, foe,
she wanted to grapple. She only had agood right remaining, but one uppercut was dl it would take.

The plan caled for her to maintain the appearance of a damaged freighter, desperate to make
landfall, for aslong as possible. She wasfindly starting to decelerate, and the cruiser was piling on dl the
gravities of deceleration it could stand, aswell, but the trangport would still flash by the smdler ship at
nearly three percent of light-gpeed. At those velocities, there would be a very, very limited envelope of
engagement.

Which meant every shot had better hit.

"We're coming into radar and lidar detection range, Captain,” Commander Ta cott said afew minutes
later. " Should we paint their hull ?*

"No. I know we'd get better lockup, but |et's play unarmed merchie aslong aswe can. Beready to
paint them the minute they do it to us, though. And were going to be close enough that our antiradiation
HARMs should bein range. When they paint us, launch aflight.”

"Aye, Sir,"” Tacott said, and moved over beside the ship's defensive systems officer.
Now if the shuttles only camethroughiit dive.

* * %

Prince Roger hunched closer to thetiny display, trying to discern anything fromiit, but the same
flickering and distortion that had been evident on the bridge'stactical plot was even more pronounced on
the smdler flat screen of the shuttle.

"Giveit up, Your Highness," Pahner suggested, and there was actually an edge of humor in hisvoice.
"I'vetried to follow ship-to-ship battles on these things when the sysemswere al working. All you're
going to do issirain your eyes."

Roger rotated in the station chair to face him, careful where he put hisfeet, arms, and hands. Nearly
hisfirst action on boarding the shuttle had been to smash areadout as the unfamiliar powered armor lived
up toitsreputation for strength. And for clumsinessin the hands of the untrained.

The station chairs were designed for use by armored or unarmored Marines, so they were hardened.
The same could not be said for al the items surrounding them, and there wasn't much space in which to
move. The smple fact was that a shuttle loaded with troops and supplies was aways overcrowded.

The troops in the cargo bay sat packed like sardinesin four rows, two back-to-back down the
center of the bay, and one down ether side, facing inward. The rows were composed of memory plastic
cocoons, but the cocoons were thin walled to either Side, so that their occupants were practicaly
shoulder to shoulder, and each row faced another, so close that the Marines kneesintertwined. Their
individua weapons and rucksacks were on their knees, piled on top of each other, and each cocoon top
sprouted acombat helmet, currently configured to do service asavac helmet for the chameleon it of
the trooper insdeit.

Between anear-tota inability to movetheir legs, the fact that the dightest movement resulted in
punching aneighbor, and the fact that getting up or out required going through four layers of gear, it was
no place for a claustrophobe. But at least troops in chameleon suits didn't have to worry about how to go
to the bathroom. Since the suits were designed for space combat, they had al the comforts of home.

There were armored suits scattered through the cocoons as well, and halfway down the compartment
the rows of troops were abruptly broken by amass of hydrogen cylinders. The red painted battle sted



ovds, each the size of an old-fashioned natura gas tank, were piled halfway to the shuttle roof and
strapped down nine ways from Sunday. The shuttle might crash, a nuclear-tipped missile might detonate
at point-blank range, but nothing was going to move those cylinders. Which was the point. If they kicked
loose during the maneuvers of the shuttles or their mothership, the passengers might aswell give up and
open their suitsto vacuum, because without the hydrogen in those tanks, the shuttles would never be able
to make reentry.

Beyond the cylinders, which were placed just forward of the shuttl€'s center of gravity, wasthe rest
of the armored squad and genera cargo. In the case of this shuttle, putting the armored squad behind the
cylinders, along with the cargo, which had ahigher density than the troopers forward of the cylinders,
balanced out the load. Since the ships were going to have to make anearly "dead stick” atmospheric
reentry, balance of the cargo was critical. But the whole setup made for terrific crowding.

At least Roger didn't haveto put up with the conditionsin the cargo bay, but the smal compartment
he shared with Pahner wasn't dll that much better. It offered just enough roomto swingacat . . .
assuming it was avery small cat. It contained two tactica stations, wedged into the starboard side of the
shuttle, forward of the cargo compartment that separated it from the cockpit. It was the most hardened
part of the ship, which was one of the reasons Roger was there, and it dso had umbilicals, likethosein
the cargo bay, to provide loca power and recycling support to armor or vac suits. But the low overhead
(the podition was wedged in above the starboard forward thruster plenum) and the limited space to move
around meant that it, also, was no place for a claustrophobe. And just to make the crowding complete,
Pahner and Roger's rucksacks hung from the cramped compartment's forward bulkhead.

Roger managed to get his knees out from under the tac station without breaking anything e se and
looked at the back of Pahner's helmet.

"S0," he said tetily, "what do we do now?"'

"Wewait, Y our Highness," the company commander replied calmly. He seemed to have gotten over
his anger at the prince'srefusd to carry hisown gear. "The waiting is supposed to be the hardest part.”

"Isit?' Roger asked. He found himsdlf out of his depth. This was something he'd never planned
for—not that he'd been given many optionsin planning his life—and it was something he wasn't prepared
for. He was accustomed to the challenge of sports, but one reason he had embraced that sort of
challenge was because no one had ever taken him serioudy enough to make any others applicable to him.
Now he was face to face with the greatest challenge of hislife. . . and making amistake on thisballfield
would mean desth.

"Itisfor some," Pahner replied. "For others, the worst part is the aftermath. Counting the cost.”

Heturned his own chair to face the prince, trying to decipher what was going on behind the flickering
ball of the boy's faceplate.

"There's going to be apretty high cost to this operation,” he continued, carefully not dlowing histone
to change. "But that happens sometimes. There are two sidesto any wargame, Y our Highness, and the
other sdeistrying to win, too."

"| try very hard not to lose," Roger said quietly. "I discovered early onthat | didn't carefor it abit.”
The external speaker was the highest quality, but the sound gtill echoed oddly in the little compartment.

"Neither do 1, Y our Highness," Pahner agreed, turning back to his command station. "Neither do |.
There aren't any losersin The Empress Own. And damned few in the Fleet."

* % %

"Wejust got painted, Sir." Commander Tacott's quiet tone was totaly focused. " Sensors confirm
that itsaSaint lidar. A Mark 46." Helooked up from the tactical system. "That's standard for a Muir
-Classcruiser.”

"Roger," Krasnitsky said. "They'll redize their mistake in amoment. Go active and open fire as soon
asyou have agood lock.”



Sublieutenant Segedin had been poised for the order like arunner in the blocks, and his hand
stabbed the active emissions button just as the launch alarm sounded.

The Saint parasite cruiser was underarmed for the engagement. Although shewaslarge for an
in-system ship, she and her sisters were nothing compared to a starship.

Sincethetunne drive was dependent on volume, not mass, starships could be made extremely large
and incredibly massive. Max-hull warships were over twelve hundred metersin diameter, and dl
interstellar warships were plated with ChromSten collgpsed matter armor. That armor normaly
represented athird of the total mass of a ship, but since their systems were volume dependent, it hardly
mattered. They aso had immense room for missiles, and the capacitorsthat drove their tunnel drives gave
them enormous storage for their energy batteries.

But once they wereinsdethe TD limit, they found themsdlves limping aong on phase drive, and
phase drive was mass dependent. Which meant that starships were relatively dow and awkward to
maneuver.

That was where the parasites camein.

Parasite cruisers and fighters could be packed into max-hull warshipsin terrific numbers. Oncethe
starships entered a system, they could send out their cruisers and fighters to engage the enemy, but the
cruisers were designed to be fast and nimble, rather than heavily armored, and lacked the ChromSten of
garships. But this cruiser had come well within DeGlopper 's engagement range and was at the mercy of
the heavier ship.

The CO of the Saint parasite quickly redlized that held screwed up by the numbers. Hisinitia launch
sarted with asingle missile, which had clearly been intended as a " shot acrossthe bows," but the rest of
his broadsde followed swiftly. Within moments, ahalf-dozen missiles came scorching towards the assault
ship, and the next broadside followed seconds later.

"Hesfiring at hislaunchers maximum cyclerate, Sir!" Segedin announced, and Krasnitsky nodded.
The Saint captain wasfiring asrapidly as he could, using a"shoot-shoot-look™ tracking system. It would
take nearly four and ahaf minutesfor the missilesto cross the distance between the two ships, which
meant thet at his current rate of fire, he would have shot his magazines dry before the first salvo impacted.
It was exactly what Krasnitsky would have donein his place, because given the difference in the Sizes
and power of the two opponents, the cruiser's only chance at this point was to overwhelm and destroy
the heavier ship before they closed to energy range.

But that wasn't going to happen.

"All right, let'sdeltavee" hetold Segedin. "1 want amax deltatowardsthis Saint P-O-S. Take him,
Tecticd!"

"Aye, Sr!"

Radar and lidar had an iron lock on the cruiser, and despite the crippling effects of Ensign Guhas
sabotage, thetactica computers quickly finalized firing solutions.

DeGlopper was afour-hundred-meter-radius sphere. She was an assault ship, which meant she had
to build in room for six shuttles, but that [eft more than enough room for missile tubesand ample
magazines, and the missilesin those magazines were larger and heavier than any paradite cruiser could
carry. Now al eight of her launchers began hammering fire at the Saint, and mixed in with her more
dangerous missiles were jammers and antiradiation seekers.

It looked like atotaly unfair fight, but DeGlopper 'stactical net wasfar below par. Most of her
missiles were under autonomous control, which meant the trangport's computer Al couldn't adjust their
flight profilesto maximum effect. And it also meant her point defense wasfar less effective than normd.

"Vampires! | have multiple vampiresinbound!" There was a series of thuds as the ship's automated
defenses reacted to the inbound missiles. "We have auto-flares and chaff. Some of the vampiresare
fallowing the decoyd"



"And some of them aren't!” Krasnitsky snapped, watching his own plot. "Sound the collison darm!”

Some of the Saint missiles were picked off by countermissiles and laser clusters. Others were sucked
off course by active and passive decoys, and the entire first salvo was destroyed or spoofed. But one
missile from the second salvo, and three missiles from the third, got through, and aarms screamed as
pencils of X-ray radiation smashed into the ChromSten hulll.

"Direct hit on Missile Five," Commander Ta cott reported harshly. "Weve lost Number Two Graser,
two countermissile launchers, and twelve laser clusters.” Helooked up from his displays and met
Krasnitsky's eyes across the bridge. "None of the damage hit any of the shuttles or came near the
megazines, Sir!"

"Thank God," the captain whispered. "But still not good. Navigation, how long to beam range?!

"Two minutes," the Navigator reported, and smiled evilly. She'd successfully fooled the Saint captain
for hours, playing the role of a panicked merchant skipper while he reviled her parentage, knowledge,
and training. Now let him suck laser!

"Hit!" Segedin cdled. "At least onedirect misslehit, Sr! Shesstreaming ar!”

"Understood,” Krasnitsky replied. "How are we doing on the computers?

"Rotten, Sir'" Segedin snapped, euphoriavanished. "1 had to shift resourcesto the defensive systems.
Mogt of the birds are flying on their own at this point.”

"Wadll, thiswill be over soon," the captain said, just as another salvo of Saint missiles came streaking
in. "Oneway or another.”

CHAPTER TEN

Roger grabbed the arms of the command chair as another concussion rocked the shuttle like ahigh
wind.

"This" heremarked quietly, "isnot fun.”

"Hmmm," Pahner said noncommittaly. " Check your monitorsin the troop bay, Sir."

The prince found the appropriate control and tapped it, turning on the closed-circuit monitorsin the
troop bay. What they reveded surprised him: most of the troops were adeep, and the few who were
awake were performing some sort of leisure activity.

Two had eectronic game pads out and appeared to be competing in something with one another.
Others were playing cards with hard decks or, apparently, reading. One even had a hard copy book out,
an old and much thumbed one from the look. Roger panned around, looking for anyone he recognized,
and redlized that he only knew three or four namesin the entire company.

Poertenawas adeep, with his head thrown back and his mouth wide open. Gunnery Sergeant Jin, the
dark, broad K orean platoon sergeant of Third Platoon, had a pad out and was paging dowly through
something on it. Roger scrolled up the magnification on the monitors, and was surprised to see thet the
NCO was reading anovel. Hed somehow expected it to be amilitary manual, and he spun the



magnification ill higher, curioudy, so that he could read over the sergeant’s shoulder. What he got was a
bit more than he'd bargained for; the sergeant was reading afairly graphic homosexud love story. The
prince snorted, then spun the monitor away and dialed back on the magnification. The sergeant'staste
was the sergeant’'s business.

The monitor stopped asif by its own valition on the face of the femae sergeant who'd summoned him
from the armor fitting. It was aface of angles, dl high cheekbones and sharp chin with the exception of
the lips, which were remarkably voluptuous. Not a pretty face, but arguably a beautiful one. She was
looking through a pad aswell, and for areason he wasn't sure he would have cared to explain, he hunted
until he found amonitor that would permit him to look over her shoulder. He panned the camera down,
and felt asudden rush of relief—although exactly why he was glad that what she was reading wasthe
briefing on Marduk was something he didn't care to consider too deeply.

Fipping back over to the origina monitor, he zoomed in on the sergeant's chameleon suit. Thereit
was. Ontheright . . . breast. Despreaux. Nice name,

"Sergeant Despreaux,” Pahner said dryly, and the prince hit the trackball and panned the monitor off
the name.

"Yes, | recognized her from when she crashed my fitting," he said hurriedly. "I wasjust redlizing how
few of these guards | know by name." He cleared histhroat uncomfortably, happy, for some reason, that
the captain couldn't see hisface.

"Nothing wrong with getting to know their names," Pahner said camly. "But what you might want to
catchisther attitudes,” he continued, as another salvo dammed into the ship.

* % %

"Wejust logt Graser Four and Nine, and Missile Three. Were down twenty-five percent on our
countermissile launchers. More on the laser clugters,” Commander Talcott said. He didn't bother to add
that DeGlopper had also suffered severe hull breaching, since everyone on the bridge could fed the draw
of the vacuum around them. The executive officer had just turned toward the captain, when therewas a
crow of ddight from Tactica.

"There she blows!" the sublieutenant shouted. The Saint cruiser had come gpart under the hammer of
the missiles, without even having cometo grips a energy wespon range.

"Put us back on course for the planet—and shift to Evasion Able Three!" Krasnitsky snapped to the
helmsman. "We're not out of thewoods yet. There are still incoming missiles.”

"Yes, Sir," Segedin agreed with atriumphant grin. "But we till got her!”
"Yes, wedid," Talcott whispered so quietly that only Krasnitsky could hear. "But what about her
mate?"

The tac officer shut down the guidance channels to the remainder of the offensive misslesand
shunted al the processor power they'd been using to the defenses. Then he picked up half the defensive
net and waded in. Between the added processor power, the loss of the cruiser's support, and the
addition of Segedin's experience, the remainder of the missiles were quickly shredded. All that was left,
for the time being, wasto pick up the pieces.

* * %

"So that'sit, Y our Highness" Captain Krasnitsky finished, looking up from the pad in hishand. His
skin suit was sedled, and the orange vacuum warning light behind him was clearly visble. "We used less
than half our missilesin this engagement, but the other cruiser has dready broken orbit and is accelerating
towards us. Well drop your shuttlesin two hours, and it will take uslonger than that to get patched up
and restore pressure again. So | would suggest that you stay where you are, Y our Highness.”

"Very well, Captain,” the prince said. He was aware that dl the captain was seeing was the distorted
ball of his powered armor's helmet-visor, and he was just as glad. He was beginning to understand why
DeGlopper had to, effectively, commit suicide, but he was still uncomfortable withit.



Pahner's company, at least, were officia bodyguards for the Imperia Family, with the tradition of
taking rifle beadsto protect their charges; "catching the bdl" asit was caled. But the company's
personnd had to survive—some of them, at least—if they were to accomplish their mission of keeping
him dive DeGlopper's entire crew had to die to do that. Spoiled he might be, but not even Roger
MacClintock wasimmune to the sense of guilt that produced. Y et nothing in Krasnitsky'stone or attitude
suggested that he had ever even considered any other course of action. In the captain's place, Roger
sugpected that he might be thinking about how . . . convenient it would be if something happened to
remove the prince from the equation. After dl, if Roger were dead, there would be no reason for
Krasnitsky's remaining crew to die to save him, now would there? Somehow, the fact that Krasnitsky
and dl of hispeople seemed totdly obliviousto thet glaringly logicad point only made him fed guiltier.

"I suppose welll talk again before separation,” he said after amoment, awkwardly. "Until then, good
luck."

"Thank you, Y our Highness," the captain said with atiny nod. "And good luck to you and the
Company, aswell. WEll try to do the DeGlopper name proud.”

The communi cations screen blinked out, and Roger leaned back and turned to Captain Pahner. The
Marine had doffed his hemet and was scratching his head vigoroudly.

"Who was DeGlopper, anyway?" the prince asked, fumbling with the controls and latches of hisown
hdmet.

"Hewas asoldier in the American States, along time ago, Y our Highness," Pahner said, cocking his
head at the angle Roger had begun to recognize as a subtle sign that he'd stuck hisfoot init. "Therewasa
plague right outside the cabin you werein, listing hismeda and the citation for it. He won their equivaent
of the Imperid Star. When we get back to Earth you can look up the citation.”

"Oh." Roger pulled the pin and let his hair down so that it cascaded across the back of the armor,
then scratched his scalp with both hands at least as vigoroudy as Pahner. "We weren't in these things all
that long. What makes your head itch so badly?"

"A lot of it's psychosomatic, Y our Highness," Pahner said with asnort. "Like that itch between your
shoulder blades.”

"Agggh!" Roger rolled his shoulders aswell as he could in the congtricting armor and squirmed, trying
to rub his back againgt the internd padding. ™Y ou would have to mention that!"

Pahner just smiled. Then hefrowned ever so dightly.
"Can | make asuggestion, Y our Highness?'
"Y esss?' Roger replied doubtfully.

"We're not going anywhere for two hours. I'm going to go roust out the troops and tell them they can
undog their helmets and do alittle stretching. Give them about a haf-hour, and then come down and talk
to afew of them.”

"I'll think about it," Roger said dubioudly.
Hedid, and histhoughts didn't make him al that happy.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Chaplain Panndla placed his hands behind his back and sniffed.
"Lord Arturo isn't going to be happy,” he observed.

Captain Imai Delaney, skipper of the Caravazan Empire paragite cruiser Greenbelt, refrained from
snarling at the ship's chaplain. It wasn't the easiest restraint held ever exercised, and it got even harder as
he looked around and recognized his bridge officers stunned disbelief. He drew adeep breath and
wiped hisface. They'd obvioudy gotten doppy, and "not happy" was a very pae description of what
Lord Arturo would be when he heard about this one.

At the same time, he understood exactly how it had happened. There had been no problemsat all
since the two parasites had been put on station, and they were mainly there to make sure that no one
noticed the Saint presence in the system. They'd let afew transports—the ones with registered
schedules—through and taken afew of the tramps as prizes. But their primary job wasn't commerce
raiding; it was supporting the tactical operationsthat were being staged through the system, and it had
become routine. Too routine.

"It'sa Puller-classtransport,” the tactical officer reported as he studied his readouts. " There was one
flash of nearly full power. They're masking their drive, somehow, but that flash was clear.”

"Why would the Earthies send in asingle armed trangport?' the chaplain demanded. "And why isits
acceleration so low?”

The captain decided that screaming would probably be unwise, however tempting. The answer to
both questions was obvious, but if he Smply stated them bluntly he might be accused of "insufficient
congderation” for the chaplain'sfedings and opinions. Asif achaplain should have avoicein military
metters!

He looked around the bridge. His officers uniforms were the somber and dightly off-color tones that
bespoke preparation in low-acid processes. The textileswere dl natura, too . . . which meant that unlike
in most navies, if there was a sudden shipboard fire the crew was subject to immolation.

Captain Delaney had been aboard an Empie parasite cruiser once. The bridge had been dl cool
tones and smoothly rounded edges; on his own ship, the edges were jagged and unfinished. Finishing and
"trim"" were considered unnecessary frills. Unnecessary frills used excess energy. Excess energy,
eventually, was bad for planetary environments. So, no trimming for Greenbelt's bridge.

The same philosophy extended throughout the ship. Everything looked rough hewn and badly fitted.
Oh, it worked. But it wasn't as smooth as it would have been aboard a damned Empie warship. Nothing
was. . . hot even the command relationships. On an Empie ship, the captain was king. He might be under
the command of an admird, but on his own ship he waslord and master.

On the Saints ships, though, the chaplain dways had to be consdered. Adherence to the tenets of
the Church of Ryback was asimportant, to the higher-ups, as capability. So besides fighting the damned
arigtos for command dots, Captain Delaney had been fighting the Church for his entire career.

Not that there was going to be any difference of opinion about what to do in thisingtance.



"l believe she might be damaged,” he said, dlowing no trace of histhoughtsto color histone. "That
one burst of power is probably al their phase drive could stand.”

"Wl ... | supposethat makes some sense,” the chaplain said doubtfully. "What are we going to do
about it?"

We are going to kill it, Delaney thought. Which would be easier to do if you would just get your
eco-freak butt back to the chapel and off my bridge!

"The datafrom Green Goddess indicates that the enemy'stactica net is probably damaged,” he said
aloud. He scratched his beard and thought about it. "Well stay at the edge of the powered missile
envelope and pound her to scrap. She can't maneuver, and we should have the better tac net.” He
nodded his head in self-agreement. "Y es. That should work."

"How much damage will we take?' the chaplain asked nervoudy. "Damage repair will do great harm
to the environment. We must limit our use of resourcesin every way we can. And it will surely damage
theki of the crew.”

"Do you want the ravening imperidigsto fully colonize thisworld?' Delaney asked rhetoricaly. "That
shipisfilled with Marines, carrying their humanocentric infestation with them to new worlds. What would
you have me do? L et them go?’

"No," the chaplain snapped, shaking his head. "They must be destroyed. The infestation must be
ripped out root and branch. Thisfine world shdl not be polluted by man!”

Fineworld, indeed, the captain thought behind a smile of agreement. It'sagreen hell. Killing these
Marinesis probably doing them afavor.

* % %

Sergeant Mgjor Kosutic reached across the narrow compartment and tapped the prince's chief of
gaff on the shoulder.

"Y ou can undog your helmet now," she said, suiting action to words and removing her own.
O'Casey undid the latches clumsily, and looked around the cramped compartment.
"Now what?" she asked.

"Now we wait a couple of hours, and hope His Evilness Who Residesin the Fire decides we get to
live," Kosutic answered, scratching the back of her neck. She set down the helmet and reached under the
command gtation. "Ahal" she said, and pulled out along plastic tube with afaint ripping sound.

"What isthat?" O'Casey asked, looking up as she opened her pad to begin an entry.
"It'sawiring harness cover.” Kosutic leaned forward and inserted the flexible tube into the neck of

her suit. "Most of these shuttles have had them stripped out aready.” She began rubbing the corrugated
tube up and down her back. "Ahhh," she gasped. "I forgot mine, by Satan.”

"Oh," Eleanorasaid, suddenly noticing the itchiness of her own back. "Can I, um, borrow it?"

"Check by your left knee. | don't mind your borrowing it, but you might aswell find your own. Best
back scratcher ever created.”

Eleanorafound the wiring harness where the sergeant mgjor had indicated and pulled its cover out.
"Ooooh," she sighed after a brief try. "Boy, thisisgood!”

"And for telling you that deep, dark secret, known only to Old Marines," Kosutic said, "you haveto
tel me something.”

"Likewhat?"

"Likewhat's egting the Prince," Kosutic replied, propping her hed's on the command station in front
of her.

"Hmmm," Eleanora said thoughtfully. "That'salong story, and I'm not sure how much of it you're
cleared for. What you know about hisfather?"

"Just that he'sthe Earl of New Madrid; that he's on the watchlist, which means he doesn't get withina



planet of the Empress; and that he's quite abit older than the Empress.”

"WEell, I'm not going to get into why he was banished from Court, but Roger not only lookslike his
father, he acts very much like him. New Madrid is agorgeous man, who's aterrible dandy. And he'salso
very much involved in The Greast Game."

"Ah." Kosutic nodded. The intrigues of the Empire had gotten deeper and deeper during the reign of
Emperor Andrew, Alexandras father. While things had never, quite, come to the point of outright civil
war, they seemed to be edging closer to it. " So isthe Prince involving himsdf in the Game?' she asked
carefully, and Eleanorasighed.

"I'm. .. not sure. HE's been in contact with some of the known conduitsin his sports clubs. | mean,
one of the other fellows on his polo team isaknown member of New Madrid's clique. So, maybe. But
Roger hates paliticswith apurple passon. So.. . . I'm not sure.”

"Y ou should know."

"Yes, | should,” the chief of staff admitted. "But it's not the sort of thing he would confidein me. I'm
an gppointment of hismother's.”

"Ishe. .. conspiring againgt the Empress?’ Kosutic asked even more carefully.

"| doubt that very much,” Eleanorasaid. "He seemsto truly love his mother, but he might be being
used asadupe. Theway heacts, the. . . frivality. It just doesn't make any sense. With his background,
with what hisfather did, Roger hasto redlize that presenting such afront lays him open to charges of
following in New Madrid's footsteps. So haf thetime I'm certain he's doing it on purpose, and the other
haf ...l just don't know."

"Maybeit'sadouble-blind," Kosutic suggested. "He might be putting on these airs as a cover for
being redly, redly capable?!

She was aware that she was engaging in wishful thinking, but there had to be at least a shred of light
in the darkness. Otherwise, the Marines had stuck their heads into a guillotine for an enemy of dl they
held dear.

"I doubt it," Eleanora said with agrim chuckle. "Roger'sjust not that subtle." She gazed down at her
pad for several moments, then sighed. "And, frankly, however subtle heisor isn't, he's dways been the
odd one out in the Imperid Family."

She tapped at the pad's controls for several seconds, then closed it and turned her chair to face the
sergeant mgor.

"At the expense of possible lesse majeste,” she said, "Roger can act likeared paininthe ass
sometimes. No, let's be honest—he can be ared painintheass. But | think it'sfair to point out that it's
not entirely hisfault.”

"Ah?" Kosutic kept her face carefully expressionless, but mental ears pricked at the chief of saff's
tone. Despite the fact that Bronze Battalion was specifically charged with the task of guarding the Heir
Tertiary, and despite the amount of time the Bronze Barbarians had spent in their charge's presence (not
with any particular sense of pleasure for either party), no onein the company redlly knew Roger at dl.
O'Casey obvioudy did, and if shewas prepared to give Kosutic any insgght at al into the prince, the
sergeant major was more than ready to listen.

"No, it'snot,” O'Casey told her, and shook her own head with acrooked smile. "He'sa
MacClintock, and everyone knowsthat al MacClintocks are brave, trustworthy, fearless and brilliant.
They're not, of course, but everyone knows they are, anyway, and the fact that Crown Prince John and
Princess Alexandra actudly live up to the stereotype—like their mother—only makesit even harder on
Roger. The Crown Prince has arecord as adiplomat anyone could envy, and even without her family
connections, Princess Alexandrawould be respected as one of the finest admirasin the Fleet. And then
there's Roger. Decades younger than the others, dways on the outside, somehow . . . the classic 'bad
boy' of the Imperia Family. The never-do-well, spoiled, pampered aristocrat.” She paused and cocked



her head at the sergeant mgjor.

"Sound familiar?" she asked with aquirky haf-grin.

"Well, yes, actudly,” Kosutic admitted. It wasn't something any Marine, and especidly any member
of Bronze Battdion, had any business admitting to anyone, anytime, anywhere, but she admitted it
anyway, and O'Casey chuckled without humor.

"I thought it might. But when you consider the cloud hisfather is under, the fact that no oneredly
knows where Roger himsalf stands, and the fact that the Empress own attitude towards him often seems
... ambiguous,” she chose the word with obvious care, "it's probably inevitable that he should turn out at
least abit that way." She snorted sadly. "Kostas Matsugae and | have argued about it often enough, but
I've never disagreed with Kostas insstence that Roger wasn't exactly dedlt the fairest possible hand. But
where Kostas and | differ is on where we go from where we are now. | wasn't Roger'sfirgt tutor, you
know. In fact, I've only been with him for alittle over six years, so | wasn't therewhen hewasahurt little
boy deding with the unfairness of life. | canfed for that little boy's pain, | suppose, but | have to be more
concerned with getting Roger the theoretical adult to face up to the fact that lifeisn't fair and learning to
dedl with it asaMacClintock and as aprince of the Empire. And," she admitted heavily, "I don't seemto
be doing avery good job of it."

"Well," Kosutic told her, picking her words with equa care, "1 can't say | envy you. I've done my
share of kicking wet-behind-the-ears lieutenants into Marine officers, but the Corps givesme alot better
support structure for that kind of thing than you seem to have.”

"It would beniceif | could use the sort of judo I've seen you using on Captain Pahner's officers,”
O'Casey agreed wigtfully. "But | can't. And, frankly, Roger has a positive genius for digging in hishedls.
He may not be the overachiever his brother and Sster are, but he's certainly got every bit of the
MacClintock stubbornness”

She paused with a sudden laugh, and Kosutic raised an eyebrow at her.
"What's funny?" the sergeant major asked.

"I was just thinking about Roger and stubbornness,” O'Casey replied. "W, that and God's peculiar
sense of humor."

"l beg your pardon?'

"Have you ever been to the Imperid War Museum?' the academic asked, and the Marine nodded.
"Sure. A couple of times. Why?'

"| take it you've seen the Roger |11 Collection, then?"

Kosutic nodded again, though she wasn't at dl sure where O'Casey was headed with this. Roger 11
had been one of the many unreasonably capable emperors the MacClintock Dynasty had produced, and,
as seemed to be the norm among his relatives, he had been aman of passionate (and, some would say,
peculiar) interests. One of them had been military history and, particularly, that of Old Earth between the
twelfth and sixteenth centuries, CE, and he had assembled what was probably the finest collection of
arms and armor from the period in the entire history of the human race. When he died, he had
bequeathed the entire collection to the Imperid War Museum, where it had become and remained one of
its Star attractions.

"Ever snce Roger I1I'stime," O'Casey went on abit obliquely, "the continuance of his hobby interest
in ancient weaponry has been something of atradition in the Imperia Family. Oh, theré's an edge of
affectation to it, of course—something that makes good PR asa ‘family tradition’ that imperia subjects
can ooh and ah over—but there's also more than alittle truth to it. The Empress and the Crown Prince,
for example, can spend hours explaining more than you ever wanted to know about things like Gothic
armor and Swiss pikemen." She grimaced with so much fedling that Kosutic chuckled.

"But not Roger," the academic continued. "l said he can be stubborn? Well, he dug hishedsin and
flatly refused to have anything to do with the ‘tradition.’ | suppose it was afairly harmlessway to express



hisrebellion, but hewas certainly . . . firm about it. Maybe it's partly because it was al sarted by another
Roger who a so happens to have been another of those MacClintock figures everyone respects—unlike
our Roger—but despite hisfamily's very best efforts, he never showed the least interest in the entire
subject, which isapity redly. Especidly now.”

"Now?' Kosutic gazed at her for amoment, then barked alaugh as understanding struck. ™Y ou're
right,” shesad, "it would be handy if he knew anything about it, given the locd tech level on Marduk.”

"Absolutely," O'Casey agreed with another sigh, "but that's our Roger dl over. If therésaway to do
itwrong, hell find it every time."

Roger watched Pahner make his way down the center transom of the shuttle bay and shook his head.
With the troops squashed into the shuttle like old-fashioned sardinesin acan, the only way to move up
and down the troop bay was by walking on the transom on which the center seats were mounted. That
meant, of course, that he was walking at head leve to the seated Marines.

The problem was that while Pahner wasin ardatively light and fairly nimble skin suit, which hed
donned in preference to armor for just this reason, Roger was wrapped in ChromSten. He could no
more make hisway down that narrow strip in armor than he could walk atightrope, and he rather
doubted that any of his bodyguards would feel happy about being stepped upon, however daintily, by
armor that weighed as much as atyranothere.

"Wdll, Y our Highness?' Pahner asked as he reached the end and swung easily to the floor.

"I'm going to have ahard time making my way down the bay in this" Roger said, gesturing &t his
armor. Pahner glanced at the gray battle steel and nodded.

"Takeit off. We're going to berattling around for acouple of hours.”

"Takeit off where? There's not enough room in the compartment.”

"Right here,” Pahner said, gesturing at the small open area. The patch of deck wasthe only open area
inthe bay, atiny diver of room for the shuttle crew to move around in. A ladder led up from it to asmall
landing with two hatches, one to the command compartment, and the other to the bridge. Therewas
another hatch on the troop level portside. It was a pressure door leading to the exterior.

"Right here?' Roger juggled the hdmet under hisarm to give himsdlf amoment to think while he
looked around. Mogt of the guards were still doing their own things. A few had gotten up to move
around, but most of those had headed to the rear of the bay where the palletized cargo afforded room to
sretch out. It seemed awfully . . . public, though.

"I could get your valet,” Pahner said with afaint smile. "He's back there," he continued, gesturing
towards the rear of the troop bay.

"Matsugae?' Roger's face brightened. "That would be grea— | mean, yes, of course, Captain. Do
you think you could fetch my valet?' he ended in arefined drawl.

"Wdll," Pahner said, hisface closing down again, "1 don't know about ‘fetch.'" He banged the nearest
deeping guard on the shoulder. "Pass the word for Matsugee.”

The Marine yawned, shoved the next Marine in line, passed on the word, and promptly went back to
deep. A few momentslater, Roger saw the small form of the vaet emerge from under apile of
rucksacks. He bent down and spoke to someone, then climbed onto the transom and made his way
toward the prince.

Verticd pillarsran up from the transom to the roof every two meters, and if Matsugae wasfar less
nimble on the uncertain footing than Captain Pahner had been, he had the overdl idea down. He would
hold onto avertica, then move forward of it, using it to balance as he shuffled out on the transom asfar
as he could before making a hopping lunge for the next. Using this technique, he dowly made hisway
forward to the prince's position.

"Good—" the valet paused, obvioudy checking the clock in histoot "—evening, Y our Highness" He



amiled. "Y ou'relooking well."

"Thank you, Vaet Masugae," Roger said, much more careful to maintain hisformality in front of so
many ligening ears. "How are you?"

"Very well, Your Highness. Thank you." Matsugae gestured to the rear of the compartment.
"Sergeant Despreaux has been amine of helpful information.”

"Despreaux?' Roger lifted an eyebrow and leaned sideways to look down the line of troops, and
caught the brief flash of arefined profile.

"She'sasquad leader in Third Platoon, Y our Highness. A very niceyoung lady.”

"Given their resumes," Roger said with asmile, "I doubt that you could categorize any of the young
ladiesin The Empress Own as'nice.'"

"Asyou say, Your Highness" Matsugae said with an answering smile. "How can | be of service?'

"l haveto get out of thisarmor and into something decent.”

Matsugae's face crumpled.

"I'm sorry, Y our Highness. | should've known. Let me go get my pack." He Sarted to scramble up
onto the transom again, preparing to retrace hisroute.

"Wait!" Roger said. "I have auniform packed up in the command compartment. | just need help
getting out of the armor.”

"Oh, well then,"” Matsugae said, climbing back down. "If Captain Pahner could give me ahand? |
don't actualy know al that much about armor, but I'm willing to learn.”

Asthey disconnected the armor's various latches and controls, Roger became curious.

"Matsugae? Am | to understand that you have spare uniforms for mein your pack?"

"Well, Your Highness," the vaet said dmost shyly, " Sergeant Despreauix told me that you weren't

ableto bring al your clothes. And why. | didn't fed it appropriate that you have only one suit of armor
and asingle uniform, so | packed afew extraoutfitsalong. Just in case.”

"Canyou cary it?' Captain Pahner sounded skeptical. "Of coursg, if that's all that you're carrying . .

"I will admit, Captain,” the smdl vaet said in apert voice, "that I'm not carrying the weight of
ammunition most of your Marines are. However, | am carrying my full equipment load and a share of the
squad load for the headquarters group. His Highness gear is, 0 to speak, my ammunition alotment.”

"But can you carry it?' Pahner repeated darkly. "Day after day.”

"We shal amply haveto see, Captain,” Matsugee replied camly. "1 think so. But we shall haveto
e

He returned to histask of pedling the prince, and Roger soon found himself once again sanding in the
midst of scattered pieces of armor.

"I'm forever putting this stuff on and taking it off." He brushed an imaginary fleck of dust from the
singlet he'd worn under the armor as Matsugae scrambled up the steps to the command compartment.

"Not for much longer, Y our Highness," Pahner pointed out. "Once we land on the planet, it will
hardly ever be used. But if we need it, we're really going to need it.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

"What else do we need?' O'Casey asked, thumbing through the list of suppliesthe Marines had
loaded.

"Whatever it s, it better not weigh much,” Kosutic replied. The sergeant mgjor was doing a
recalculation of fudl use, and shelooked up with agrimace. I don't think we have much margin.”

"| thought you could glide one of these thingsin,” Eleanorasaid uncomfortably. It was hardly her area
of expertise, but she knew that the shuttles swing-wing configuration gave them atremendous glideratio.

"We can." Kosutic'stone was mild. "If we have arunway, that is." She gestured at one of the
monitors, where the smal map from the Fodor's was displayed. "Do you see many airports? In glide
mode, one of these things needs anice, old-fashioned runway. Y ou try to land without one, and you
might aswell give your soul to His Wickedness."

"So what happensif it were running out of fud, then?"

"Well, if wewere headed in for a standard atmosphere insertion, we could correct at the last minute
and do some atmospheric skipping to dow down. The problemis, if we do an orbit, well be detected.
Then the whole plan goes out the airlock, and we have a cruiser and the garrison hunting us dirtside.

"If, on the other hand, we do a steep reentry—which, by theway, iswhat we're planning—and run
out of fud, well just pancake.”

"Oh"

"Makeahdl of ahole" Kosutic snorted.

"l canimagine," O'Casey said faintly.

* % %

"l imagine that thisis about where we should be detecting the Saint, Sir,” Sublieutenant Segedin said.

"Understood.” Captain Krasnitsky looked at the helmsman. " Prepare for course change.

Quartermaster, pass the word to the Marines to prepare for separation.”
* * %

"They should have detected us by now," Captain Ddaney said. "Why arethey ill decderating for
the planet?"

"Could they dtill intend to land their Marines?" the chaplain asked, leaning over thetactica display
besdehim.

Delaney's nose wrinkled at the sour smell of the chaplain's unwashed cassock. Washing among the
fathful was an occasond thing, sSinceit used unnecessary resources. And such harmful chemicadsas
deodorants were, of course, right out.

"They must," Delaney mused. "But they're fill too far out." He smiled asthe display changed. "Ah!
Now we have afed for their sensor damage. Ther€'s the course change.”

* * %

"Prepare for separation. Five minutes," the ennunciator boomed.



Roger looked up in surprise from his conversation with Sergeant Jin. The Korean was surprisingly
wdll versed on current men'sfashions, and after Roger had circulated briefly around the compartment
(doing his best imitation of Mother at a garden party), he'd settled down for along talk with the sergeant.
Better that than along talk with the fascinating Sergeant Despreaux. Something told him that getting
"interested” in one of hisbodyguardsin asituation like this one probably was abad idea. Not that it
would have been a good ideaunder any circumstances, he reflected with afamiliar moodiness.

"Y ou'd better get your armor back on, Sir," Jin said, glancing at the chameleon suit Roger had
changed into. "It take you at least that long.”

"Right. Talk to you later, Sergeant.” Roger had become accustomed to walking the transom, and
now he sorang lightly onto it and skipped forward, swinging gracefully from pillar to pillar.

* * %

"Show off," Julian muttered as he shifted the rucksack across hisknees. It wasn't particularly
uncomfortable, snce it was supported by hisarmor, but the confinement got to him after awhile.

He'd been awakened by the prince's circuit, and hadn't yet gotten back to deep. Heredized that his
responses to the fop's rote questions had been a bit surly, but the prince hadn't seemed to notice.

"l don't think he was showing off," Despreaux said tartly. "I think he was hurrying up front."

Julian raised an eyebrow. Since Despreaux was seated across from him, it gave him the perfect
opportunity to needle her, and it would have violated his most deeply held principlesto passit up.

"Ah, you're just jea ous because he has better hair than you do.”

She glanced sdewaysto get aglimpse of the rapidly undressing prince.

"Itisnice" she murmured, and Julian's mouth dropped open as the redlization dawned on him.

"You like him, don't you?Y ou've got the hots for the Prince!"

Her head snapped back around, and she glared at the other squad |eader.

"That isthe stupidest thing— Of course | don't!"

Julian started to tease her further, but then the full implications hit him. Therewas no way the
Regiment would alow one of the guardsto carry on with amember of the Imperia Family. He looked
around, but al the other troopers seemed to be adeep or had earbuds in. Fortunately, no one had caught
his earlier outburst, and he leaned forward asfar as the packed equipment permitted.

"Nimashet, are you nuts?' he hissed softly. "They'll have your assfor thigl"

"Therés nothing going on,” shereplied just as quietly, fingering the gray chameleon cover of the
rucksack on her knees. "Nothing."

"Thereld better be nothing!" he whispered fiercely. "But | don't believeit.”

"l can handleit," the sergeant said, leaning back. "Don't worry about me. I'm abig girl."

"Sureyou are. Sure." He shook his head and leaned back aswell. What a cock-up, he thought.

* % %

On the opposite Sde of the transom, Poertena managed to turn alaugh into a cough. Herolled his
head around asif half-adeep, and coughed again. Despreaux and the Prince, hethought. Oh, t'at's
pocking funny!

* * %

"What's so funny, Sir?" Commander Ta cott asked. The XO had just returned from asurvey of the
ship, and the news wasn't good. Four of DeGlopper's eight missile launchers had taken enough damage
to put them out of play for the next bout, and the dead cruiser'sfire had gouged deep woundsinto the
ChromSten-armored hull. Some of them threatened |oaded magazines, and athough the laser-pumped
fusion warheads wouldn't detonate from impact, the power systems of the missile driveswould . . . and
take the entire ship with them.

But a least the phase drive had suffered no further damage. In fact, it was actudly in better shape



than for the last encounter, so they'd have afew more gravitiesto play with and more time on the power.
And whilethey'd lost launchers, they'd aso used lessthan hdlf the totd missleinventory againgt their first
opponent, so the next fight would be nearly even.

Except for the cruiser's ahility to dance rings around them.

"Oh, | wasjust thinking about our ship's namesake," Krasnitsky answered the question with agrim
gmile. "I wonder if he ever thought "What the heck am | doing thisfor?"

Roger watched the external monitors as the giant docking hatches opened. The perfect blackness of
space beckoned as the tractor moorings cut loose, and the shuttles drifted forward. Asthey cleared the
ship'sfidd, DeGlopper'satificid gravity fell away, and they werein freefall.

"| forgot to ask, Y our Highness," Pahner said tectfully. "How are you in microgravity?' He carefully
avoided any mention of the excuses O'Casey had made to explain the prince's "indisposition” thefirst
evening aboard.

"I play null-gee handbdl quite abit," the prince said in an offhand manner as he swiveed the monitor
around to watch the ship disgppearing in the distance behind them. "I don't have any problemswith
freefadl a dl." He smiled evilly for just amoment. "Eleanora, on the other hand . . ."

"I'm gonnadiiie,” the chief of staff moaned, clutching the motion sickness bag to her mouth as
another wave of wracking nausea washed over her.

"I've got aMo-Fix injector around here somewhere," Kosutic said with the half-malicious chuckle of
one who possessed a cast-iron ssomach. Even the smell of the g ectawas survivable; it wasn't like she
hadn't smelled it before.

"I'madlergic." Eleanoras voice was muffled by the plastic bag. Then sheleaned back and zipped the
bag shut. "Oh, Goddd. . . ."

"Oh," Kosutic said in more sympathetic tones. She shook her head. "We're going to be out herefor a
couple of days, you redize?'

"Yes" Eleanorasaid miserably. "I do redize that. But I'd forgotten these shuttles don't have artificial
gravity."

"I don't think we can rotate, either,” the sergeant mgjor told her. "Were going to do along, ow
burn. I don't think we can do that and rotate at the sametime."

"I'll live. .. 1 think." The chief of staff suddenly ripped the bag open and buried her facein the
contents. " Arrggg.”

Kosutic leaned back and shook her head.
"I can seethisisgonnabe agresat trip," shesaid.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

"Onascdefromoneto ten,” Captain Krasnitsky muttered, "I give thistrip anegative four hundred.”

He coughed and shook his head to clear the mist of blood the cough brought up. Theingtructionson
the box werefairly clear. Now if he could just hold together long enough to enter the codes.

Finding the keysfor this particular device had been tough. Talcott, who'd had one, had been cut in
half on hisway back from Engineering. And, of course, the third had been in the suit of the acting
engineer. Held felt awful about having to cut it off of her to get to the device, but he'd had no choice.
Tactica had had the fourth, and Navigation the fifth; those two had been easy to snag after the hit on the
bridge.

Somewheat to his surprise, the ship had held together. And now, the Saints, after receiving the
surrender transmission and the recording of the prince ordering Krasnitsky to surrender, were practically
sdivating. Capturing the prince would set every member of the ship'screw up for life, even in the austere
Saint theocracy.

There was no plot here in the armory, but he didn't need one to know what was happening. He could
hear the paradite cruiser docking onto the larger ship, and the concussion as the Saint Marinesforced the
arlocksfor boarding.

Lessee. If | have dl fivekeys, but only one activator, | haveto set adelay. Okay. Makes sense.

"Captain Delaney, thisis Lieutenant Scalucci.” The Caravazan Marine paused and |ooked around the
bridge. "Weve taken the bridge but no prisoners. We are encountering resistance from the crew. Sofar,
no prisoners. They're fighting hard—some of them in powered armor—and not surrendering as|
would've expected. We have yet to encounter the Prince's bodyguards.” He paused and looked around
agan. "Thereés something about this| dontt like."

"Tdl him to keep hisopinionsto himsdf!" Chaplain Pandlla sngpped. "And find the Princel

Captain Delaney glanced at the chaplain, then keyed histhroat mike.

"Continue the mission, Lieutenant,” he said. "Be careful of ambushes. They gpparently haven't
surrendered after dl, whatever their captain said.”

"It doesn't appear that way, Sir. Scalucci, out.”
The captain turned to face the chaplain squarely.

"WElI find the Prince, Chaplain. But losing people doing it is stupid. | wish we'd had a pinnaceto
send the Marines over.” An unlucky hit to the boat bay, unfortunately, had settled thet. "'If the Prince
weren't on board, I'd put this down as atrap!”

"But heis," the chaplain hissed, "and theré's no way they'd risk his life playing some sort of ambush
game!" He grinned like arabid ferret. "Although, if they had any sense, they'd cut histhroat themsdavesto
keep him out of our hands. Imagine what we can do with amember of the Imperid Family of that
damned 'Empire of Man'!"



"Captain!" It was Lieutenant Scalucci. "The shuttle bays are empty! The shuttles must have dready
punched!"

The Saint captain's eyes flew wide.

"Oh, pollution!" he swore.

* * %

"The Saint is matching the last known acce of the DeGlopper," Pahner said.

"How can you tell?' Roger asked, eyes aching from the strain of staring at the tiny screen. "'l can't tell
athing fromthis"

"Bring up the data records, instead,” Pahner advised. "I've dways said there's no reason we couldn't
have larger screensin these things. But the command station was an afterthought in the design, and
nobody's ever changed it.”

"Well, wewill!" the prince smiled as he banged the Sde of the recacitrant instrument. *Oops.”

Héed forgotten the power of the armor, and he withdrew his hand carefully from the fist-sized hole
driven into the Sde of the workstation.

Pahner spun his own chair around and typed commands on the secondary keyboard at the prince's
gtation. The now flickering monitor switched from awider view of power sourcesin near spaceto alist
of data.

"Theresthe last known velocity and position of the DeGlopper,” the captain said. "And there's her
current probable position and velocity.” He sent acommand through histoot, and a different screen came
up. "And thisisthe Saint data.”

"So they're dongsde?' Roger asked, noting the obvious smilaritiesin the data

"Y ep. They've matched course and speed with the DeGlopper . Which meansthey fdl for
Krasnitsky's little deception hook, line, and sinker.”

Roger nodded and tried to reflect some of the Marine's satisfaction, but it was hard. It was odd, he
thought. Pahner was military, like Krasnitsky, and he knew aswell as Roger that the Fleet captain and his
entire crew were committing suicide to cover their escape. Somehow, the prince would have expected
that to produce more emotion in the Marine. Hed aways suspected that people who chose military
careershad to be alittleless.. . . sengitive than others, but Pahner had been quick to let him know,
however respectfully, whenever he stepped on one or another of the Marines precious traditions or
attitudes. So why was Pahner so detached and clinical over what was about to happen when he himself
fdt ahallow void of guilt sucking at his somach?

Thiswasn't the way things were supposed to happen. People weren't supposed to throw away their
livesto protect him—not when even his own family had never seemed quite certain he was worth
keeping. And when gallant bodyguards and military personne offered to lay down their livesfor their
duty, weren't they supposed to get something out of it besidessmply dying?

The questions made him acutely uncomfortable, and so he decided not to think about them just &t the
moment and reached for some other topic.

"I didn't sound all that good on the recording,” Roger said sourly.

"| think you sounded perfect, Y our Highness," Pahner said with agrin. "It certainly suckered the
Sants”

"Uh-huh," Roger acknowledged even more sourly. Until he'd heard the edited playback of him
ordering the officers to surrender which Krasnitsky had sent to the Saint cruiser, he hadn't realized how
truly childish hed sounded. " Surrender with honor.” What poppycock.

"It worked, Y our Highness," Pahner's voice was much colder, "and that's dl that matters. Captain
Krasnitsky has them right where he wants them.”

"If therés anyone | eft to detonate the charge.”



"Thereis," Pahner sad firmly.

"How do you know? Everybody could be dead. And unlessthere's at least one officer left who
knowsthe codes. . ."

"I know, Y our Highness." There was no doubt at al in Pahner's reply. "How? Well, the Saint cruiser
isgtill dongsde. If it had captured one of the crew and made him talk, it would be accelerating away at
top speed. It isn't; so the plan has to be working."

And God bless, Captain, the Marine thought quietly, allowing no trace of hisinner anguish to show
as he watched the data codes and thought of the men and women about to die. You've done your part;
now we'll do ours to make it worth something. He's a pain in the ass, but we'll keep him alive
somehow.

* * *

"It'snot working," O'Casey said to hersdlf.

The sergeant mgjor had drifted into the troop bay to buck up the troops, leaving the civilian to fend
for herself. Which wasironic, because Eleanorawas feding serioudy in need of bucking up hersdlf. Of
course, even the sergeant mgor might have gotten tired of the smell, which could help explain whose
morae she'd decided to improve.

To take her mind off the situation, O'Casey had started reviewing the plan—if it wasredly fair to cal
it that. From the moment the second cruiser had been spotted, thered been no time for anything as
deliberate and orderly asformulating anything Eleanora O'Casey would have caled "aplan.” Everything
had been one frantic legp of improvisation after another, and she'd been sure something vita had to have
been overlooked. For that matter, she still was, but she'd never had time to stop and reflect, and now she
was fedling so out of sorts and woozy that her brain was scarcely in shapefor criticd anayss.

Unfortunately, it wasthe only brain she had, and despite its grumpy complaints, sheingsted that it
apply itsdf to the problem.

They'd loaded the trade goods. She'd suggested adding refined meta's, aswell, but Pahner had
rejected the suggestion. The captain hadn't felt that the welght-to-cost ratio would make metalsworth
carrying, and besides, most of the material available consisted of advanced composites, impossible for
locd smithsto work at the Mardukans technology level. And, as Pahner had pointed out, materia that
couldn't be adapted to the locals needs would be effectively uselessto them.

Theréd been no great stock of "precious’ metals or gems on the ship, either. A smidgen of gold was
still used in some electronics contacts, but thered been no way to get it out. Captain Pahner had
ruthlessly appropriated the small store of persona jewery, but there hadn't been agreat dedl of that,
either. At least what there was ought to be very attractive to abarbarian culture, even though it waslittle
more than costume jewelry by the standards of the Empire of Man. She doubted that anyone on Marduk
had ever heard of asynthetic gem!

But even if one assumed that Mardukans valued such items as highly as human cultures of
comparable tech levels had va ued them, there Smply weren't enough of them to even begin to meet their
needs. The trade goods would be worth far morein thelong run, yet Eleanora till felt shewas missing
something. Something important. It bothered her that she had dl thisincredible store of knowledge about
ancient cultures and—

Knowledge.

* % %

Chief Warrant Officer Tom Bann ran the calculations for the fifteenth time. It was going to be close,
closer than heliked. If everything went perfectly, they were going to have less than athousand kilos of
hydrogen when they landed. To a groundhog, that might have sounded like alot; apilot, on the other
hand, knew that it was nothing over the distance they were traveling. The margin of error was more than
that.

He glanced a the monitor and shook his head. He was a"Regiment” pilot, not one of the shuttle



pilots assigned to DeGlopper, but it sill hurt to watch a sacrifice like that. They were dl Fleet, whether
they were Marines or Navy, and Krasnitsky had sure taken the highroad. He shook his head again and
looked at the number. It would redlly suck if it adl turned out to be for nothing.

"Hdlo? Pilot?' He didn't recognize the voicein hisearbud at first, but then heredlized it wasthe
prince's chief of saff.

"Yes, Maam? Thisis Warrant Bann." He wondered what the airhead wanted at atime likethis. It
had better be important to interfere in a deathwatch.

"Can we till get aconnection to the ship's computers?”

Bann thought about al the things wrong with the request and wondered where to Sart.

"Mdam, | don't think—"

"Thisisimportant, Warrant Officer," the voicein hisearbud said firmly. "Vitd, even."

"What do you need?' he asked warily.

"There'sacopy of the Encyclopedia Galactica in my persona database. Why we didn't bring it
with us, | don't know."

"But . .." Bann said, thinking about the problems of connecting to the ship. Eveniif therewere
surviving antennae, held have to use awhisker laser, and with the Saints attached to the hull, therewas a
good chance that they would detect it, which would give away the shuttle'slocation.

"I know there's hardly anything on Marduk init," O'Casey said quickly, anticipating part of his
objection, "but there is dataon early cultures and technologies. How to make flintlocks, how to make
better iron and sted!. . . ."

"Oh." Thewarrant officer nodded in his helmet. "Good point. But if | try to connect with the ship, we
might be detected. And then what?'

"Oh." It was O'Casgy's turn to pause in thought. "WEell have to take the chance," she said after a
moment, her voice firm. "This data could make or bresk the expedition.”

Bann thought about it as he warmed up the laser system. He saw her argument—it could be vitdl
data—and there certainly wasn't much timeto kick the ideaaround. If hetried to find Captain Pahner's
blacked-out shuttlefirgt to ask for permission, DeGlopper would amost certainly be gone before they
could get anything. Which meant that he had to decideif it was worth endangering the entire misson to
get some possibly useless data.

On the whole, he decided, it was.

* * *

"Whisker laser!" Thelieutenant at Ship Defense Control turned towards her superior. "It appearsto
be sending a data request to the Empie assault ship. From.. . . two-two-three by zero-zero-nine!”

"The shuttles" Delaney said. "It'sthe shuttles, trying to snesk away to the planet.”

"Weretoo far out,” the chaplain objected. "Y ou said so yoursdlf. They can't brake and make a
reentry. And even if they could, wed still be here to control the planet.”

"True." Deany nodded. "But they could hide on the surface for atime.

"Only until the carrier detected them," Pandlasaid dismissvely. "They'd be mad to try to sneak down
to the surface. Besides, we can still run them down, and we would've detected them soon after they
darted their deceleration.”

"Maybe," the captain said dubioudy. "But those shuttles use a hydrogen reaction jet that's fairly hard
to detect much beyond alight-minute." He scratched his beard in thought about it for amoment. " Still,
you'reright. They must have expected to be detected.”

He thought for amoment more, and in his eyesflew open wide.
"Unless they know we won't be here to detect them!” He whedled to his bridge crew.
"Detach the ship! Detach now! "



* * %

"What to download?' O'Casey asked the empty compartment. "What? What, what? Come on,
load!" she snapped.

Warrant Officer Bann had experienced great difficulty finding a connection, but Eleanorawasin now,
and waited asthe final connects were made. When the screen findly came up, she sent the command
through her toot.

"Search 'surviva,'" she whispered, watching the results of the query come up. " Scroll down, scroll
down, 'hostile floraand fauna download, 'medicine download. Search 'fudls, shuttle." Scroll down.
'Expedient’ download. Search, 'military, primitive.' Refine, ‘arquebus.’ Scroll down, scroll.” She kept one
eye on the loading diagram. Thewhisker laser was ardatively smal bandwidth system, and thefirst
download on hostile floraand fauna survival wasn't complete yet. She hissed, and then shook her head as
adefault message came up. "Four thousand three hundred eighty-three articles. Darmn.” She didn't have
timefor this.

"Refine. .. 'generds.’ Refing, 'greatest.’ " She viewed the results. There was only one name she
recognized offhand, despite her doctorate in history. She'd been more interested in societal developments
than in military destructiveness, and arquebuses were as distant as ancient Rome and its fabled legions.
But one name stood out in both the military and societa continuum.

"Download, ‘Adolphus, Gustavus.'"

* % %
"Damn," Pahner snarled.
Roger nodded, more comfortable with the information now. " Disconnection.”
"Yes" the captain replied in aquiet voice, watching the smple text "TOS" which had replaced the
datafeed from DeGlopper. Termination of Sgnal. Such a. . . sanitary acronym. The lettersheld his
eye, and then the sensor readouts on the Saint cruiser disappeared, aswell.

"Ah," he said sadly, and Roger nodded again.
"Well," the prince said after amoment, trying to lighten the atmosphere, "at least they got them.”

Without even turning around, he felt the temperature in the compartment drop, and swore at himself
for putting hisfoot into his mouth yet again. Hed been wrong about the Marine'slack of fedling, he
redized.

"Yes, | supposethey did. Your Highness" Pahner said flatly.

* % %

"Damm!™ Eleanora shouted, damming her hand down on the panel. The transmission had shut off in
mid-line, and shed only gotten part of the way through the entry on Gustavus Adolphus, King of
Sweden.

Sheld hunted for other data after entering that article, and as she had, sheld redized the incredible
reach of theinformation available. The Marines could use data. on improved metallurgy, agriculture,
irrigation, and engineering. On chemistry, biology, and physics. It had al been stting there the wholetime,
available for trandation to pads or even toots. They could've loaded the whole thing into individua toots
and had awaking encyclopedia

But only if shedd thought of itintime,

"What'swrong?" Sergeant Mgor Kosutic asked, coming back into the compartment. She glanced at
the monitors and nodded. ""Oh. The DeGlopper's gone. But they got the Saint.”

"No, no, no. That'snot it!" O'Casey snapped, banging the workstation again. "I realized after you'd
gonethat | had the whole universein my hand. | had acopy of the Encyclopedia Galactica inmy
persond system on the ship. | hardly used it, because it was only outlineinformation. But there were dl
sorts of things that we could've downloaded if wed only thought of it in time. | started grabbing articles,
but the Sgna terminated on me."



"Oh?Did you get anything?'

"Yeah," O'Casey replied as she brought up the data. "1 think | got the mogt critical stuff. Surviva and
hogtile environments, surviva firg-aid, something on expedient shuttle fuels and the beginning of a
download on agenera from Earth when they used arquebuses.” She frowned and looked at thefiles.
"The one on shuttle fudslooks alittle dender.”

Kosutic's mouth worked as she tried not to smile while the academic brought up the data on shuttle
fuds

"Oh. According to this, the field expedient shuttle fuel can be made by using dectricity to break down
water and—"

"And theré's asystem on the shuttle that can do it,” Kosutic interrupted. "They get the power from
solar cells. . . and it takes about four yearsto fill a shuttle's tanks.”

"Right." O'Casey turned from the monitor. "Y ou aready knew that?"

"Yep," Kosutic admitted, still fighting back agrim chuckle. " And before anyone joins the Regiment,
she goesthrough a Satan-Be-Damned course that includes combat survival skills. In fact, Captain Pahner
isasurvivd indructor.”

"Oh," O'Casey said. "Damn.”

"Don't worry about it," Kosutic advised her, and thistime the sergeant mgjor alowed her chuckleto
ecagpe. "The Empirésworlds have an enormous variety of tech levels, and the Marinesrecruit from
amost al of them. Y ou'd be amazed by the stuff some of the troops know. When we need something
done, most of the time therell be atroop who hasthe skill. Y ou just watch.”

"l hopeyou'reright.”

"Trust me. I've been riding herd on Marinesfor amost forty standard years now, and they ill
surprise me sometimes.”

"Inthat case, | guesswe just Sit here and wait for the landing,” O'Casey said sourly.

"Pretty much,” Kosutic agreed. "Y ou play pinochle?!

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"Oh, joy."

Pahner tapped the monitor control, but the picture didn't get any better. Not that there was anything
wrong with the sensors or their readouts.

For the last three days the shuttles had been on a pursuit arc headed to overtake the planet from
behind. The port was on asmall continent or alarge idand, depending on how one choseto look at it,
and their flight plan had been carefully cal culated to bring them down just on the far Sde of theloca
ocean. That would have put them within athousand klicks of their objective, and the Mardukans were
supposed to have seafaring capability, so most of the trip could be accomplished on shipboard. All they'd
have to do would be to hire a ship or shipsto carry them across.



It had been, Pahner admitted modestly, aneat and tidy plan. The only real drawback had been that it
pushed the parameters of the shuttles range envel ope. The degp-gpace burns required to put them on the
proper intercept course for the planet had consumed so much of their total fud that they had just enough
left to complete their approach and land.

Unfortunately, there was a ship in orbit above the port.

She was powered down, or DeGlopper would have detected her, but she was probably the carrier
for the parasite cruisers. And whoever she was, parked in that position, she would be able to detect and
track the shuttles reentry unlessthey landed, literally, on the far sde of the planet.

The good news was that the second Saint cruiser obviousy hadn't redlized the shuttles had
escaped—or, at least, hadn't redlized in timeto dert her carrier. If she had, the carrier would have
moved to watch the side of the planet which the port's sensors couldn't cover in order to prevent the
shuttlesfrom snesking in. The bad newswas that the carrier's mere presence, and the diversion that
would force upon them, would add some ten thousand kilometersto their dirtsde journey.

And, of course, that they wouldn't have enough fuel for the landing, anyway.

"Oh, thisisbad,” Roger said, looking over the captain's shoulder. "Very, very bad.”

"Yes, Your Highness" Pahner said with immenserestraint. "It is."

He and the prince had been at close quartersfor three days, and neither wasin the best mood.

"What are we going to do?' Roger asked, and that faint edge of whine was back in hisvoice.

Pahner was spared the necessity of an immediate response by the attention chime of the
communicator. He managed not to let hisrelief at the interruption show as he hit the button that
acknowledged the com request. Rather than answer immediately, however, he switched the system to
holo-mode and waited patiently. It wasn't along wait, and he smiled thinly at the series of holograms
which soon hovered in the compartment.

"| tekeit that you've al noticed our friend," he said dryly once his audience—all three lieutenants, al
four pilots, Sergeant Mgjor Kosutic, and Eleanora O'Casey—was compl ete.

"Oh, yeah," Warrant Bann said. "The planned P is out, and so are aborts one and two."

"We should have had aplan in placefor this" Chief Warrant Officer Dobrescu snapped. The pilot of
Shuttle Four looked at Pahner asif thisweredl hisfault. Which, inaway, it was.

"That's true enough,” Bann said, "but the fact isthat we never did have the fudl for aconventiona
powered landing, no matter where we set down. We needed that atmospheric braking even to hit the
primedte”

"Which gteis completely out of the question with that damned carrier sitting there," Pahner pointed
out. It was, he decided, almost certainly the most unnecessary observation held ever made, but he made
himsdlf continue with the thoroughly unpaatable corollary. "Well haveto land in the backlands, instead.”

"We can't,"” Dobrescu said. ™Y ou can't land one of these thingsin ajungle unpowered!"

"What about these white patches?' Roger asked, and Pahner and al of the holograms turned to look
a him as he tapped the limited chart held been feverishly reviewing. The map on the handheld pad had
been prepared from acursory spatial survey and had virtually no detail, but certain features stood out,
and he tapped the image again.

"I don't know what they are," Pahner said. He took the pad and gazed thoughtfully at theirregularly
shaped patches in amountainous region on the far sde of the planet from the port. "Whatever they are,
they aren't created structures; they're too big for that.”

He started to say that they wouldn't help, then stopped. They weren't jungle or water or mountain,
and that was about al the planet had to offer. So what were they?

By now others were studying their pads.
"I think . . ." Lieutenant Gulyas began, then stopped.



"Y ou think what?' Warrant Bann asked. He too was drawn to the white patches.

"They're one of two things," Gulyassaid. "l can't tell if they're above or below sealeve, but if they're
low enough, | think they might be dry lakebeds.”

"Dry lakebeds on ajungle world," Dobrescu snorted. "That's rich. And very convenient if they are.
But if we aim for them and they're not, we're dead.”

"Wadl," Bann replied, "aplanet isadamned big place, Chief. There dmost have to be dry |akebeds
on it somewhere, and were dead anyway if the carrier sees us or we auger into amountainside. Might as
well try the possible lakebeds and hope.”

"| agree with Lieutenant Gulyas" Roger said. "That'swhy | pointed them out. Thislookslike the sort
of folded mountain formation where you'd get them. If the mountains folded around them and cut off their
water sources, that would leave dry |akebeds." He scanned across the rest of the map. "And there are
others, closer to the port. See? It's not just here.”

"But therest of theworld is swamps, Y our Highness," Dobrescu pointed out. ™Y ou need desert
terrain for dry lakes, and why would there be desert only there?'

"I'd say that whole mountain rangeis probably arid,” Pahner said. "The surface color is brown, not
green. And there are other arid regions—they're just few and far between. So there's agood chance
theseredly are dry lakes."

He gazed at the pad amoment longer, then set it aside and looked back at the pilots.

"Whether we're in agreement or not, the possibility that they're lakebedsis our only way out. So
begin recalculating for an extended burn to dow us and a sharp descent behind the planet for adead
dick landing."

Dobrescu opened his mouth to protest, but Pahner held up his hand.

"Unlessthere's an dternative plan, that's what were going to do. Do you have an dternative?!

"No, Sir," Dobrescu replied after along moment. "But, with al due respect, | don't like the idea of
risking HisHighness safety on aguess”

"Neither do I. But that's exactly what we're going to do. And the good newsis, that we're going to
berisking the rest of our livesright along with his. Soif it doesn't work, none of uswill haveto explain it
to Her Mgjesty.”

After they'd hit zero G and the likelihood of being shot out of space by the cruiser had passed, the
troops had floated around the troop bay, lacing into their low-grav hammocks and chilling out. Three
days on the shuttle without adamned thing they had to do but deep were on the order of heaven to most
of the experienced Marines. But asthey neared the planet and landing, the hammocks and loose gear
were secured, and the troops buckled down and put on their mission faces. It had been anicelittle
interlude, and everyone felt fairly refreshed.

Of course, there were till afew smdl problemsto ded with.

"Hold on asecond,” Julian said as the shuttle began to skip through the outermost reaches of
amosphere. "Areyou trying to tell methat they think therésalanding zone?!

"Moreor less" Despreaux smiled. "It looks like thereis, but, you know, we don't exactly have the
best mapsin the galaxy."

"Oh, thisis truly good," Julian said, damming his helmet into place while the assault shuttle began to
shake and shudder. "Wrrflmgdf," he continued, as the helmet muffled hisvoice.

"What was that?' Despreauix held ahand up to her ear as she reached for her own headcover. "l
think | missed it.”

"What | said was," Julian cut in his suit spesker to tell her, "thisistruly fucking good!™
"What's the problem?' Despreaux settled her helmet and brought her own speskersonline. "Just



another day inthe Marines.”

"Thisisthe sort of shit | wrangled my way into the Regiment to avoid,” Julian snarled, wiggling deeper
into the enveloping memory plagtic of his cocoon asthe shuttle hit another bump. "'If | wanted to make
lousy drops on hostile planets under insane commanders | could've stayed with Sixth Fleet."

Despreauix laughed.

"Oh, Zeus, that'srich! Y ou werein the Sixth?'

"Y ep, under Admiral Hemut, Dark Lord of the Sixth." He shook his head in memory. "Now there
was acharacter. Kill you as soon aslook at you."

Despreaux smiled, and her eyes crinkled as the shuttle gave another lurch. 'Y ou know you loveit."

"Like hel! Julian shouted asthe roar of reentry filled the compartment and began to grow. He
worked histongue at abit of ration caught between his teeth for amoment, and looked around
quizzically.

"Isit just me, or do we seem to be coming in alittle faster than usua ?"

"We're too steep! " Bann shouted, and his hand cocked, ready to override the automated reentry
system if the computer got confused.

"Stay on profile," Dobrescu said camly. "Werein the pipe. It'sjust ashaky pipe, isdl."

"We're exceeding parameters!” Bann snapped. Shuttle Four felt asif it were shuddering apart, and
there was zero maneuver fud left. All the pilot could do was hang on and hope she stayed together. "I've
got overhesting on dl surfaces, and stress warnings on the wings!™

"We are exceeding the manua numbers," Dobrescu admitted as histoot flashed a series of numbers
acrosshisvison. Every system wasin the yelow, but held performed over two thousand dropsin training
and combat, and had afar better fee for the real, as opposed to the specified, capabilities of the rugged
drop shuttles than whatever dweeb had written the manual. " The computer doesn't like that, but the
numbers are conservative. Well befine”

"Thisisinsand"

"Hey, you're the one who said 'go for the lakebeds!" Dobrescu chuckled nastily. Then shrugged.
"Would you rather be target practice for that carrier?' he asked in amilder tone. There was no answer.
"Then shut up and hang on.”

The shuttles flashed across the eastern ocean at five times the speed of sound, and the thunder of
their crossing hammered the uncaring waves. Their speed dropped steadily, and the outer barrier range
of mountains—the upthrust giants that turned the region beyond into a des ccated wasteland—reared
before them. They swung out their wings, clawing now for enough speed and lift to make the tiny dots of
their possible landing aress, and the faces of their pilots were grim and taut.

The craft were heavily laden, and even with their wings swept forward for maximum lift, their greatest
danger now was that they would smply fall out of the Sky. They had to retain atitude to cross the soaring
ranges, yet maintain atightly caculated flight path to their hoped-for landing areas, and the final descent
would be steep and tricky.

Shuttle Four cleared thefina ridge by barely nine meters, and Warrant Officer Bann let out awhoop.

"Yeehal That'sadry lakeif I've ever seen onel”

The glittering white salt bed reflected the intense G-9 sun likeamirror. The pilots helmet visors
darkened automaticaly, and their eyes swept back and forth over the glowing instrument readouts
projected onto their visor heads-up displays.

The dangers of landing on st lakeswere as old asflight. Theflat, white expanses made perfect
arports but for one thing: perspective. With nothing to give afeding of depth, apilot trying to land



visually was unable to determine whether he was going to land or just dig abig, nasty hole. The answer,
of course, was technology, and the shuttle pilots pulled in their heads like turtles and shut out everything
but their instruments. Radar and lidar range finders measured airspeed, velocity over ground, flight-angle,
and dl the other myriad variables that made the difference between alanding and afirebal and
pronounced them correct. Nonetheless, each pilot continued to monitor his systems, hoping that no
further demonswould rear their ugly heads at the last moment and snatch defeat from victory.

Chief Warrant Dobrescu checked hisinstruments, studied the computer-calculated glide path on his
HUD, and shook his head. They were actualy doing it. HEd given up on performing any sort of decent
landing when they picked up the Saint carrier; now it seemed that the entire company might actualy make
it to the ground intact.

Then the hard part would Start.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Julian popped the seals on his helmet, took a sniff of the air, and grimaced as the temperature
overcametheresdua cool from hissuit chiller.

"Chrig, it'shot!"

The swest that ingtantly popped out on his skin disgppeared just as quickly. The blinding light from
the sdt flats was mixed with alight, parching wind, and the temperature was at least forty-nine degrees
Standard—over ahundred and twenty degreesin the antiquated Fahrenheit scale till used on afew
backward planets.

"Whew, thisis gonnabe funnn.”

He gave a brief, unamused chuckle, and beside him Lance Corpora Russdll juggled her grenade
launcher into the crook of her arm and popped her own helmet.

"Yah! It'slikebeinginafurnacel"

There was nothing to be seen but the four shuttles, scattered over akilometer or so of blazing, empty
sdt, and the distant mountains. Julian's squad, as the only one with armor, had been unloaded first. The
ten troopers had spread out with scanners on maximum, but they were barely detecting microorganisms.
The st was as dead as the surface of an airless moon—deader than some, for that matter.

Julian sent acommand to histoot and switched to the company command frequency.

"Captain Pahner, my squad doesn't detect any sign of hogtile zoologicals, botanicals, or sentients. The
area appearsclear.”

"l see" The captain'stonewas asadry asthewind in Julian'sface. "And | suppose that's why you
took off your hemet?'

The sergeant rolled histongue in his cheek and thought for amoment.
"Just trying to use dl possible sensory systems, Sir. Sometimes smell works where others don't.”
"True," the captain said mildly. "Now put it back on and set up aperimeter. I'll have therest of Third



move out to support. When they're in place comeinto the center asareserve.”

"Roger, Sir."
"Pahner, out."

"Modder pocker."

Poertena dropped the case of grenades onto the stack, wiped swest off hisface, and looked around.
He'd spoken quietly, but Despreaux heard him, and she snorted as she ticked the item off her ligt.
Despite the intense heat, she looked as cool asif shewere stlanding in snow.

"Dontworry," shesad. "Were nearly finished unloading. Then the fun begins”

Poertenatook on the cross-eyed, inward look characteristic of someone communicating with his
toot.

"Modder . . . weve been at t'isfor hourdl" Helooked toward the horizon, where the sun was ill
well up. "When do tee sun go down?"

"Long day, Poertena," Despreaux said with another cool smile. "Thirty-sx hours. Weve got nearly
Sx moreuntil dusk.”
"Pock," Poertenawhispered. "T'issuck.”

* * %

"And you know what's really gonnasuck?' Lance Corpord Lipinski demanded of the universein
generd as he affixed alarge square of solar film to the top of hisrucksack. All members of the company
had been issued squares. The combined area was designed to partialy recharge the powerful
superconductor capacitors that drove the human technology. While the power gathered would never
support the company's bead guns, plasmatrifles, and powered armor, it would serve to maintain acharge
in their communicators and sensors.

"What?" Corpora Eijken asked.

The Bravo Team grenadier jerked at the belt feed over her shoulder. If the feed wasn't aligned
perfectly, the grenades had atendency to jam, and that was something sheredlly didn't want to happen.
They were going to be waking along way through really bad stuff. That much had aready become
evident.

The company had unloaded and prepared through the remainder of the day and into the night. Asthe
sun went down, the temperature went with it, and by local midnight it was well below freezing. Even with
their chameleon blankets, it had been along, miserable night, and many of the troopers remembered why
they'd signed up for the Regiment in thefirgt place. Pride of position was certainly one reason, but
another was so that they wouldn't have to do stuff like huddle under athin covering in below-freezing
temperatures on asurface hard enough for an interplanetary transport landing apron.

They'd been up and at it again before dawn, loading rucksacks and overbags, piling the spare gear
on gtretchers, and generally preparing to move out. Asthe sun came up, the cold came off, but now it
was building into another scorcher. Which made for a certain amount of bitching, no matter how good the
troops.

"What'sredlly gonnasuck," Lipinski replied, "ishumping al of his gear."

He gestured cautioudy with his chin in the direction of the prince, and Eijken shrugged.

"It's not that much spread across the Company. Hell, 1've been in companies where the CO makes
hisclerk carry hisgear.”

"Yeah," Lipinski agreed quietly, "but they're not good companies, are they?'

Eijken opened her mouth to respond, but stopped as Despreaux |eft agaggle of NCOs and headed
their way.

"Company," the grenadier said instead, and she and Lipinski trotted towards the sergeant as she



made an "assemble here" gesture at her scattered squad. Despreaux waited until everyone had gathered
around, then pulled out her water nipple.

"Okay, drink."

The water bladderswere integra to the combat harness of the chameleon suit: aflexible plagtic
bladder that molded into atrooper's back under his rucksack. The bladder held six liters of water, and
hed asmall, efficient chiller driven by amechanical feedback system. Aslong asthe trooper was moving,
the chiller was running. It didn't make icewater, but what it produced was generdly &t least afew degrees
below ambient temperature, and that could be avfully refreshing.

"Uh, | gottaget ming" Lipinski said.

Sergeant Despreaux waited as the lance corpora and a private from Bravo Team retrieved their
combat harnesses and the others took swigs from their bladders. Once everyone had gathered again, she
glanced around mildly.

"The next time| see anyone without her harness,” she noted, and then glanced pointedly at one of the
plasmagunner'sflat bladders, "or with an empty water bladder, I'm putting her on report. Y our nanites
may help you keep going even when you dehydrate, but only to apoint.”

She glanced around the team again, and then shrugged one shoulder. It was the one her riflewas
dung over.

"And I'm aso gonna put you on report if | see anyone without aweapon again. We don't know a
thing about this planet, and until we do, we will consider it hodtile at dl times. Understood?"

She listened to the chorus of agreement, then nodded.

"The Captainisgoing to give alittle talk before we get sarted. Get your teams together and get
loaded up. Weve got fifteen minutes before move-out. | want you to mostly finish your bladders, then
refill from the tanks on the shuttles. | want you doshing when we start out.” She glanced around one more
time. "Let'sgo over thisagain. Drink?"

"Water," the squad responded, more or lessin unison and with afew smiles.

"When?'

"Always"

"How much?'

"Lots”

"Andcary...?

"Y our wegpon."

"When?'

"Atdl times”

"Very good,” she said with ablinding smile. "Y ou're a credit to your squad leader.” She gavethem a
wink and headed back over to where Sergeant Mgjor Kosutic was standing.

* * %

Kosutic waited until the company's NCOs had gathered around, then raised an eyebrow.

"Wdl?'

"Just likeyou said,” Julian said, taking asip of water from the bladder in hisarmor. "Nobody had
finished hiswater. Only acouple had refilled.”

"Same here," Koberdasaid. "Y ou'd think they'd learn. Were all vets, and we al went through RIP.
Hell, most of us have spent timein Raider unitd Thisisjust same shit, different day.”

"Uh-huh." Kosutic nodded in agreement. "How's your water level, George?'

"What?" Koberda's hand tapped the bladder on hisback. "Oh." The bladder was mostly full, and
Kosutic chuckled as he popped the drinking tube into his mouth.



"Thisisgonnabe along misson, By His Wickedness," she said, scratching her ear. "And we need to
get the right habits right at the beginning. Most of your troops think they're tough. Hell, they are tough.
But there's tough and there's tough, and, frankly, they're the wrong kind of bad newsfor this. Give mea
bunch of fringe world mercenariesfor an op like this one. We're used to having everything on asilver
platter, and al we gottado isdrop, kick ass, and go home. Thisis about staying in the fight for months.
That's not something wetrain for or plan on.

"The troops are gonna get worn out. They're not gonnawant to est. They're not gonnawant to drink.
They're not gonnawant to keep dert. They are not, By His Evilness, going to care.

"So you've gotta be their mommaand their poppa. Y ou've gotta make them eet. Y ou've gotta make
them drink. Y ou've gotta make sure they keep up their hygiene. Y ou've gotta make sure they keep up
their heads.

"L et the troops keep on the lookout for the bad guys. Y ou squad |leaders and platoon sergeants have
to keep an eye on the troops.
"And I'll keep an eye on you," shefinished with alaugh. "Now, drink!"

* * *

"Have you had anything to drink thismorning, Y our Highness?' Captain Pahner asked as he watched
the prince unpack hisweapon.

Theriflewould have been apoint of contention if Armand Pahner had had an ounce of strength |eft
for glly arguments. He had nothing against the wegpon as a hunting rifle: the Parkins and Spencer
eleven-millimeter magnum was agem among heavy cdiber rifles. True, it wasa"smoke-pol€" rather than
abead gun, but the selectable action weapon (it could be fired in either bolt-action or semi-automatic
mode) was the end product of over amillennia of development. The big, chemical-propelled round had
excdlent penetration and muzzle energy, and in the hands of an expert, it was deadly out to nearly two
kilometers with the Intervalle 50x variable hologram scope mounted on it.

Y et whatever itsvirtues, it was dso incredibly heavy, nearly fifteen kilos, and used nonstandard
brass-cartridge rounds, which meant the prince would be unable to trade ammunition with the other
weapons. Eventually, the prince's own ammo would run out, and he would be left with an extremely
expensive, very heavy gtick.

But Armand Pahner was done arguing with the arrogant young prick. About most stuff.

"Not recently," Roger replied with a headshake as he snapped the receiver into the walnut stock.

"Then might | suggest that His Highness drink water?' Pahner said through gritted teeth. He knew
that the prince had dl the military's nanite and toot enhancements, and afew that even his bodyguards
didn't have. But he il had to have somewater in hisveinsfor the nanitesto swimin.

"You can suggest it,” Roger said with adight smile. "And | even will, inaminute. But I'm going to get
my rifleassembled firs."

"Very wel, Your Highness," Pahner said after acalming breeth. It was hot as the hinges of hell
dready, and he didn't need this. "We're going to be moving out in afew minutes.” The captain smiled
faintly. "O'er Marduk's sunny plain.”

"I'll bethere," Roger said with aglance at the captain. The Marine'slast phrase had not made sense
to the prince, but he had other things to worry about, and he started |oading ammunition into his combat
vest. The handspan-long cartridges would eventualy cover the chameleon cloth harness, actualy
providing an ersatz armor. He had apack at hisfeet which wasintended to accept additional rounds, and
there were loops sewn into the legs of his combat suit. He would eventudly be covered in bullets.

God help usif he gets hit by astray bead, Armand Pahner thought.

Pahner glanced at Poertena. The armorer was racked out in the shade under one net-draped wing of
the shuttle. The captain knew most of the troops had bitched about hauling the camo netsinto place and



staking them down, but hed been adamant. The shuttles hulls and wings were essentialy one huge
crysd display; aslong asther interna power held out, their programmable skins could produce better
reactive camouflage than achameleon suit or even powered armor. But even though the power
requirement wasn't huge, it was more than enough to eventualy drain the shuttle capacitors, at which
point the craft would stand out like ephants on agolf course if anyone happened to overfly them and
look down. Evenif that hadn't been the case, the best reactive skinsin the universe couldn't do much
about the shadows they cast, so he'd ordered the nets out. Not only would they take over when the
power did run out, but they broke up the artificia angularity of the shuttle hulls and wings, which dso
broke up the artificidity of the shadowsthey cad.

Roger, predictably, had considered it awaste of time, although at least hed managed to redtrict his
bitching about it to Pahner himsdlf instead of whining in front of the troops. The captain had
wanted—badly—to ask why he'd been so upset when no one was asking him to do the grunt work, but
he'd decided againgt it after only abrief struggle. They'd aready gone around and around about his
decisgon to maintain around-the-clock listening watch on dl frequencies. It would only requireasingle
trooper to monitor them through the sophisticated com equipment engineered into his helmet, which
would hardly pose acrippling drain on their manpower. Despite that, the prince had done adeplorably
poor job of conceding his opinion that worrying about poss ble communications traffic when the entire
mass of the planet lay between them and the only high-tech enclave on it made no sense at al, and
Pahner had no doubt that Roger had written him off asaterminally paranoid security dweeb.

Fortunately, the captain had discovered that he was remarkably immune to worries about the prince's
good opinion of him, and Roger's arguments hadn't changed his mind about the listening watch or the
camo nets. No doubt the prince was right when he pointed out that the chance of any one coming in low
enough to see the shuttles, assuming there was any reason to be looking in thefirst place, on the
completely opposite side of the globe from the only spaceport or landing facility on the entire planet was
virtualy nonexistent. Armand Pahner, however, was not in the habit of exposing his people or hismission
to avoidable risk, however remote, even if the "extrawork” did pissthem off.

And it was remarkable how the troops attitude had shifted when the sun came back up and they
realized what nice shade the nets provided for anyone who could come up with an excuse to get under
them. Like Poertena, who looked indecently comfortable as he snored with his head propped on a
gigantic rucksack. The captain wondered, briefly, what wasin it, then walked over and kicked the
Pinopan on the sole of his boot. The armorer's eyes popped open, and he scrambled to hisfeet.

"Yes, Sr, Cap'n?'

"Circulate around. Leader's conference. Here. Now."

"Yes, Sir, Cap'n," Poertena acknowledged, and trotted off towards the knot around Kosutic, bead
riflea high port.

Pahner turned and looked towards the distant mountains. Treeswere faintly visible on the lower
dopes.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Thetreeswere spindly and very tall. There were branch scars on their lower surfaces, but the first
actua limbswere nearly twenty meters up the trunk. From there, the trunk continued upwards another
ten or twenty metersin a spreading crown. They looked misshapen, like some sort of odd, oversized
toadstools. The bark was generaly gray and smooth, but some of the trees showed gouges that reached
nearly to the spreading crowns.

Roger glanced up at the trees through the extruded plastron of his helmet and shook his head.

"Bad sgn. Strop marks," he commented. Thereld been chatter about the gouges on the tactical net,
but hewas gill having a hard time making out what everyone was talking about. Now, looking up the
trees, some of the comments made more sense.

"Pardon me, Y our Highness?' Eleanorasaid, pausing to take a couple of deep breeths. The pace
Captain Pahner had set wasn't fast—he knew better than to rush forward in terrain about which he had
no knowledge—but combined with the hedt, it was terribly debilitating to awoman who'd practicaly
never set foot outside acity. She'd kept up with the Marine company so far, but only by dint of iron
determination, and it was obvious that she was exhausted.

The company had been walking for nearly six hours, marching for fifty minutes and then taking a
ten-minute water break as per doctrine for the environmental conditions. It had taken them that long to
get off the sdt flats, and now they were entering an dluvid outflow from the mountains. The outflow,
unlike the sdt flats, had some vegetation. But not much, and the trees that made up the mgority of it were
widely spaced. And scarred.

"Strop marks,” Roger repeated, absently offering the academic the left arm of hisarmor to support
some of her weight. The prince was swegting profusdly, but didn't look particularly worn. That might
have something to do with carrying less gear than the rest of the company or being in powered armor, but
mostly it had to do with the fact that he preferred being on safari to anything else.

Hed traveled, hunted, and studied in more unpleasant, out-of-the-way places than dmost any of the
Marinesredized. And he rarely hunted game that didn't hunt back.

"Marks on atreelike that come from two things,”" he explained. "Animas eating the bark, and
territory marking. And if it were bark-egters, all the trees would be marked.”

"S0," O'Casey asked with another gasp, "what does that mean?' She knew it should be obvious, but
shewaswilting in the heat. She checked her toot and suppressed awhimper. Twenty minutes until the
next rest.

"It meansthat there's a something around here that's territoria," Roger said with aglance at the marks
high overhead. "Something redlly, really big."

Sergeant Mg or Kosutic watched the point guard, PFC Berent, from Julian's squad. The company
was moving with two platoons forward of the headquarters unit, and one behind, and they'd started with
Third Platoon forward, since Third had the only squad with armor. The private on point not only had her



suit sensors on maximum, she had a hand-held scanner in her |eft hand. The hand-helds were more
sendtive than the suits systems, and this one was dided to maximum. So far, though, theré'd been no
sgns of the predators the brief entry on the partid planetary survey report had alluded to. Kosutic had
just opened her mouth to make a comment on that to Gunny Jin when the point held up a closed fist.
Almost as one man, the company jerked to astop.

* % %

"Well, if werun into whatever it is," Eleanorasaid, taking adeep gulp of water, "just et it kill me,
okay?' She suddenly redlized that she wastaking to herself and that the whole company had stopped.
"Roger?' she said, and turned to look back.

* % %

Pahner had arepeater of the scout's data on one-quarter of hisvisor, and genera data on the
company and its formation on two other quarters. The fourth was | eft for figuring out whereto put his
feet. Currently, the only one he was paying attention to was the repeater from the scout.

The beast that had come into sight around a pile of boulders was dark brown and nearly ashighin
the shoulder as an eephant, but longer and wider. The head was armed with two long, dightly curved
hornsthat looked useful for fighting or digging, and the neck was protected by aruff of armor. Massive
shoulders were covered in armored scales that faded back to pebbly hide, and it had six squat,
forward-thrust limbs and afleshy tail that flailed back and forth asit pounded from left to right acrossthe
company's path. Asit ran, it bugled in rage at whatever it was chasing.

The captain examined it for just amoment. The beast was fearsome looking, but acloser examination
confirmed hisinitia judgment. Therewas no Sgn of canines or any anaog; only grinder teeth were
revealed when it opened its maw to scream. Nor did the beast have the sort of long, lean look one found
invirtudly al predators. It was undoubtedly something to keep an eye on and could be aproblem, but it
wasn't acarnivore, and was therefore unlikely to attack the company.

"All units" he said, knowing that the tac-comp in his communicator would set theradio to
al-frequency broadcast. "Dontt fire. It'san herbivore. | say again, do not fire."

* % %

There was chatter on the net, and athough Roger's inexperience with the com link kept him from
followingit a al clearly, he could certainly understand its excited overtones. He looked at the creature
and its paws. They were odd for a desert creature, webbed and clawed like those of a carnivorous toad.
And it wasjust about the right length and design to be able to rear up on those trees. It was obvioudy an
herbivore, but it was just as obvioudy a part of whatever herd had marked these trees asitsterritory.
That put it in the "dangerous’ dot, and Roger wasn't about to let it circle around and hit the company
from behind like a Cape buffalo, or a Shastan rock toad. Or go and get the rest of the herd to squash
them dl to paste.

He put the rifle to the shoulder and drew abreath. Lead it, easy squeeze.

* % %

Pahner'sjaw dropped as the giant beast snapped at its Side. It turned on itstail once, then dammed
over sdewaysin aself-made hurricane of dust and gravel. The ground shuddered underfoot with the
impact, and it lashed and snapped at the air for severa seconds until it was till. He watched it for one
sulphurous moment more, and took a deep bregth.

"Okay! Who the hell fired?!" There was complete slence on dl the nets. "'l said, ‘who fired?!"
"That would be HisHighness" Julian said ironicaly.

Pahner cut out the snickering on the squad leaders net and turned to where Roger stood with a
smoking rifle propped on histhigh. The prince had the Parkins and Spencer et for bolt action, and
Pahner watched as he jacked the spent round out of the chamber and caught it in midair. He pulled a
fresh round out of hisvest, chambered it, and put the empty case where the new one had been. Each of



the movements was precise, but jerky and over-muscled. Then he reached up and cleared the chameleon
fidd from hishelmet so that he could meet Pahner's eye.

Pahner stepped over to where the prince stood and switched to the command frequency they done
shared.

"Y our Highness, could wetalk for amoment?'

"Certainly, Captain Pahner," the prince said sardonically.

Pahner looked around, but there was nowhere to have a private conversation. So he touched the
control that opaqued the prince's visor again.

"Y our Highness," he began, then drew adeep, calming breath. "Y our Highness, can | ask you a
question?'

"Captain Pahner, | assure you—"

"Your Highness, if you please," Pahner interrupted in astrangled tone. "May. I. Ask. You. A.
Quedtion?'

Roger decided at that moment that discretion was better than valor.

"y es"

"Do you want to live to get back to Earth?' Pahner asked, and Roger paused before responding
caetuly.

"Isthat athreat, Captan?"

"No, Y our Highness, it'sa question.”

"Then, yes, of course | do," the prince said shortly.

"Then you'd better get through your overbred, airheaded brain that the only way we are going to
aurviveisif you don't fuck me over every time we turn around!”

"Captain, | assure you—" the prince started to respond hotly.

"Shut up! Just shut up, shut up! Y ou can have me relieved once we get back to Earth! And | am not
going to wrap you up in ropes and carry you the whole way, athough right now that sounds like agood
ideal But if you don't get agrip and start figuring out that we are not on some backwoods adventure
where you can go and blast anything in sight and walk away without consequences, we are dl going to
oet killed. And that would really piss me off, because it would mean that | failed to get you back to
Earth so that | can give you back to your mother in one goddamned piece. That isall | care about,

and if you don't get with the program, | will sedate you and carry you to the spaceport unconscious on
a stretcher! Am | making mysdf absolutely, postively, crystdline clear?”

"Clear,” Roger said quietly. He redlized there was no way he could possibly explain the Situation as
he saw it to the enraged captain. He also redlized that with the helmets opagued and on arestricted
frequency, no one else had heard the dressing down.

Pahner paused for amoment longer, looking around the desol ate wasteland. 1t might look flat, but he
knew it hid dozens of little dips where enemies and predators could be hiding. The whole march, for
months on end, was going to be like that. And al the Marines, as opposed to the civiliansthey were
guarding, knew that. He shook his head and switched to the all-hands frequency.

"Okay, show'sover. Let's move out.”

Great. Just great. Just what a unit in astuation like this needed: an obvious argument in the chain of
command right at the sart.

"Woo0, hoo, hoo," Julian whispered on hissuit mike. "I think the Prince just caught himsdf anuke.”
"I bet Pahner didn't even ask why he took the shot,” Despreaux said.

"He knows why Princy took the shot,” Julian shot back. "Big, bad big-game hunter saw the biggest
gameintown. Timeto try out therifle



"Maybe," Despreaux admitted. "But he is abig-game hunter. He's dedlt with big nasty animasalot.
Heck, he doesit as a hobby. Maybe he knew something Pahner didn't.”

"The day you find out something the Old Man doesn't know," Julian commented, "you come look me
up. But bring some CarStim; I'll need it for the heart attack.”

"I tink he just like to kill stuff,” Poertena said soberly. They'd reached the carcass of the giant
herbivore, and he examined more closdly. It would have made afair trophy for any hunter.

Despreaux glanced over at the armorer. Despite the huge rucksack that made him look like an ant
under arock, hed come up behind them so quietly she hadn't noticed his presence.

"Youredly think so?"

"Sure. | hear about histrophy room," Poertena said, sipping water out of histube. "There are dl sorts
of tingsin there. Helikesto kill stuff,” he repeated.

"Maybe," Despreaux repeated, then sighed. "If so, | hope he can learn some control.”

"Well, | guesswell seethe next time we have acontact,” Julian said.

"Contact! " the point guard called.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

K osutic tapped a bead rifle outward.

"There are three peopl e covering one scummy,” she commented to the trooper as she stepped past
him. "Watch your own Satan-Be-Damned sector.”

" ... just gppeared out of nowhere," the point guard was saying as the sergeant mgjor walked up.
The PFC waved the sensor wand at the scummy. "L ook, there's hardly any readout!"

"That'swhat your eyesarefor!" Gunnery Sergeant Jin snapped. Helooked at the scummy standing
quietly just outside the perimeter, and shuddered. He hadn't seen the being until the point yelled, ether.

The Mardukan stood two and ahalf meterstal. He—it was clearly and amost embarrassingly a
"he"'—carried afigure-eight shidd nearly astal ashewas. A lance that was even taler was cast over one
shoulder, and he had alarge, leather covering thrown over his head. It was obvioudy an attempt a a
parasol, and his need for something like it was clear. Given the fact that Mardukans were coveredin a
water-based mucus, the fact that he could have survived dl the way to the edge of the sdlt flats was
amazing. He should have been dead of dehydration long before he got thisfar.

Kosutic tossed her bead rifle over one shoulder in amanner smilar to the way the Mardukan carried
his spear, stepped past the three troopers covering the stranger, and held out one hand, palm forward. It
wasn't auniversal sign of peace, but humans had found it to be close.

The Mardukan gabbled at her, and she nodded. The gesture meant no more to him than his
handwaving at the horned beast did to her. He could be angry that they'd killed his pet, or happy that
they'd saved hislife. Her toot took a stab at the language, but returned anull code. The locd dialect had
very little smilarity to the five-hundred-word "kernel" they'd loaded into the toots.

"I need O'Casey up here quick," she subvocalized into her throat mike.



"We're on our way," Pahner responded. "With His Highness.”

Kosutic held up one hand again, and turned to look over her shoulder. As she did, she noticed the
two bead rifles and the plasmagun till leveled at the gpparently benign visitor.

"Go ahead and lower them, Marines. But keep them to hand.”

She haf-turned a the crunch of gravel, and smiled at the group agpproaching from the center of the
company's perimeter. The diminutive chief of saff was virtualy invisble behind the bulk of Pahner and
Roger's armor. And surrounding Roger was a squad from Second Platoon that |ooked ready to leve the
world. All indl, it looked like agood time to fade, and she bowed to the visitor and drifted backwards,
wondering how it would go.

* k%

Eleanora O'Casey wasn't aprofessiond linguist. Such people not only had specially designed
implants, they usually aso had aflair for language that interacted with their toots so thet the fina
trandation was synergistically enhanced. She, on the other hand, was dependent on an off-the-shelf
software package and agenera knowledge of sentient speciesto carry her through. There were quite a
few "ifs" in that equation.

The regions around the spaceport used a four-armed bow asasign of parley. Unfortunately, there
were avariety of nuancesto it—none of which had been very clear in the explanation—and she had only
two ams.

Here went nothing.

D'Nd Cord examined the smdl being before him. All of the beingsin thistribe—they looked like
basik, with their two arms and waggling way of waking—were smdl and apparently weak. However,
most of them blended into the background asif they were part of it. It was probably an effect of their
strange coverings, but it was a so disconcerting. And some wegpon or magic among them had killed the
flar beast. Both features bespoke great power. And since the flar beast had nearly had him, it dso
spoke of an as debt. At hisage.

The being bowed in anearly proper fashion and gabbled at him in astrange guttura tongue. It was
different from the words which had been spoken between the beings.

"| seek the onewho killed the flar beast," he answered, gesturing at the aggressive herbivore. The
beasts burrowed during the day in the dry hills, and held been blinded by the light of Artac shining off the
sands, beaten down by the heat and dryness and, truth to tell, feeling his age. He hadn't noticed the
depression around the snorke at the surface, and held survived only because it had been arogue bull
with no herd matesto help it kill him. And because of the dtruistic act of astranger.

Damnhim.

The dight one at the fore spoke again.

"okl flor

Cord spoke very dowly thistime.

“I...seek...the...one...who...killed...the...flar ... beast. That rogue bull over there,
you ignorant little basik."

* % %

"l need the second person, damnit,” Eleanora gritted through her teeth. She touched her chest. "I . ..
Eleanora.” She pointed at the Mardukan, hoping it would understand.

The scummy gobbled and clacked at her again. It seemed to be becoming agitated. Aswell it should,
for it wasterribly hot and dry out herefor it. Which brought up an idea.

"Captain Pahner," sheturned to the CO. "Thisis going to take awhile. Could we set up some sort of
shelter from the sun?"

Pahner looked up at the height of the sun and consulted histoot.



"Weve got three more hours of daylight. We shouldn't stop for the night.”
Eleanora started to protest, but Roger held up ahand at her, and turned to Pahner.

"We need to communicate with these people,” he said, gesturing a the scummy with hischin. "We
can't dothat if thisguy dies of heatstroke.”

Pahner took abreath and looked around as he suddenly realized that the comment was coming in on
the command frequency. Apparently the prince had listened to the previous lecture about debating in
front of thetroops. But he was till wrong.

"If we take too long, well run out of water. We only have so much supply. We need to get into the
lowlands where theré's resupply.”

"We need to communicate," Roger sad definitely. "We take as much time for that as Eleanora
needs."

"Isthat an order, Y our Highness?' Pahner asked.

"No, it'sastrong suggestion.”

"Excuse me." Eleanora couldn't hear them, but she could tell that they were debating and thought she
ought to make apoint. "I'm not talking about dl night. If | can get this guy into some shade and get him a
little water and humidity, thiswill probably go fairly fast.”

Roger and Pahner turned to glance at her, then turned featureless faceshield to featureless faceshield
and debated some more. Finally, Pahner turned back to her.

"Okay."

A coupleof privates, impossbleto tell gpart inidentical uniforms and camouflage helmets, came
forward and rapidly erected alarge tent. The temperature insde wasn't going to be al that wonderful, but
they sprayed afew milliliters of water around on the inside of the walls, and the evaporation both cooled
it abit and raised the humidity. Therdief would be brief, but it would help the Mardukan.

Cord stepped insde the structure and sighed. It was not only cooler, it was not so dry. His dinshon
exercises had prevented compl ete desiccation, but the experience had been anything but pleasant. This
was il far too arid for permanent survival, but it was awelcome respite. He nodded to the small
interpreter (such as he was) and the two dightly larger beingsin their strange hard coats like stang
besetles.

"My thanks. Thisis much better.”

He aso noted the two additional beingsin the background. Their strange weapons weren't pointed at
him, but he'd seen bodyguards enough among the city magnates to recognize them for what they were.
He wondered which of them wasthe leader.

* * %

"I'm Eleanora," O'Casey said, gesturing at hersdlf. Then she pointed, carefully, at the Mardukan.
Pointing in some cultureswas an ingult.

"D'Na Cord..." Therest was asensdess gabble.
"Flar beast?' she asked, hoping to get more context.
"I ... knowledge. .. flar beast ... kill."

"Y ou want to know how the beast was killed?" she said in the best approximation of the local diaect
her toot could create. The known words were increasing, and she felt that the toot would soon have afull
kernd. But understanding was il dusive.

"No," theMardukan said. " . . . killed the flar beast?Y ou?'

"Oh," Eleanorasaid. "No," she answered, gesturing at Roger. "It was Roger.” She stopped as she
redlized that shed just pointed out the prince for retribution if the act was considered hostile.

Roger tapped a control and cleared his visor of its concedling distortion.



"It wasl," he said. Histoot had been loaded with the same program, and held been following
Eleanoras progress. For that matter, histoot had considerably more processor capability than hers, and
he suspected that his own program might have made more progress than hers. He was pretty sure, for
example, that he was further dong on the Mardukan's body language. The individua seemed at least
partialy unhappy, but not redly angry. More like resigned.

The Mardukan, Cord, stepped toward Roger, but paused as the two Marines in the background
hefted their weapons. He reached out, carefully, and placed his hand on Roger's shoulder. Therewasa
gabble of syllables.

"...brother...life...owe...debt..."

"Oh, shit," Eleanorasaid.

"What?' Roger asked.

"l think," she said with asnort, "that he just said the something like you saved hislife and that makes
you his blood-brother."

"Oh, hdll," Pahner said.

"What?' Roger repested. "What's wrong with that?"

"Maybe nothing, Y our Highness," Pahner said sourly. "But in mogt cultureslike this, those thingsare
taken serioudy. And sometimes it means the brother hasto join the tribe. On pain of pain.”

"Well, werre probably heading in the direction of histribe," Roger pointed out. "I'll drink the deer's
blood, or whatever, and then welll pass on through. Nice story to tell at the club, and dll that.”

Eleanora shook her head.

"And what happensif you haveto stay with thetribe or it's going to be abig problem?”

"Oh," Roger said. Then, "Oh."

"Thisiswhy you don't shoot until you haveto," Pahner told him on the Sde circuit.

"Let meseeif | cantalk our way out of this" O'Casey said.

"Fat chance," Pahner muttered.

* k%

"...Chief Roger ... regrets. .. honor. Travd ... way . .. pass. . ."

Cord laughed.

"Well, I'm not all that happy about it, either. | was on avery important spirit quest when he had the
temerity to save my life. Don't you people have any couth? Never mind. That doesn't matter arid fly's
fart. | fill haveto follow him around like a demon-spawned nex for therest of my life. Oh well. Maybe it
will be short."

He watched the little spokesman working through the trand ation, and finally gestured impatiently.

"Thistentisnice, but if we hurry we can reach my village before the yaden arise. Unlessyou have
skinlikeaflar beast, we'd best be under cover. | suppose you can cut up the flar and useit for cover,
but it would take time. Time we might not have.”

* * %

" think he said—"

"Tough noogies," Roger finished with alaugh. "He said were just going to haveto live with it. And
something about hurrying.”

"l didn't get that full atrandation,” Eleanorasaid with a shake of her head. " And there was more than
the basic cultura background. There's something definitely sticky about thistrandation. | got ared
gender mafunction, at fird. It's settled down to male though.”

She glanced at the naked Mardukan and then away.
"Of course, | don't see how it could possibly mistake the gender,” she added with asmile.



"l got mogt of it," Roger said. "I think I'm more attuned with him or something. He dso sayswed
better get moving or something nasty is going to happen.”
"Did heindicate what?' Pahner asked.

"Hecdled it the yaden. No context. | think it's related to night." He turned to the Mardukan and tried
the toot's voice control function. "What are the yaden?'

Roger discovered that the software was giving him images in response to some form of
subcommunication involving his background, the gestures of the Mardukan, and known words. In cases
whereit had clear trandations, it shut down the direct auditory feed and subgtituted the "trand ated"
words. But inthiscasg, it obvioudy had no clear trandation, so it was giving ephemera images of
possible trandations, and the generd outline, although startling, was clear. He dmost laughed.

"He saysthe yaden are vampires.”

"Oh," Pahner said blandly.

"He's very emphatic about it, though,” Elenorasaid, nodding in agreement. "Yes, | get that, too, now.
Vampires. Y ou're good with this, Roger."

Roger smiled in pleasure at the rare compliment.

"You know | like languages.”

"So the scummy thinks we should move out?' Pahner asked, just to keep things straight.

"Yes" Roger said, somewhat coldly. He was beginning to develop adistaste for the epithet. "He has
aproblem with something that apparently comes out only at night. He wantsto hurry to makeit to his
village before whatever it is comes out.”

"That's going to be tough,” Pahner said consideringly. "Weve got a passto cross, then quite abit of
jungle. WEll barely makeit up to the top of theridge before dark.”

"He seemsto think we ought to be able to make it before dark without too much trouble,” Eleanora
putin.

"Hemay beright,"” Pahner responded. "But if heis, then hisvillage hasto be alot closer than | think
he's suggesting.”

"Then | suggest that wed better get moving,” Roger said.

"No question there," Pahner agreed. "First we've got to get this tent taken down, though.”

"Hang on." Roger pulled hisdrinking tube down. "Here," he said, gesturing with it to the Mardukan.
"Water."

They didn't have that word yet, so he used Standard. To demonstrate, he took adrink out of it and
dribbled afew drops onto his hand to show the Mardukan what it was. Cord leaned forward and took a
swig off of the tube. He nodded at Roger in thanks, then gestured to leave the tent.

"Yeah," Roger said with alaugh. "1 guesswe're dl on the same sheet of music.”
But playing in different keys.
* * %

It quickly became apparent to Roger where the disconnect between Cord's and Pahner's estimated
travel timeslay. Cord's giant legs drove him forward at afar quicker pace than humans were ableto
maintain. The Marines, had they been less heavily encumbered, could have jogged and kept up with the
Mardukan, but Matsugae, O'Casey, and the Navy pilots were unable to make anything like the same rate
of movement. Asthe sun set behind the mountains and the aluvid outflow narrowed into amountain
gorge, the Mardukan became more and more voluble in hisworries, and trand ations became clearer and
Clearer.

"Prince Roger," Cord said, "we must hurry. The yaden will suck usdry if they find us. I'm the only
onewith acover cloth.” He gestured to hisleather cape. "Unless you have those ‘tents for everyone?

"No," Roger said. He grasped a boulder and pulled himself up onto it. The vantage point gavehim a



clear view of the company scattered up and down the narrow defile. Thetail of the unit wasjust Starting
up the narrow, steep canyon while the head was nearing the top. As mountain canyons went, it wasn't
much, but it was dowing them asthe heavily laden troopers struggled up the ravine, pulling themselves
from boulder to boulder. They blended into the background well, but for the flash of solar panels on the
rucksacks and the occasiond reflection off awesapon's barrel. The parties with the stretchers werein
particularly bad straits, wrestling their heavy and cumbersome loads over rocks and around corners. All
indl, the company was moving very dowly.

"No, we don't have enough large tents for everyone. But we have other covers, and everyone hasa
persond bivy tent. How large and fierce are these yaden?'

Cord mulled over afew of the words that obvioudy weren't quite right.

"They are neither large nor fierce. They are stedthy. They will dip into acamp full of warriorsand
select one or two. Then they overcome them and suck them dry."

Roger shuddered dightly. He supposed that it could be superstition, but the description wastoo
precise.

"In that case, were just going to have to post agood guard.”

"Thisvdley isthick with them," Cord said, gesturing around. "It isawell-known fact," he finished
smply.

"Oh, great." Roger jumped nimbly down off the boulder. "Werein the Valey of the Vampires.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Thewind was constant and enervating. It blew through the passincessantly, funnding from the
high-pressure upland desert to the lower pressure jungles. It dried the surroundings here at the head of
the pass, creating one last patch of arid ground before the al-envel oping triple-canopy rain forest barely
ahundred meters below.

Captain Pahner looked down at that canopy and, for the sixth time, reconsidered his decision to stop
inthe passitsdaf. Cord hadn't cared one way or the other; he ingsted that anything short of returning to
his village was a veritable desth sentence, and now he sat by afire asthe cold settled in. Pahner didn't
blame him abit; the cold-blooded scummy would be virtualy somnolent oncethe full cold hit.

The Marine scratched his chin for amoment, pondering what they'd so far learned from the native.
Hewasforced to admit, albeit grudgingly, that Roger had had a point about the need to acquire the
ability to communicate with the locals as quickly asthey could. And the delay for theinitia conversation
probably hadn't mattered all that much in the end. Not that Pahner intended to say anything of the sort to
Roger . . . or evento O'Casey. There could be only one commander, especidly in aStuation as extreme
asthis, and whatever the officia table of organization might have said, "Colond" His Roya Highness
Prince Roger wasn't fit to be trusted with the organization of abottle party in a brewery.

Now that the moment of pure, incandescent rage which had possessed him when the young jackass



went right ahead and killed the flar beast had passed, the captain rather regretted hislanguage. Not
because he hadn't meant it, and not because it hadn't needed saying—not even, or perhaps especidly,
because of the potential impact their little téte-a-téte might have upon the future career of one Captain
Armand Pahner (assuming the captain in question survived to worry about career moves). No, he
regretted it because it had been unprofessional.

On the other hand, it seemed to havefinadly started making an impression on the sheer arrogance and
carelessness which seemed to be two of the prince's more pronounced characteristics. Which wasthe
reason Pahner had no intention of admitting that this time the kid might have had a point. The last thing
they needed wasfor the princeto fed justified in continuing to butt heads with the professional who was
hisonly chance of getting homedive.

Setting that consderation aside, however, it was beginning to look asif Cord might prove very
vauableindeed, a least in the short run, and the debt he felt he owed to Roger might actualy work out in
the company's favor. It gppeared that the Mardukan was a chief or shaman of the tribe whose territory
they were about to enter, and that suggested that Roger might just have secured the best introduction and
intermediary they could hopefor.

Exactly why held been headed towards the lakebed remained less clear. He insisted that he'd been
on some sort of vison quest, and it seemed evident that whatever problem held been seeking answersto
must be pressing to drive him into such a hostile environment, but just what that problem was remained
elusve despite his efforts to explain it. On the other hand, his conversations with Roger and Eleanora
during the hike to thisfirst camp had nearly completed the task of gathering aworkable kernd for the
language program. By tomorrow, trandations should be as clear as the software could make them.

Pahner alowed himself afew more seconds to hope that would be the case—it would beredly nice
to have something break their way—and then put that particular problem away in favor of more
immediate concerns. He turned and walked back through the camp perimeter, running one last persona
visua check. Everything wasin place: directional mines set, laser detectors on sweep, therma detectors
up and watching. If anything tried to get through those defenses, it had better be invisble or smaller thana
goat. He completed his check and crossed to where Sergeant Mgjor Kosutic waited with the portable
measter panel dung over her shoulder.

"Turnit on,” he said, and she nodded and hit the trip switch. Icons flashed on the panel asthe sensors
came online and the weapons went live, and he watched her eyes move as she ran the visua checklist.
Then shelooked up at him and nodded again.

"Okay, everybody," Pahner announced, using both his externd suit speakers and the al-hands
frequency. "Werelive. If you haveto take adump or apiss, doit inthelatrine.”

Thelatrines, like everything else about the camp, met the guidelines for atemporary camp in hostile
territory. The latrines had been set up on the jungle side of the camp, and were dug to regulation depth
and width. Inside the sensor parameter, each two-man team had dug in its own foxhole, and most of the
party would deep in them. The two-meter trenches were uncomfortable, but they were dso safe. Those
who weren't assigned to afire team, like the Navy personnel (or Roger), had erected temporary shelters
with their one-man "bivy" tentswithin the perimeter enclosed by the foxholes, and the company would
maintain fifty percent watch al night long, with one trooper covering the other ashe or she dept. It wasa
technique which had kept armies relatively safe on multiple worlds and through thousands of wars.

Rdativdy sofe.
"How are the troops, Sergeant Mgor?' he asked quietly. He didn't like having to ask, but the
congtant wrestling with Roger was dragging him away from the troop time he preferred.

"Worried," Kosutic admitted. "The marrieds, especialy. Their spouses and kids will have gotten the
word by now that they're dead. Even if they make it back after dl, it's going to be hard. Who's going to
provide for their familiesin the meantime? A death bonusisn't much to live on.”

Pahner had considered that.



"Point out to them that they're going to be up for plenty of back pay when they get home. Speaking
of which, we're going to have to get some sort of apay cyclein place when we get to whatever passes
for cvilization on thisball."

"Long way off to think about,” Kosutic pointed out. "L et's makeit through this night, and I'll be
happy. | don't like this yaden thing. That big scummy bastard doesn't look like the type to scare easy.”

Pahner nodded but didn't comment. He had to admit that the Mardukan shaman had him spooked,
too.

* % %

"Wake up, Wilbur." Lance Corporal D'Estrees nudged the grenadier's boot with her plasmatrifle.
"Come on, you stupid dug. Timeto take over.”

It wasjust past loca midnight, and she was more than ready to rack out for a couple of hours.
They'd been trading off, turn and turn about, since sunset, whileit got colder and colder. Thered been a
few little things moving in the jungle below, and the sort of strange, unfamiliar noises any new world
offered. But nothing dangerous, nothing to write home about. Even with both of the planet's double
moons below the horizon, there was enough light for their hedmetsto enhance it to a barely dusky twilight,
and there'd been nothing doing. Just hours to wait and watch and think about the straits the company was
in. Now it was Wilbur's turn and the bivy tent was cdling to her. If she could just get the stupid bastard
to wake up, that was.

The grenadier was degping in his bivy, acombination of one-man tube-tent and deeping bag less
than ameter behind the foxhole. If it dropped in the pot he could be in the hole in asecond; would bein
the foxhole before he was fully awake. It aso kept him in reach to be awakened for guard duty, but it
had been along day and it looked like he was deeping pretty hard.

Finaly, she got annoyed and flipped on her red-lensflashlight. It had the option of infrared, but prying
open an eydid and shining infrared in was an exercise in frustration.

She pulled back the head of the tent to flash the light in the deeping grenadier's eyes.

* k%

Roger rolled to hisfeet at thefirst ydl, but he could have spared himself some bruisesif hed just
stayed put. The ingtant he came upright, two Marines tackled him and dammed him straight back down
on the ground. Before he could sort out what was happening, there were three more troopers on his
chest, and more around him with wegpons trained outward.

"Get off me, goddamnit!" heyelled, but to no avail. Thelimits of his command authority were clear;
the Marines would et him make minor choices, like whether they lived or died, but not large ones, like
whether he lived or died. They ignored his furious demands so completely that in the end he had no
choice but to settle for chuckling in bemusement.

Severd minutes passed, and then the pile began to erupt as arms and legs disentangled. Therewerea
few good-natured wisecracks that he pointedly did not hear, and then ahand pulled him to hisfeet. He
noticed in passing that it was as dark astheinside of amine, and he was wondering what had changed
their minds and convinced them to let him up when his helmet was placed on his head and the light
amplifiers on the visor engaged. Pahner was standing in the doorway of the tent.

"Well," the captain said wearily, "weve had avist from your friend's vampires.”

The grenadier was twenty-two, stood a shade over a hundred seventy centimeters, and, according to
hisfile, weighed ninety kilos. Hed been born on New Orkney, and he had light reddish hair that ran thick
on the backs of hisfreckled hands.

He no longer weighed ninety kilos, and the freckled hands were skeletal and yellow in the beam from
theflashlight.

"Whatever it was," Kosutic said, "it sucked out just about every drop of blood in hisbody." She



pulled up the chameleon cloth and pointed to the marks on his ssomach. "These are at all the arteries,”
she said, turning the head to show the marks at the neck. "Two punctures, Side-by-sde, just about the
width of human canines. Maybe alittle closer.”

Pahner turned to the lance corporal who'd been the grenadier's buddy. The Marine was stonefaced
in thelight from the lamp as she faced the company and platoon leadership with adead buddy at her fedt.

"Tdl meagain,” Pahner said withiron patience.
"l didn't hear athing, Sir. | didn't seeathing. | was not adeep. Private Wilbur did not make a sound,
nor were there any significant sounds from the direction of hishooch.”

She hesitated.

"l ... 1 might have heard something, but it was so faint | didn't pay it any attention. It was like one of
those soundsin a hearing test, where you can't redly tdll if it was asound or not."

"What wasit?' Kosutic asked, checking the inside of the bivy tent for any indication of what had
dipped in and out of the camp with such deadly silence. The smal, one-man tents were shaped like
oversized deeping bags with just enough room inside for a person and his gear. Whatever had killed the
private had entered and |eft the tent without any apparent trace.

"It...sounded like. .. abat," the plasmagunner admitted unhappily, fully aware of how it was
going to sound. "l didn't think anything of it at thetime."

"A bat," Pahner repeated carefully.

"Yes, Sir," theMarine said. "'l heard ared quiet flapping sound once. | looked around, but nothing
was moving." She paused and looked at the semicircle of her superiors. "I know how it sounds, Sr. . . ."

Pahner nodded and looked around.

"Fine. Itwasabat." He drew a deep breath and looked back down at the body. "To tell you the
truth, Corpordl, it sounds like just another creature on another world we don't know much abouit.

"Bag him now," hetold Kosutic. "Well have ashort service and burn him in the morning.”

The Marine body bags could be set to incinerate their contents, which alowed bodiesto be
recovered rather than left behind. After the cremation, the bag was rolled up like adeeping bag around
the ashes and became just another package which could be carried with aminimum of weight and space.

"A bat," he muttered, shaking hishead again as he walked back into the darkness.

"Don't worry about it, Troop," Gulyastold D'Estrees definitively with atap on thearm. "Wereon a
new planet. It might have real vampire bats, and those are sneaky suckers, let metell you." The lieutenant
had grown up in the mountains of Colombia, where vampire bats were an old and known enemy. But
Terran vampire bats didn't suck a corpsedry.

"It might have been red vampires," the corpora said dubioudly.

* * %

The morning dawned with a deepy, nervous company of Marines praying the fierce G-9 star back
into the sky. After recovering the mines and sensors and conducting a brief service for Wilbur, they
moved out down the valey on the jungle sde of the mountainswith amuch more cautious attitude toward
their new home,

Roger continued to walk with Cord as they moved down the gentler valey on the western side of the
range. The passwas high and dry, which gave it some of the temperature characteristics of the desert
beyond, and the morning was very cool when they first broke camp. Thelow temperature caused the
Mardukan to move dowly, amost feebly; the isothermic species was obvioudy not designed for cold
wesgther. But as the day progressed and the sun cleared the peaks at their backs, the oppressive hegt of
the planet came on full force and the shaman awoke fully, shook himsdf dl over, and gave the grunt
Roger had come to recognize as Mardukan laughter.



"Woefor my quest, but | will be happy to leave these awful mountaing!”

Roger had been looking around at the banded formationsin the walls of the valley and thinking the
exact opposite. They were beginning to reach the low hanging clouds, the second cloud layer that
obscured the lowland jungles, and the humidity was aready increasing. Along with the gathering hest it
made for conditionswell suited to a steam bath, and he wasn't particularly eated by the thought of
wading deeper into them.

But for now, the steep valley had temporarily plateaued, and Roger stepped aside from hisdot in the
column again as he paused to examine the smdl cirque. The valey was obvioudy a product of both
runoff and glaciation, so temperatures must have been much lower a some point in the planet's geologic
history. The remnants of that geologic event had produced avalley of surpassng beauty to ahuman's
eyes.

The kidney-shaped valley was centered by a modest |ake, about a haf-hectare in area, fed from
small sreamsthat plumed down the rocky walls, and a primary stream that was apparently intermittent
sretched up into the heights. The company had dready refilled its bladders from the pool, and the water
had been proclaimed not only gin-clear but fairly cool.

The upper and lower ends of the valey were marked by moraines, smal mounds of stones, which
had been dropped by the glacier initsretreat. The upper moraine would have been a perfect spot for a
house with a breathtaking view of the lake and the jungleslaid out below it. By the same token, the lower
moraine could have provided a prime source of building materias.

The striated walls of the valley were clearly aproduct of the uplift that had formed the entire chain,
but their strataindicated that at one point, long, long, long ago, they'd been part of aplain or shalow
seabed. Roger noted evidence in different places of both cod and iron formations, specificaly of banded
iron, which wasthe richest possible form. Thefairly pleasant, for ahuman, valey was perfect for mining
development. Of course, as Cord's comment reminded him, for any scummiesexiled toit, it would be a
lesser ring of Hell.

"Oh, | don't know," he disagreed. "I likeit here. | love mountains—they offer up the soul of aplanet
to you if you know what you're looking at."

"Pah." Cord snorted and spat. "What does a place like this hold for The People? No food, cold as
degath, dry asafire. Pah!"

"Actualy,” Roger said, "therésalot of good geology up here.”

"What isthis'geology'?" the shaman asked, shaking his spear a the valey walls. "This'spirit of
gone?What isit?'

It was Roger's turn to snort as he took off his helmet and ran ahand over hishair. Hed put it upina
bun, and the |ake looked awfully inviting. He badly needed a shampoo, but the Mardukan's question
intrigued him away from that thought.

"It'sthe study of rock. It'sone of the things| found interesting when | wasin college.” Roger sighed
and looked at the line of Marines hell-bent on protecting him from harm. "If | hadn't been aprince, |
might have been ageologist. God knowsl like it more than "princing!™

Cord consdered him quietly for amoment.

"Those who are born to the chiefs cannot choose to be shamans. And those who are shamans cannot
chooseto be hunters.”

"Why not?' Roger snapped, suddenly losing histemper a the whole Situation and waving hisarms at
the company asit trudged past. "I didn't ask for this! All | ever wantedtodowas. .. wdll ... 1 don't
know what | would've done! But | sure as hell wouldn't have been His Roya Highness Prince Roger
Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock!"

Cord looked down at the top of the young chieftain's head for severd moments before he findly
decided on the best gpproach and drew aknife from his harness. A haf dozen rifles snapped around to



train on him, but he ignored them as he tossed it up for agrip onthelongiron blade . . . and thunked the
prince smartly on top of the head with the leather wrapped hilt.

"Ow!" Roger grabbed the top of his head and looked at the Mardukan in consternation. "What did
you do that for?"

"Quit acting like achild," the shaman said severdy, sl ignoring the readied rifles. "Some are born to
greatness, othersto nothing. But no one chooses which they are born to. Wailing about it isthe action of
apuling babe, not aMan of The People!" He flipped aknifein theair and resheathed it.

"S0," Roger growled, rubbing the spot which had been hit, "basicaly what you're saying isthat |
should start acting like aMacClintock!" He fingered his scap and pulled awvay dightly red stained fingers.
"Hey! Y ou drew blood!"

"So does achild whine at askinned false-hand,” the shaman said, snapping the "fingers' on one of his
lower limbs. The hand on the end had a broad opposable pad and two dissmilar-sized fingers. It was
obvioudy intended for heavy lifting rather than fine manipulation. "Grow up.”

"Knowledge of geology isuseful,” Roger said sullenly.
"How?How isit useful to achief? Should you not study the nature of your enemies? Of your alies?"

"Do you know what that is?* Roger demanded, gesturing at the coal seam, and Cord snapped his
fingersagain in aMardukan sign of agreemen.

"Therock that burns. Another reason to avoid these demon-spawn hills. Light afire on that, and
youll haveahot time!”

"But it'sagood materia economically,” Roger pointed out. "It can be mined and sold.”

"Good for Farstok Shit-Sitters, | suppose,” Cord said with another snort of laughter. "But not for The
People.”

"And you trade nothing with these 'Farstok Shit-Sitters?' Roger asked, and Cord was silent for a
momernt.

"Some, yes. But The People don't need their trade. They don't require their goods or gold.”

"Areyou sure?' Roger looked up at the towering aien and cocked his head. There was something
about the Mardukan's body language that spoke of doubt.

"Yes" Cord said definitely. "The People are free of al bonds. No tribe binds them, nor do they bind
any tribe. We arewhole." But he gill seemed ambivaent to the human.

"Uh-huh." Roger put his helmet back on, carefully. That tap had hurt. "Physician, hed thysdlf."

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Thejungle wore migt like a shroud. Thiswas a cloud forest more than arain forest—a condition of
eterna damp and fog rather than aplace of rain.

But it was also atrangtion zone. Soon the company would pass out of it into the enveloping green



hell of the jungle below. Soon their vision would be blocked by lianas and underbrush, not mist. Soon
they would be in the cloaking darkness of the rain forest understory, but for now there were only tdl
trees, very Smilar in many respects to the trees on the desert side of the mountains, and the omnipresent
mig.

"Thissucks," said Lance Corpora St. John, (M.). Sergeant Mgjor Kosutic required him to respond
that way—"St. John, M."—because he had an identicd twinin Third Platoon, St. John, (J.) Shedso
required each of them to have adistinguishing mark at al times. In St. John (M.)'s case, it was that one
side of his head was shaved bald, and he reached up to scratch under his helmet as he looked around at
the seamy twilight.

The temperature was over 46 degrees, 115 Fahrenheit, and the fog was dense and hot, like being in
asteam bath, and nearly impenetrable. Vishility was no more than ten meters, and the helmets sensors
were overwhelmed by the conditions. Even the sonics were defeated by the swirling, choking steam. St.
John (M.) turned to bitch some more to the plasma gunner behind him.. . . justintimeto be hit by a
high-pitched squed in hisright ear.

"Eyom!"

"What?' PFC Talbert asked asthe lance yanked off his helmet. The two of them were covering the
right flank of the company, dightly out of linewith the point man and fifty meters back.

"Ow!" the grenadier said, banging the helmet into a convenient tree trunk. " Goddamn feedback! |
think this damned steam blew out acircuit.”

Tabert laughed and let her plasmarifle dangle onits ding as she dapped a stingfly on her neck and
fished in her jacket with the other hand. She extracted a brown tube.

"Smoke?'

"Nah," St. John (M.) snarled. He put the helmet on his head and yanked it off again. "Shit." He
reached into the depths and pulled aharness plug, then held it up to hisear again. "Ah, that got it. But |
just logt haf my sensors.”

Tabert popped the brown tube into her mouth and tapped the end to light it, then paused and |ooked
around at the migts.

"Did you hear something?' she asked, hitching up her plasmarifle cautioudy.

"l can't hear shit," St. John (M.) said. The big lance corpora rubbed his ear. "Nothing but chirping
cricketdl”

"Doesn't matter," Tabert said around the nicstick. The mild derivative of tobacco had alow-leve of
pseudoni cotine and was otherwise harmless. It was, however, just about as addictive as regular tobacco.
"Sensors can't do shit inthiscra—"

S. John (M.) spun in place like a snake as the scream began behind him.

Tabert, shrieking likeasoul in hell, was connected to one of the trees by a short, wiggling worm. The
worm stretched down from perhaps a meter over head height and was connected to the curve where
shoulder met neck. Even asthe corpora watched, frozen, the juncture spurted bright red arterial blood,
and the worm snatched Tabert up into the air.

St. John (M.) was shocked out of coherent thought, but he was also a veteran, and his hands jacked
the belt of high explosive rounds out of his grenade launcher without any conscious order from hisbrain.
They were reaching for ashotgun shell when Gunnery Sergeant La appeared out of the mist. The senior
NCO paused for no more than a heartbest to take in the situation, then blew the worm off the tree with
her bead rifle.

The plasma gunner hit the ground like a sack of wet cement, then broke into convulsions. The
ululating shrieks never stopped as her arms and legs spasmed on the ground, tearing up handfuls of dark,
wet soil.

Lal dropped the bead rifle and ripped the first-aid kit off her combat harness. She threw hersdlf onto



the writhing plasma gunner and covered the spurting wound on her neck with a saf-sedling bandage. But
even as she did so, the wound erupted with red, streaming jelly. The smart bandage expanded to cover
the bleeding areas, looking for clear undamaged tissue to bond to, but the damage spread faster than the
bandage as flesh-eating poisons began dissolving the proteins under the skin that bound the private's flesh
together.

La cut the gunner's camouflage jacket open with acombat knife as the subcutaneous hemorrhaging
gpread. She whipped out another bandage, but it was obvioudy usdless as black-and-red pools of
destruction crossed the private's tanned torso. The skin around the initia puncture broke, and adlit
ripped open down Tabert'sribs as blood, fats, and dissolved muscle poured out onto the forest floor.

The plasma gunner went into fresh paroxysms as the blackness spread and both of her
exercise-flattened breasts melted into pools and washed out through the dash in her chest.

La backed away in horror asthe black blood spread up the Marine's neck and the skin and muscles
of her facefd flaccid againgt the bones of her skulll.

Fina dissolution didn't take al that long. It only seemed like hours until the private stopped thrashing
and screaming.

* * %

"What the fuck isthis, apicnic?' Sergeant Mg or Kosutic snarled. She shoved one private towards
the perimeter and |ooked the platoon sergeant in the eye. "We need a perimeter, not acluster fuck!"

The group around the incident broke up, scattering towards guard positions, as she strode through
them.

"Okay, what happened?' She looked down at the skeleton at her feet and blanched. " Satan! What
did that? And who isit?’

"ltwasjus . ..itwas..." S. John (M.) said incoherently. He was swinging from side to side,
training his grenade launcher up into the treetops of the surrounding forest. He was obvioudy ill in
shock, so Kosutic looked &t Lai.

llGurrv?l
La hefted her bead rifle and looked around at the trees, wide-eyed.

"It was some sort of worm." She kicked what was left of the invertebrate where it had fallen at the
base of thetree. "It bit her, or stung her, or something. When | got here, it was pulling her up into the
tree. | shot it off of her, but shejust . . . shejust . . ." The sergeant stopped and retched, still searching the
enveloping migts for more of the worms.

"Shejudt. .. that," shefinished, gesturing to but not looking at the partial skeleton at her feet.

Kosutic pulled out her combat knife and prodded the alien carcass. It was darkly patterned, with
noticesble blue patches dong its back. All that was | eft after Lai's bead rifle had blown it apart wasten
centimeters or so of the base. What appeared to be the back end had severa pod-feet with hooks. One
of them till had abit of bark attached, indicating whereit hung out. Literdly. And the busnessend
apparently . . . dissolved people. She stood up, stuck the knife back into her combat harness, and wiped
her hands.

"Nagty."
Captain Pahner appeared out of the mit, trailed by Prince Roger and his pet scummy. The captain
padded up and looked down at the casualty.

"Problems, Sergeant Mgor?'

"Well," shesaid grimly, pulling a an earlobe, "point's not going to be afavorite spot.”

Cord walked over to the group gathered around the skeleton and snapped hislower fingers.
"Yaden cuol," he said, and Kosutic raised an eyebrow at Roger.

"Vampire what, Y our Highness?' Her toot had picked up the "yaden," but the second word wasn't



yetinitsvocabulary.

"Vampire. . . baby?' Roger suggested doubtfully. He wore an odd, introspective expression, and the
sergeant mgjor redlized he was communing with the software. "'I'm beginning to think thislanguage
program is making too many assumptions. | think it meanslarva of whatever the vampiresare.”

"How do wefight it, Sir?" Gunny La was beginning to get over her shock, and she turned dmost
pleadingly to the prince. "Talbert was agood troop. St. John (M.), too. | doubt they were fucking off.
And it's camouflaged to the max. How the fuck do you fight something like that? No motion, no hest,
hardly any eectricd fidd?’

Roger let loose with astream of liquid syllables and clicks. The scummy knocked hislower hands
together and let loose astring back. Then he looked around, knocked his hands together again, and
shrugged his cape up to cover his head, shoulders, and neck.

"Well," the prince said doubtfully, "he saysthat you need to start paying attention. He says he's
watched us walking, and we never look 'hard enough' or we look at the wrong things. He also says that
these worm-things hang out in the trees and are hard to see, so if you put something up to cover your
head and shoulders you're better off."

Cord produced another spurt of syllables and gestured around the woods. He pulled the cape back
down and clapped his hands again, and Roger nodded and gave agrim snort.

"He dso saysthat they're just about the most horrible thingsin the woods, but not the most
dangerous. They can't move very fast, except to strike, so you can easily kill them with aspear. He said,
'Wait until you face an atul-grack,’ whatever that is. And these.. . . killer caterpillars. . . sometimes
comein groups.

"He's pretty philosophica about it," Roger added. "That handclapping gestureisashrug. Basicdly,
‘Lifésabitch—'"

"'—and thenyou die/ " Kosutic finished with anod. "Got it."

* % %

Eleanorasfeet did out from under her on the muddy hillside, and she landed flat on her rump. The
jarring impact sent shooting pains al the way up her spine and into her skull, and she started to dip down
the hill. She scrambled wildly for some sort of braking grip, but without success until ahand snapped out
and caught the light rucksack on her back. Shelooked over her shoulder and smiled wearily at her
savior.

"Thank you, Kostas," she said with asigh.

Sherolled over on her somach and tried to struggle to her feet, but it was no use. She'd been barely
staggering dong asit was, and between the mud, and the heet, and the biting flies, and the screaming
musclesin her back and legs from the last two days of exertion, it wasjust too much.

"Oh, God," shewhispered. "I just want to die and get it over with."

A Mardukan insect, more from curiosity than malice, landed on her ear and started to investigate her
ear cand. She summoned aburst of energy to shake her head violently and swat at it, but then she
dumped back into the mud.

"Now, now, Maam," Matsugae said with asmile. "We're nearly to Cord'svillage. Y ou can't give up
now." The valet hooked ahand in her rucksack's straps and helped her claw her way to her feet.

She swayed in exhaustion and leaned on atree. . . carefully. Her arm was covered in awelter of
swollen bites from the defenders of a previous support, and since that incident shed become much more
careful where she put her hands. But thistree, at least, didn't seem to want to kill her, and sheleaned into
it gratefully.

They were below the clouds now, and into the fringe of the planet's al-encompassing jungle. They'd
followed theriver out of thevalley asit grew larger and larger, until findly the ground around it became
too marshy to continue aong its banks. The company had turned off to the south, but continued to



parald the watercourse, dthough the gurgle of its passage could be barely distinguished through the
background racket of the jungle.

Theincessant hum of flying insects was everywhere. The Mardukan version was eight-legged and
had a six-winged pattern, as opposed to the terrestrial Six-limb/four-wing arrangement. Theloca bugs
also used an aramid polymer, smilar in some respectsto Kevlar, asthe hard core of their exoskeletons.
Sinceit was both lighter and stronger than chitin, it allowed the existence of specieswhich would be
consdered extremely large on Earth—or on most other planets, for that matter.

There were thousands of different kinds of beetle analogues, some of them huge. Most of them
seemed to be turners of the detritus on the forest floor, while afew joined forces with the midge
ana oguesto take turns biting the humans. Dozens of species swarmed on the human intruders, ranging
from tiny creatures that looked so much like mosquitoes that the Marines smply named them skeeters, to
adow-flying beetlethe sze of abluejay that had the troopers pulling out their multitools and swinging
axes during itsinfrequent attacks. The chameleon suits were impervious to even the loca insects best
effortsand could be sedled up completely, but while the chameleon cloth actively transpired carbon
dioxide and oxygen, the rate was too low to support heavy activities. The Marines would occasionally
close up their suits to escape the insects, but soon enough they were forced to open their helmets back
up and take deep gasping breaths. Then spit out the midges they'd swallowed.

But the hum of the insects, as up-close and personal asit was, was overwhelmed by therest of the
bedlam.

The ar rang with strange cries—here ashrill whistle, there agrunting roar, in the distance abanshee
howl as some beast celebrated avictory or defended itsterritory, or perhaps smply caled longingly for a
mate.

Besides the sounds, the atmosphere was suffused with weird smells. The odor of rot was a near
universal on oxygen-nitrogen planets, and overpowering in any jungle, but here there were thousands,
millions, of other scents.

Nor was vison |eft unassaulted. The entire jungle was ariot of bright colorsin the oppressng gloom.
The combination of the double layer of cloud cover and triple-canopy jungle made the understory
tenebrous to adegree rarely found on Earth, but the depths of that overarching gloom offered beauty of
itsown.

A dangling liananear O'Casey's head was decorated with tiny carmine blossoms. The blossoms
released a heavy perfume that had attracted dozens of similarly colored butterflies. That wasthe tag
which cameto the sociologist's mind, at least. Theinsectoids covering was smooth, instead of the furry
look of terrestrial butterflies, but they were just as brightly patterned. As she watched the swarm of
fluttering beauties, a purple spider/beetle dropped from abranch into their midst and snagged one of their
number. Theflock of nectar eaterstook off in acrimson cloud that briefly surrounded the chief of gtaff in
afdl of gorgeous red, then dispersed.

O'Casey took adeep whiff of the glorious blossoms perfume asthe tiny predator finished off itstiny
prey, then pried hersalf back off thetree. A good part of the company had stumbled past as she rested,
and now she would haveto hurry to catch up to her assigned position.

Pahner had put the "hangers-on," as he phrased it, just behind the command group. Beside Eleanora
and Kostas, that included the pilots of the four shuttles. If they could retake the port, those pilots would
betheir only hope of capturing an interstellar ship and escaping the system, so it was nearly asimportant
to keep them dive asit was to keep Roger that way.

Eleanora had redlized, however, that neither she nor Matsugae were as high on Pahner'slist. The
Marine captain was determined to reach the port with asfew casuaties as possible, but if he had to lose
the odd academic or vaet ong the way, then so beit.

She couldn't fault hislogic, for there was no margin to spare on this operation, but she didn't haveto
likeit. And she doubted that Roger had made the connection, for the prince would probably object if it



ever came down to losing either member of his"saff.”

The conclusion that the man responsible for keeping dl of them dive had earmarked her as,
regrettably, expendable was disturbing. Throughout her entirelife, sheld aways functioned under
conditions where she could move at her own pace. Academicdly, that pace had been quite fast, and she
remembered |ooking down on those who fell by the educational wayside, but even those unfortunates
had smply found less satisfying and successful positions.

That wouldn't be the case here. Now she faced a physicd chalenge that was, literdly, life or death,
and she knew ingtinctively that if she asked for some respite, it would be denied. She was unimportant to
the mission, and the safety of the entire company couldn't be jeopardized for her sake. So for her and
Matsugee, it was "march or die.”

Shewasfairly certain it was going to be both for her, but Matsugae seemed to be taking to the
changein conditionsfairly well. Thefussy little valet carried apack nearly aslarge asthe armorer's, but
he was keeping up with the company without complaint, and had helped her dong the way severd times.
Shewas, frankly, astounded.

She dtraightened up and started along the muddy track which had been smashed through the
undergrowth by the passage of most of the company. The Marines around her were paying as much
attention to the back trail asto the sides, so she knew she was dangeroudy closeto thetail of the
company. As she picked up the pace to catch back up to the center of the force, she glanced up at the
valet, ill doggedly tailing her.

"Y ou don't seem to be having any troubleswith thismarch at dl, Matsugae," she said quietly.

"Oh, I wouldn't say that, Maam," the valet answered, adjusting the straps of the interna frame
rucksack which, aong with the chameleon suits they both wore, had come out of the company's spare
stores. Heidly dapped a"skeeter” and winked at the academic. "I'm afraid I've spent rather alot of time
following Roger through places dmost this bad on safari, athough, to befair, never under conditions
quite so.. . . resource-limited and extreme. But | think thisis hard on everyone, even the Marines,
whether they show it or not."

"At least you don't have any trouble keeping up,” she said bitterly. The backs of her legsfdt asif
someone were sticking hot knivesinto them, and they'd just gotten to the bottom of the hillsde. That
meant crossing ashallow stream and climbing another hill that looked eventadler. Sipping and diding in
the sweltering muck, not being able to hold onto the trees for fear of something eating you, constantly
tired and congtantly afraid.

"You just have to put onefoot in front of the other, Maam," the valet said reasonably. He planted a
foot on theworn path up the hill and offered the chief of staff hishand. "Alley-oop, Maam!”

O'Casey shook her head and took the offered hand.
"Thank you, Kostas."
"Not much further, Mdam," the valet said with asmile. "Not much further a dl."



CHAPTER TWENTY

The village nestled on a hilltop, surrounded by alog and thorn wall.

Thehill itsdf sat in an angle where alarge stream intersected the river the company had been
pardlding. Just upstream from the junction, the river thundered over a cataract, and downstream from
the hill, the combined flows created a deep, wide river that was probably navigable by barges. Asthey'd
gotten lower and lower in elevation, however, the Signs of frequent floods had become obvious. Clearly,
the village was Situated atop its hill to avoid this recurring phenomenon, and it was likely that frequent
flooding would aso interfere with navigation.

It began to rain as they approached the hill. Not adight, steady rain asa cloud parked itself and
motheringly watered the parched soil. Not even the hard, firm rain of a powerful weather front. Thiswas
the pounding, drowning rain of atropical thunderstorm—rain like awaterfall, hitting so hard that weaker
members of the party were actudly knocked off their feet by itsfirst rush.

"Isthisnorma?" Roger yelled to Cord as the company struggled up the hill.

"What?' Cord asked, hitching his genera-purpose cape up alittle higher.

"Thisran!" Roger ydled, gesturing at the sky.

"Oh," Cord said. "Of course. Severd timesaday. Why?"

"Joy," Pahner muttered, having monitored the conversation. Roger had fed the language kernd held
collected during the day'swalk to dl of the party's toots, and the company's members were now capable
of trandating the locd language on their own. It was expected that they would be able to pick up each
dialect quickly asthey progressed from areato area, now that they had aloca kernel.

"I should go to the head of your group,” Cord pointed out. "I'm sure | have been watched aswe
approached, but | should go to the head so that they're sure I'm not a prisoner or a kractan.”

"Yeah," Roger said, and turned to look at Pahner. "Are you coming, Captain?'

"No," the Marine said, and triggered his communicator. "Company, hold up. Our loca isgoing up to
pass usthrough.”

"I'll stay here," he continued to Roger, and raised one hand in abeckoning gesture. " Despreaux!”

"Yes, Sir!" the NCO snapped. She'd been scanning the bushes with a hand-held scanner, and she
didn't like the fact that she'd kept getting twitches but hadn't been able to lock them down.

"Take your squad up front with the Prince and Cord.”

"Roger, Sir." She gestured at the squad and pointed to the front. "Up and at 'em, Marines."

She put the scanner away and glanced off to the north one more time. There was something out
there, she was sure, but what it was eluded her.

Cord and Roger moved up to the front of the company, surrounded by Despreaux's squad. The
company had spread out in a standard cigar-shaped perimeter, and now most of the Marines were down
in the prone, covering againg any attack. Therewas no such thing as"safety” in acombat zone, but aunit
temporarily a rest like thiswasin the worst possible situation. Unless an enemy has had timeto prepare



an ambush, amoving unit isahard target to hit. Smilarly, aunit which has had timeto prepare defensesis
atough nut to crack, but a company which has just stopped can be hit a any moment and isn't prepared
for the attack.

It makes soldiers who are well trained—like those of The Empress Own—very nervous.

* % %

Cord followed a beaten track up to the single opening in the palisade. As he approached, another
Mardukan of the same height and genera demeanor appeared in the opening. At the sight of Cord,
followed by the humans but clearly not threatened by them, the second Mardukan waved his upper arms
inwecome.

"Cord," he called, "you bring unexpected guestd™

"Delkral" the shaman shouted back, waving his spear. "Asif you hadn't been shadowing usthese last
few hourd"

"Of course," the greeter agreed imperturbably as Cord and Roger's party reached the top of the hill.

Thelast portion of the path was so steep that steps had been cut and reinforced with logs and rocks.
Thetop of the hill had been roughly leveled, and now Roger could glimpse the village through the
palisade opening. It looked much like other villages on other planets. A large communal fire pit was at its
center, surrounded by an open areawhich was currently deserted. Immediately inside the wallswere
rude, thatch and wattle huts, open to the inside of the paisaded area. The smilarity to villages once found
in the Amazon basin and other tropical areas on Earth would have amazed Roger if he hadn't spent
enough time hunting on primitive planetsto redize that there was only so much that could be done with
mud and sticks.

"D'Net Delkra, my brother,” Cord said, clapping the greeter on his upper shoulder, "I must introduce
you to my new asi-agun.” Heturned to Roger. "Roger, Prince of the Empire, thisis my brother, D'Net
Delkra, Chief of The People.”

The greeter, Delkra, hissed and clapped al four hands together in agitation.

"Ayed Asi-agun? And at your age? Foul news, brother—foul news, indeed! And your quest?"

Cord clapped right true-hand to left false-hand in a gesture of negation.

"We met on theway. He saved my lifefrom aflar beast without clear need, without thregt to hislife,
and being not of my tribe.”

"Ayee!" Delkrarepeated. " As debt, indeed!”

The Mardukan, who was a bit taller than the shaman, turned to the prince, who'd doffed his helmet.
The armor was more comfortable than the steamy heat of the jungle, but Roger felt it was more
diplomatic to face this Delkra, who was presumably senior in theloca hierarchy, without the obscuring
head gear.

"| thank you for my brother'slife," Delkrasaid. "But | cannot be happy for either hisendavement or
thefallure of hisquest.”

"Whoa!" Roger said sharply. "What's this'endavement’ thing? All | didwasshoot a. . . aflar beast!”

"As bond isthetightest of al bonds," the chief explained. "To save another'slife, without fear or
favor, binds him to you through thislife and beyond."

"What?' Roger wastrying to get over the "dave’ concept. "Y ou guys never help each other out?”

"Of coursewe do," Cord said, "but we are members of the same clan. To help another isto aid the
clan, and the clan, in turn, aids us. But you had no such reason to kill the flar beast. For thelife of me,
I'm not sure that you should have."

"It could have attacked the Company,” Roger pointed out. "That wasthe real reason | shot. | didn't
even seeyou.”

"Fate, then," Delkrasaid with ahand clap. "It wasn't threatening you or your . . ." he glanced over the



Marines scattered down the hillsde” . . . dlan?'
"No," Roger admitted. "Not at thetime. But | could tell it was dangerous.”

"Karma," Cord said with adouble hand clap. "Wewill complete the binding tonight,” he continued
with another gesture. "Delkra, | request shelter for the night. And shelter for my ad'sclan.”

"Oh, granted,” the chief said, stepping out of the paisade opening and waving into the jungle.
"Granted. Comein out of therain!"

* % %

"We're getting sensor ghosts all ong the perimeter,” Lieutenant Sawato had just taken atour of the
company while Captain Pahner kept an eye on the negotiations of the top of the hill. Now she looked
around at the curtaining rain and shook her head. "I've got that funny feding. . . ."

"We're surrounded by the warriors of thistribe," Pahner said in adistant tone. "They're good. They
move dow, so the motion sensors aren't sureif they're redlly there, and they're isotherma, so the heat
sensors can't pick anything up. No power sources, no metal except aknife or spearhead, and we don't
have the sensors dided in for scummy nervous systems.” He pulled out apack of gum and
absentmindedly extracted a stick and popped it into his mouth. He shook the pack a couple of timesto
get the water out, and put it away, al without looking. " Take aglance over to theleft. Thereésabig tree
with spreading roots. Halfway up, therésalimb coveredin . . . suff. Go out the limb five meters, just
before ared patch. About ahalf ameter to the right of the red patch. Spear.”

"Damn," Sawato said softly. The scummy was as hard to spot as any professiona sniper sheld ever
seen. He appeared to be covered with a blanket that broke up his outline. " So, what do we do abot it,
long-term?”’

"Did in the nervous system sensors. Well have enough data after tonight to do that. After that, any
scummy comes within fifty meters of us, well be able to detect them. And warn everybody that they're
out there. We don't want any accidents.”

"I'll passthat on then, shal 17" Sawato asked. Pahner seemed awfully detached about the whole
thing, she thought.

"Yeah. Might aswell. Looks like the negotiations are going al right after al. | waswaiting to seeif it
dropped in the pot.”

* % %

"Y ou know," Julian said, "I've been shot, blown up, deep frozen, and vacuum dried. But thisisthe
first timel ever worried about being washed away."

Therain had yet to let up, and the position the squad leader occupied—a dight depression behind a
fdlen and rotting tree—was rapidly filling. The combination of risng water and the weight of his combat
armor meant hewas dowly sinking in quickmud.

"Or drowned," he added.

"Ah, comeon,” Moseyev said as he gently moved aside abit of fern with the barrel of hisbead rifle,
"it'sjust alittlerain." He was sure there was something watching them, but he wasn't surewhét it was.

"'A littlerain," he says" Julian shook hishead. "That'slike saying Srriusis'alittle hot,' or that New
Bangkok is'alittle decadent." "

"It'snot likeit'sgonnakill you,” Moseyev said. "Thearmor hasair for nearly two days." Thefireteam
leader jerked his head to the side as his helmet highlighted another possible contact. But then it faded
again. "Damn. | wonder what's causing that?"

"I'd say it wasthewet," Julian said, lowering hisown rifle. "But Snce were dl getting the same
ghodts, I'd say it's something in thejungle.”

"All hands." Theradio crackled with Lieutenant Sawato's cam soprano. "Those sensor ghosts are the
locd tribesmen. Be cdm, though; the natives are friendly. Were going to be going into the village soon,
30 they'll probably make themselves evident. No firing. | say again, nofiring."



"Everybody get that?" Julian caled, standing up to make sure he could see dl the members of the
squad. "Check firefor partisans.”

"Got it, Sarge," Macek replied from the far end. "' The natives are friendly.’ Riiight."

The private's position was the edge of the squad's area of responshility, and Macek was the member
with the least timein the unit. If held gotten the word, everyone e se probably had, but Julian wasn't in
The Empress Own because he settled for "probably.”

"Yeah, and Thetransfer'sin the system,’ " the sergeant responded with alaugh. " Give me athumbs
up on that check fire," he added more serioudy, and made sure he saw athumb from everyone before he
resumed his position in the puddle. He might bitch about it, but the depression was till the best location
for him. Evenif it was turning into alake.

"'I'm from the Imperium,’ " Moseyev continued with alitany as old as government, " 'I'm here to help
you.'" He gave athumbs up.

" 'Don't worry, it'sacold landing zone," " Cathcart added from behind his plasma gun. Thumbs up.
" 'We're getting air-trucked to the barracks, " Mutabi said in an evil tone. Middle finger up.
"Oh, man, you would haveto say that one!" Jdulian chuckled. "My aching feet."

"Modderpocker,” Poertena said. "Chus what we need. Surrounded by tee cannibals."
"Chill, Poertena," Sergeant Despreaux advised. "They'refriendly.”
"Surethey are," Poertenareplied. "Why fight teeroc if you can get it to fly into tee pot.”

Even as he spoke, his helmet registered another contact. Then another. It began popping up icons
everywhere, and an entire line of Mardukans materiaized magicaly out of therain.

"Modderpocker,” Poertenasaid again, quietly. "Nest trick.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The company bardly fitted ingde thewalls of the village. The Marines and their equipment were
packed into every nook and cranny as the women of the village, sgnificantly smaller thanthemde
warriors, came out with hoarded foodstuffs for what was shaping up as an evening of celebration. The
company reciprocated in building the menu as best it could. Despite the critical importance of thefood
suppliesthey'd brought with them, some of the Marines rations were never going to survive conditions on
Marduk, and they brought those out to add to the various edibles being produced by the Mardukans.

Platters of grain, smilar in texture to rice but tasting more like barley, were scattered about among
the residents and visitors, along with carved wooden bowls of fruits. The predominant fruit species
appeared to be alarge, brown ova with athick, inedible skin but aripe red interior that tasted something
likeakiwi fruit. Sinceit grew on pamlike trees, the humans promptly christened it a"kiwi-date’ or "kate"
fruit. In addition to the grain and fruit, there were steaming platters of unrecognizable charred things.
Most of the humans passed those up.



Therewas aso asort of wine made from fruit juices, but it was obvioudy distilled and not just
fermented. Like humans, the Mardukans metabolized a cohol for pleasure, and after one tentative sip of
the potent beverage, the sergeant major growled at the platoon sergeants. Her growls then wandered
down the chain of command until even the lowliest private was aware of the pendty for getting plastered
inthe middle of apotentidly hostile jungle. There was dso aheavy and bitter beer that some of the
Marinesrelished and othersfound disgusting.

The Marinesfollowed the custom of their hosts, reaching into the pilesto extract handfuls of grain
and fruit and brushing away gathering insects, livestock, and pets.

Pride of place was given to alarge lizardlike creature roasting on a spit at the center of the camp. The
head had been removed, but the bulky body was ameter and a quarter in length, with alonger tail
dragging off into the fire. The spit was turned, with serious and dedicated attention to the responsibility,
by aMardukan child—one of severa running about the stockaded village.

The Mardukans were viviparous and bore live young, but they had "litters’ of four or more. Baby
Mardukans were extremely smdl, barely the size of a Terran squirrdl, and mostly stayed glued to their
mothers backs, mired into the mucous from which they aso derived nutrition. Half-grown Mardukans
were everywhere underfoot, inextricably mixed with livestock, pets, and, now, Marines.

O'Casey stopped tapping at her pad and shook her head.

"They must have an enormous infant mortaity rate,”" she said with ayawn.

"Why?' Roger asked.

Asoneof the stars of the evening, he was seated in aplace of honor under the awvninglike front
section of Delkras hut. He took one of the charred things off the broad leaf that served as a platter and
tossed it to alizardlike creature which had been looking a him with begging eyes. It started to pounce on
the morsdl, but was pushed aside by alarger version. The larger beast, patterned red and brown with
pebbly skin likethe flar beast's, and with the ubiquitous six legs and ashort, widetail, came over to the
prince, sniffing at his platter, but Roger shooed it away.

"I mean," he continued, gill looking at the smadler beast, "what makes you say that?*

The little beast was interesting, he thought. The legs, instead of being splayed out like alizard's, were
directly under the body, like aterrestriad mamma's. And the eyeslooked much more intelligent than any
Terran lizard's.

But it still looked like asix-legged lizard.

"All these children," O'Casey said, snapping her pad closed. "There are six children below what |
would guessto be reproductive age for every adult. Now compare that to humans, and you can see that
they must have either atremendous rate of population growth, or ahigh infant mortality rate. And therée's
no evidence of population growth. So—"

"What would causeit?' Roger asked absently, holding out another charred bit to the lizard. It shuffled
forward hesitantly, sniffing at the tidbit and looking around cringingly. Reasonably surethet it wasin the
clear, it bared two-centimeter long fangs and hissed, then darted forward with the speed of astriking
snake to take the offered treat out of Roger'sfingers. It was a precise strike; Roger was left holding atiny
bit of the mesat, which had been sheared off cleanly within amillimeter of hisfingertips.

"Youch," hesaid, wiping off the carbon on hisfingers.

"Oh, variousthings. | suppose barbarism is probably the biggest single factor.” O'Casey leaned back
on Matsugaeg's rucksack. The vaet had |eft the overstuffed container in her "care’ while he went around
the camp, examining the cooking methods of the Mardukans. He was currently discussing something with
aMardukan femae who'd emerged from one of the hutsto lather a substance on the lizard being cooked
in the center.

"People evolve to barbarism and usudly stop there. Little civilizations rise and fal under thetide of
barbarism.” She yawned and thought about the history of Earth and some of the less well-prepared



dow-boat colonies. "Sometimes, it seemsthat barbarism, for dl its horrors—and they are many—isthe
natural state of a sentient species. So many, many times humanity has did into barbarismin one areaor
another on one planet or another. In fact, we came within a centimeter of it on an interstellar scale during
the Dagger Y ears; | think only your great-to-the-umpteenth grandmother prevented it. Not that that was
what she was thinking about—"

She broke off asayawn interrupted her, then winced as she stretched.

"God, | hurt," she observed, and lay back and closed her eyes. "Which, | might add, isa
consequence of another mortdity factor: living in ajungle ain't easy. It's avery competitive environment.
Something isawaystrying to eat you, and finding things you can et is hard.”

She reopened her eyeslooked up at Roger as the rain began to fal once more. The thunder of it on
the thatch was lulling, and she yawned again.

"Roger, werein ajungle,” she said, and her tone was oddly ambiguous. "Junglestry so hard to kill
you. They're dwaystrying to." She stopped and smiled a him. "I've tried to get you to listen to me so
often, but I'm going to try again. Y ou have to check your tongue. Y ou have to keep your temper. Learn
from Pahner, don't piss him off, okay?"

He opened his mouth to protest, but she waved him quiet.

"Just . . . try to bite your tongue from timeto time, al right? That'sal | ask."

The last two days of strain had drained her, and she could fed hersdf drifting off despite every
intention of staying awake. Not only wasthe socia organization of the natives fascinating, but
opportunitiesto catch Roger in amood to learn anything but sports and hunting tricks wererare. Y e,
despite that, she smply couldn't keep her eyes open.

"Jungles are beautiful,”" she continued inamumble, "until you haveto livein them.”

Her eyes closed, and despite the hest, flies, and noise of festive preparation, she dept.

* % %

"Y ou're making me proud, brother," Cord said, watching the gathering feast. Itslavishness would
extract aprice from thetribe, but it showed they were of good status. Something that would be important
for this"Roger" to remember.

"It'stheleast | can do for my brother,” Delkrareplied. "Ayah! And for these odd strangers.” He
paused for amoment, then gave agrunting laugh. "They look like basik, you know."

Cord clacked histeeth sourly. "Thank you so much for pointing that out, brother. Yes, I'd made the
same connection.”

Thesmdl basik were often found around open areasin the jungle. Their mid-legswere
foreshortened, and when they were frightened—which was virtudly al the time—they ran on their hind
legswith their upper limbsflopping loosdy about. They were abeast of choice when it cametotraining
young children to hunt, since they were small, harmless, cowardly, and stupid.

Very stupid.
"Get used toiit, brother," Delkrasaid with another grunt. "Otherswill make the same connection.”

"I suppose,” Cord conceded. "And, demons know they're just about as stupid in the jungle. But
athough I've only seen those weagpons of theirs used twice, | know to fear them. And rarely isthe guard
of alord taken from among the most foolish. | don't underestimate them.”

Delkraclapped hislower limbs together and changed the subject abruptly.

"Ad, a your agel"

"Y ou keep saying that, brother," Cord observed. "Y ou're not that much younger.”
"Tdl meatruth unknown," the chief replied somewhat sourly.

Cord understood, of course. Both of them would soon have to leave the Warrior Path, and although
thosewho'd survived it enjoyed great Satus, few lived long theresfter. It was athought neither enjoyed



contemplating, and the shaman looked around, searching for aneutral change of subject. His gaze flitted
about the familiar village which he soon would leave behind forever, and his eyes narrowed as he noticed
apuzzling absence.

"Whereis Ddtan? Hunting?'

"One with the migts," Delkrasaid, rubbing his hands together to drive avay bad luck. "An atul .

"What?' the shaman gasped. "How? He was surprised?”

"No," the chief snapped. "The spearhead broke."

"Ayah!" the shaman said, but he refused to show the emotion that threatened to overwhelm him. Hed
never had children, not even daughters. A single paring as ayouth had resulted in the death of the brood
wife from an infection that was, unfortunately, al too common. Since then, held never taken another
mate, and his brother's children had become as his own. Delkra certainly had enough to go around; half
the femalesin the tribe had brooded alitter for him at some point. And he ran heavily to malesin his
broods.

But Deltan had been one of the specia ones. Hed shown aflair for the learning of the shaman, and
Cord had hoped that someday the fine young warrior might follow in his own footsteps. Now that was
done, and it boded poorly for the tribe that he must leave with his as and there would be no shaman to
pass on the traditions. HE'd hoped to pass on afew critica pieces of knowledge to Deltan before leaving,
or perhapsto have him accompany them on thefirst leg of the humans travels.

"Ayah," herepeated. "Evil times. Theiron?"

"Bad," the chief gpat. " Soft and rotten beneath a brittle exterior. It looked fine, but . . ."

"Aye," the shaman sad, "but—"

"Theresno other choice," the chieftain interrupted. "1t must be war.”

Cord clapped opposite hands in negation.

"If we war with Q'Nkok, the other tribeswill pick our bones.”

"Andif wedon't," the chief pointed out, "Q'Nkok will continue taking our lands and giving feck
back! We must havethe lands or the tribute. Asit is, we have neither.”

Cord clasped all four arms around his knees and rocked back and forth. His brother was correct; the
tribe wasin alose/lose situation. They could neither survive awar with thelocd city-state nor permit the
present intolerable trends to continue, yet war was the only way to stop it. There seemed no way out.

"Q'Nkok isto be our first stop,” he observed after amoment. "The humans want to trade for such
thingsas only the shit-gtters can provide. We will discussthiswith the humans.”

"But—" his brother started to object.

"The humans aren't good in the jungle," Cord overrode the objection, "but they are very wise,
nonetheless. | know they're shit-gitters, but they're smart and, | think, honorable shit-gtters. If | had my
old master here, | would ask him for advice. But | don't. Far Voitanisfalen, and dl itsheroeswithiit. |
can't ask my madter; therefore, we will ask the humans.”

"Youreastubborn flar beast," Delkratold him.

"But I'mdsoright," Cord retorted with agrunting laugh.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Eleanora awoke to a high-pitched, atona chanting and alow-tempo, muffled drum beet. Her eyes
flickered open, and she froze in adrenaline shock at the Sight of aswaying vampire larva. The perspective
wasweird asthe flickering firdight of full dark combined with the swaying dance of the creature to make
it s;em astrange hallucination. It seemed to shrink to the size of a caterpillar, and then swelled suddenly
uptothesizeof a. .. Mardukanin amask.

The dancer sayed in thefirelight, and as Eleanora blinked at him thelong, dripping fangs of the
beast were revealed as a crown about his head, the camouflaged body as a painted wrap. Behind the
shuffling figure were more dancers. a giant, pincer-armed beetle, atwo-armed snake like the legendary
Naga, and alow, writhing, six-armed beast whose maw was filled with sharklike teeth.

Thefog of deegp and firelight, the swaying of the dancers, the singing and drumbests were hypnotic.
Eleanoralay in aspdl, trapped by the symbolism of the animistic rite as the drumbests increased and the
snging shifted through patterns of atondity. The tempo increased, and the dancers rhythm became more
frenzied, until with afina burst of song, now perfectly blended with the drumsin tone and pitch, there
was afind crash, and the dancersfroze.

The audience was | eft with afeding of pleasant incompleteness as the dancers departed and
conversation broke out among the Marines and Mardukans. Eleanoratried to shake off her fog and
looked around for something to help with the attempt, only to find hersdf rather dreamily contemplating a
boot.

She blinked, and her eyes moved upward. The female Marine to whom the boot was attached stood
at parade rest by her head, one arm behind her back, plasma gun cocked forward. Eleanoralooked
around, and discovered another one—this one agrenadier—at her feet. How interesting.

She sat up and rubbed her eyes. It didn't help. She still felt like death warmed over, but at least her
brain was alittle clearer than before the nap. She looked up at the Marine at her head.

"How long was | out?' She hadn't checked the time at any point in the afternoon, so the current time,
hafway through theloca evening, told her nothing. Nor did her question communicate very much to the
Marine. It came out mostly as a croak, so she cleared her throat and tried again.

"Corpord . .. Bosum, isn't it? How long was | deep? And, thank you, but guarding me was
probably unnecessary.”

"Yes, Maam." The Marinelooked down and smiled. "But His Highness told us to make sure no one
bothered you." She thought about the other question. "I don't know how long you were adeep before we
got here, but we've been on guard for three hours.”

"Fiveor Sx, then," was Eleanorals mumbled guess. "I should fedl better than this after five hours
deep," shemuitered plaintively.

She stood up, and every joint in her body seemed to creak or pop. Her legs hurt so much that she
felt lightheaded and queasy, and she swayed for amoment until the Marine corporal steadied her.

"Takeit easy, Mdam," the plasmagunner said. "Y ou'll get used to it after afew more days.”



"Oh, sure," Eleanorasaid hitterly. "That's easy for you Marinesto say. Y ou've got so many nanites
running around in you, you're practicaly cyborgsl And you'retrained for this, too."

"But we don't start out that way," the mae Marine put in. "They start us off systems-freein Basic."

"Hesright,” Bosum agreed with nasty cheerfulness. "Wedl go through thisthefirst few daysin
Badic. It'sjust your turn,” she added with an evil grin.

O'Casey twisted her torso and gasped as she felt her back crack in half adozen places. Rotating her
shoulders, arms, and legs extracted more crackling, and she decided that with ashower, a bath, another
shower, a couple of tubes of heating gel, and two days deep, shed bejust fine. Barring thet . . .

"Whereis His Highness?' she asked, as she glanced around the clearing without seeing either Roger
or Pahner, who was bound to be close by the prince.

"I'll lead you to him," the plasma gunner replied, and the male Marine fell in behind asthey wove their
way across the stockade.

Roger, Pahner, Kosutic, and the senior Mardukans were in anearby hut, watching the festivities.
Roger looked up from feeding the lizard he'd apparently adopted and smiled as Eleanora hobbled in.

"Ms. O'Casey," he said formdly. ™Y ou're looking better for your nap.”

The creature swvarmed onto his lap at the chief of staff's gpproach and hissed at her faintly. His
Highnesstapped it lightly on the head, and it ducked down and stretched out its neck to sniff at her.
Apparently, it decided she was part of the pack, because it gave one last sniff, then twisted around and
curled up on the prince'slap, exactly asif it belonged there.

"| fedl like death warmed over," she answered. "If 1'd known you were going to be taking me on
adventure tours, | would have had the appropriate upgrades before we | eft.”

She nodded at Matsugee as he handed her a plastic cup of water and two analgesic tablets.

"Thank you, Kostas." She took the tablets and asip of the water, which was surprisingly cool. It had
obvioudy been chilled by one of the bladders. "Thank you again.”

She looked around the gathering. The Marines were scattered throughout the village, interacting
much more fully with the Mardukans than they had been. Some of the humans were cleaning weapons,
and some were quite obvioudy on aert, but most were socializing. Poertena had produced a pack of
cards from somewhere and appeared to be teaching some of the younger Mardukan warriors poker
while other Marines were demongtrating their entertainment pads or smply talking. Warrant Dobrescu
had apparently set up an aid station and was doing alittle "hearts and minds® work.

Dobrescy, it turned out, was a pearl beyond price in more ways than one. The chief warrant officer
had goneto flight school as a second career track after spending sixteen years asa Marine Raider medic.

Normally, the Navy provided Marine unitsin combat environments with corpsmen, but the Raiders
were the Empire's verson of Saint specia opsteams. They were designed to be out of contact with
support for long periods of time, and thus needed specialy trained medics who could do more than dap
on abandage and decide who went into the cryochambers and who didn't. The training was intense, and
included everything from primitive methods of reducing gangrenous infection to serving asthe hands of a
remote surgeon for thoracic traumasurgery.

Since Prince Roger's company had never been intended for detached duty, none of the Powers That
Were had ever considered the need to assign it an integral, dedicated medic. Unfortunately, DeGlopper's
sickbay attendants had been needed to support the transport'sfina battle, and somehow not even Eva
Kosutic had thought to point out that the company would require medica services on the planet. All of
which madeit extremely fortunate that Dobrescu was dong.

At the moment, he was examining the Mardukans who were willing to let him and doing his best to
repair the various wounds and infections that any jungle inflicts on itsinhabitants. Asin other jungles, both
on Earth and other planets, surface lesions were the main complaint. The Mardukans mucus covering
helped in that regard, however, and only in spots where the coating had been damaged did the sores



break out.

Dobrescu had andyzed the lesions and determined that they were primarily funga in nature. A
universal antifunga cream seemed to work on them and didn't cause negative Side effects. Better yet, the
cream was produced by yeast in an auger jelly which could be replaced with sterilized meet broth. That
made it one of the few regenerating systems that they had, which meant he could be relatively spendthrift
initsuse. Since some of the Marines dready sported smilar infections, that was going to be agood thing.

With the cream and self-sedling bandages, held just about fixed dl the smple problemsin the village.
There were afew advanced cases of infection that he was |ess sanguine about, and a couple of other
cases where something was attacking eyesight had him scratching his head. But in generd, hed done
good serviceto the village that day.

"What did | miss?' O'Casey asked as she watched the dight warrant officer packing up histoals.
He'd obvioudy worked through the celébrations that she had dept through, and the realization made her
even lessthrilled with her physical weskness.

"Oh, you wouldveloved it," Roger admitted in Standard English, scratching thelizard's head. It
hissed with pleasure and rubbed its chin on his chest.

"We had anicelittle ceremony. Very symbolic of al sortsof things, I'm sure. Cord forswore al
previous dlegiancesin my favor, while promised not to throw hislife away pointlesdy. Then we had dl
sorts of bonding oaths: the usua suspects. Lagt, but certainly not leadt, it involved eating asmdl bit of
dimefrom Cord's back," he finished with agrimace.

Eleanora chuckled and seated hersdlf carefully on the ground with the rest of them. The hut was
walled on three sides by bundled branches with mud packed in the cracks between them. Therewasa
rolled up covering for the open front, woven out of some sort of fibrous grass or leaves, and the deeping
areas arranged along the back and sides were also covered with the woven mats, which appeared to be
designed to be staked down. It would be an awfully warm way to deep in the muggy hest.

"I'msorry | missed it," she said, and meant it. Sheldd initidly taken her third doctorate in anthropol ogy
becauseit was atraditional complement to sociology and palitical science. But sheld quickly found that
one developed aricher and fuller appreciation for the palitics of acultureif onelooked at its underlying
premises, which was what anthropology was dl about.

"l don't understand al the fuss." Roger pulled hishair up off hisneck. "I can't believe they treet dl
vigtorslikethis™

"Oh, I'm sure they don't,” O'Casey said as her mind gradually cleared of fog. "Y ou do understand the
meaning of al thisritud, don't you?'

"l suppose | don't," Roger said. "'l don't redlly understand most rituas, even the ones on Earth.”

O'Casey decided that it would be more discreet to avoid agreeing overenthusiastically with him, and
took another sip of her warming water while she considered how best to respond.

"Well," she said after amoment, “thiswas a sort of cross between awedding and afunerd.”
"Huh?' Roger sounded surprised.
"Did Cord maybe take something off or put it on? Or maybe give something to someone?”’

"Yeah," Roger said. "They gave him adifferent cape to replace the one he was carrying. And he gave
agpear and a staff to one of the other Mardukans.”

"| talked alittle to Cord on the way down from the plateau,” Eleanorasaid. "This ag thingisaform
of davery or bondage—you redized that?"'

"Today | did," Roger said angrily. "That's crazy! The Empire doesn't permit davery or bondage of
any form!"

"But thisisn't animperia world,” she pointed out. "Weve barely planted the flag, much less started
on socialization. On the other hand, 1 think you misunderstand the Situation. First of dl, let'stake alook at
the definition of davery.”



She consdered how to go about explaining davery, marriage, and the smilarities between them that
had existed for thousands of Earth's yearsto aman of the thirty-fourth century.

"For most of hisory—" she began, and saw him glaze over immediately. Roger was dways
interested in the battles, but get onto the societa structures and faction struggles, and he completely lost
interet.

"Listento me, Roger," she said, meeting hiseye. "Y ou just married Cord.”
"Wha?'

"That got your attention, didn't it?" she asked with alaugh. "But you did. And you aso took him as
your dave. For most of history, the rituals of marriage and davery were practicaly identicd. In this case,
you performed an action that required that you 'marry’ the person whom you'd saved.”

"Oh, joy," Roger said.

"And you are now required to 'keep' that person, for the rest of hislife and into the afterlife, most
likely."

"Another mouth to feed,” Roger joked.

"Thisisserious, Roger," his chief of saff admonished, but she couldn't help amiling. "By the same
token, Cord must obey your wishesreligioudy. And to hisfamily, it'sasif he'sdead. Which is probably
the origin of the big fedtivities at weddings, by the way. In most primitive cultures, there are practicaly no
rituasinvolved in marriage bindings, but eaborate rituasfor funerds. There'sa strong theory that the
wedding rituas eventudly evolve out of the funerd rites because the bride and groom are leaving their
families. . . just aswould have been the case if they'd died.

"Now, | used the term 'marriage’ because | knew it would get your attention,” she admitted. "But |
could have said 'permanently binding oath of fedty,' 'davery,’ or ‘indenture.’ The rites and customsfor dl
of them were practically identica in most early human societies, and we've found pardlelsfor that in
amog dl of the primitive nonhuman societiesweve studied. But any way you look t it, it'savery
important sacrament for the Mardukans, and I'm redly sorry | missed it," she concluded.

"W, the dance of the forest animals was apparently the climax," Roger told her. He picked up one
of the blackened bits of meat and popped it into his mouth, following it up with onefor the tamelizard.
Her explanation made quite afew little bits which had been confusing him fal into place. He would worry
about the ones that hadn't at another time.

"But I'm glad you woke up," he went on. "If you hadn't, | would have had to send someone for you.
Cord hasjust broached an interesting subject.”

"Oh?' She picked aleftover bit of fruit off aplate. . . and set it back down hastily when she saw that
severd of the"seeds’ were moving.
"Yes. It ssemsthat histribeisin need of some advice."

* * *

The hut was hot, dark, and close.

The party had gradually broken up, and as people | eft the square, the front covers of the huts had
come down. They were, indeed, designed to be pegged down, and the Mardukans had aso laced up the
sdes. Most of the Marines were packed into the huts, while afew werein tents, but at least the entire
company was under cover, and most of its members were adeep.

But in Delkra's hut, the futures of both the company and Cord's tribe were under discussion as Cord
explained why the interruption of hisvison quest and his departure with Roger condtituted such a bitter
blow.

"In the days of my father's father's father, traders came up the Greater River to the joining of Our
River and the Greater River. Traders had long come upriver, but this group made peace with my father's
father'sfather and took up residence on ahill at the joining. We brought the skins of the grack and the
atul-grack, thejuice of the yaden cuol and the mest of the flin. In my father'sday, | was sent to Far



Voitan to sudy the ways of the sword and the spear.

"The traders brought with them new weapons, better metas. Cloths, grains, and wine. Thetribe
flourished with the wedlth that was brought in.

"But since that time, the town has grown greater and greeter, and the tribe has become weaker and
weeker. During my father'stime, we were at our greatest. We were more numerous and more fierce than
the Dutak to the north or the Arnat to the south. But as the city has grown, its people have taken more
and more of our hunting lands. Starvation hasloomed more than once, and our reserves are aways

The shaman paused and looked around, asif trying to avoid an awkward truth.

"My brother has been overgenerousin this celebration. The barleyriceis purchased from the city,
Q'Nkok, at great price. And the other foods. . . . There will be hungry mothersin weeksto come.

"The problem isthe city. It has extended itsfieldstoo far, yet that's hardly the worst of it. Thelr
woodcutters are not to go beyond a certain stream, and even in that stretch where they are permitted,
they are only to take certain trees. That isthetreaty. For that, we are to be given certain goods—iron
spears and knives, cooking pots, cloth. Y et these goods have become of worse and worse qudity, while
the woodcutters drive deeper and deeper into the forest. They do not restrict themselves to the proper
trees, and their intrusion drives out the game or killswhat remains.”

He looked around again and clapped his hands.

"If wekill the woodcutters, even if they are beyond the line, it breaks the treaty. The Houses of
Q'Nkok will gather their forces and attack." He ducked his head in shame. "And we will lose. Our
warriors are able, but we would have to defend the town, and we would lose.

"But if we attack Q'Nkok, without warning, we can take it by surprise asthe Kranoltatook Far
Voitan." Helooked around the humans, and Roger was forced to recognize that a fierce look was nearly
universal. "Then wefeed on their hoarded grains, kill the men, endave the women, and take the goods
that arerightfully ours™

"Thereis, however, aproblem with this" Delkrasaid, and leaned forward as he took over the
thread. "We will lose many warriors even if the attack is successful, and then Dutak and Arnat will fall
upon uslike flin on adead flar beast. We didn't know which way to go, so Cord went on aspirit quest
in search of avision of guidance. If hedd seen peace in the future, it would have been peace. If held seen
war, it would have been war."

"What if he hadn't come back?' Pahner asked. "He nearly didn't.”

"War," Delkrareplied smply. "I'min favor of it anyway. Without Cord to hold me back, we would
have attacked last year. And, in dl honesty, probably have been eaten by Dutak and Arnat.”

"Make peace with Dutak and Arnat," Roger said, "and attack in concert.”

Hefdt O'Casey's elbow connect with his ribs and realized what he'd just said. He supposed that
advising the loca barbarians to cooperate with one another in the destruction of this Q'Nkok would
hardly advance the cause of civilization, and he remembered what his chief of staff had said about
barbarism and infant mortality rates. On the other hand, these "barbarians' were hisfriends, and he didn't
particularly carefor ether of the possible outcomes Cord had described.

He started to glower at her, then stopped and looked down at his hands, instead. His history
teachers—including Eleanora, when sheld been his tutor—had harped incessantly and unpleasantly ona
ruler'srespongbility to weigh the possible impact of his decisonswith exquisite care. HEd never cared
for their gpparent assumption that he wouldn't have weighed such matters carefully without their pointed
prodding. But now he suddenly realized just how easy it wasfor purely persona cons derations to shape
adecison without the decider's even redlizing it had happened.

He drew adeep breath, decided to keep his mouth shut, and went back to scratching his pet
dog-lizard. Hed seen larger specimens around the camp, and if this one grew aslarge as some of the



larger ones, it was going to be interesting. The biggest had been the size of abig German Shepherd, and
the species seemed to fulfill the role of dogsin the camp.

Dekra, unaware of the prince's thoughts, clapped his handsin resigned negation.

"The chiefs of both tribes are crafty. They have seen usweaken. They fed that if they just let us
wither abit more, they can take our lands and squabble over the leftovers.”

"So how can we help?' Captain Pahner asked. From histone, Roger decided, it was pretty obvious
that he knew at least one way they could help . . . and just as obvious that he was unwilling to do so.

"We don't know," Cord admitted. "Buit it's obvious from your tools and abilities that you have great
knowledge. It was our hope that if we described our quandary to you you might see some solution which
has eluded us."

Pahner and Roger turned as oneto look at Eleanora.
"Oh gresat," she said. "Now you want my help.”

She thought about what the two Mardukans said. And about city-state politics. And about
Machiavelli.

"Y ou have two gpparently separate problems,” she said after amoment. "One on the recelving sSide,
and one on the giving side. They might be connected, but that's an assumption at this point.”

She spoke dowly, dmost distantly, as her mind ranged back and forth over the Mardukans
description of events, and she scratched the back of her neck while she thought.

"Have you been actively offered offensein your dedingswith the rulers of the city-gtate?"

"No," Cord answered definitively. "1 have been to Q'Nkok twice recently to discuss the problems
with the quality of thetribute and the unlawful intrusions of the woodcutters. The King has been very
gracious on both occasions. The common people of the city don't like us, nor we them, but the King has
been very friendly."

"Is wood-cutting amonopoly?' Eleanora asked. "Does one house cut dl the wood? And what are
these houses? How many are there, and how are they organized?’

"There are sixteen Great Houses," Cord told her. "Plusthe House of the King. There are also many
smdler houses. The Great Houses sit on the Royal Council and . . . there are other rights attached to
them. No single house hastheright to cut wood, and the woodcutters who offend are not from asingle
house."

"And thetribute? Isit supplied by the Houses or by the King?*

"It issupplied by the King through taxes on the Houses, Grester and Lesser. But it isusually
conveyed by one of the Great Houses."

"Expangon of the city-dateisinevitable," she said after amoment's thought. "And aslong asthey
need the wood as aresource, they'll encroach farther and farther on your lands. Wars are usually about
resources—about economics—at the base. But your concerns are certainly justified.

"l can't know what's going on from here. As| understand it, we're traveling to this Q'Nkok next?'
She made it aquestion and |ooked at Pahner, who gave a confirming nod and then looked at their hodts.

"| ask that you hold off on any attack until we visit the city,” the Marine said. "'l ask for two reasons.
Oneisthat we need to trade for goods and animals to make our journey; Q'NKok is the closest and most
accessible source of what we need. The second isthat we might be able to come up with athird option
that would avoid the needless bloodshed of awar. Let us do areconnaissance of the town, then welll
send back word of what we find. As outsiders, we might be able to discern something that you can't.”

Dekraand Cord looked at one another, and then the chief clapped his upper handsin agreement.

"Very well, wewon' rush to attack. When you go to the town, | will send some of my sonswith you.
They'll aid you on thetrip and act as messengers.”" He paused, and looked around at the gathered
humans, and his body language was sober. "I hope for al our sakesthat you are able to find athird way.



My brother is as now, and dead to hisfamily, but it would grieve him if hisfamily were dead in truth.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The city-state was alarger version of the village of The People and was obvioudy expanding. The
company had followed the river from Cord's village downstream to its junction with atill larger river,
and the city sat on asmall ridge on the eastern side of the new one. The ridge was near the apex of the
confluence of the two streams and more or less covered with structures. A wooden palisade surrounded
the intersection, but the palisade was obvioudy atemporary expedience, and severd sections of it had
aready been replaced with ahigh stone curtain wall. It was nearing evening asthe travelers came to the
cleared boundary of the city-state's lands, and the sky over the town was gray with the smoke of the
evening'sfires.

The jungle ended with knife-sharp abruptness at the border of the city-sate'sterritory. The stream
that marked the boundary was the fourth one they'd crossed, but this crossing had significant differences
from any of the earlier ones.

On thewest Sde of the stream—the "civilized" s de—there were large mounds every few hundred
yards. They were surmounted by oddly constructed houses, and more mounds and houses were
scattered throughout the valey of fields and orchards. The houses had no lower-floor doorways, and the
upper floors extended out to overhang the walls of the lower sections, which were very stoutly
congructed. For the life of him, Roger couldn't figure out why they were designed that way, but from
their placement, they were clearly intended to defend thefields.

Also scattered aong the banks of theirrigation ditches and poor roads were very smple huts.
Compared to them, the huts of Cord's village were masterpieces. These were more stacks of barleyrice
straw than true dwellings, and Roger was fairly sure they were temporary shelter for the peasantswho
worked the land. No doubt they were expected to wash away with the regular seasonal floods, for they
could certainly be "rebuilt"—if that wasn't too grand aterm—esasily enough.

The cultivation of barleyrice took up the mgority of the severd square kilometers of cleared land.
Unlike Terranrice, it was dry farming, and Roger thought it might be atradable grain in the Empire. It
was as easy to prepare asrice but had more and better taste, and if it lacked some amino acids, so did
rice. Combined with the proper terrestria foods, it would provide abalanced diet.

It was clear that the Single biggest difficulty in cultivating the grain around Q'Nkok wasn't the jungle,
but rains and floods. Most of thefields, especialy in the lower areas near theriver, were surrounded by
dikesintended to keep water out, not in. Lifting pumps, like asort of reverse waterwhed, were
everywhere, pulling water out of depressions cut into the corners of the fields. Some were driven by
peasants pushing circle whedl's, but most were attached to crude windmills.

What was not evident were reasonably sized domestic animals. Asthey emerged from thejungle,
they'd seen aline of what Cord identified as pack beasts entering the distant city, and Roger, along with
severd of the Marines, had used hishelmet to zoom in on the large creatures. They'd been surprised, for



the beasts were apparently identica to the flar beast which had threatened Cord. When Roger
commented on it, Cord had responded with a grunting laugh and indicated that athough the pack beasts,
which he cadled flar-ta, might look the same as the creature he called flar-ke, which Roger had killed,
there were huge differences between the two obvioudy related species.

The peasants who worked the grain were scattered throughout the area, weeding and planting. Some
were donefor the day and were drifting back to their dwellings, whether those were the temporary huts,
the blockhouses near the jungle, or the distant town, when they spotted the travelers approach and
dowed abruptly.

Asthe humansfollowed the twisting roads towards the town, the crowd of workers became thicker.
Some who'd gone ahead turned and retraced their steps, and others looked up from the fields and began
to flow towards the roadside. Pahner had started to get afed for Mardukan body language, and he
didn't care for the hogtile looks and gestures thrown their way. Nor did he like the occasional,
half-understood insults. . . or the way one or two of them waved agricultura implements.

The hostility seemed to be directed more towards Cord and Delkras sons than at the humans,
athough the strangers camein for some heaped abuse, as well, and as the crowd grew larger, itsmood
got uglier. By the time they neared the city walls, alarge mob had gathered, and more people flowed out
frominsdethewallstojoinit. Shouts and thelocal equivaent of catcalls grew louder and bolder, and
Pahner recognized a building riot with the Marines asits object.

"Company, pull in. I want a coil perimeter around Roger. Standard riot procedure. Armor to the
front, link arms. Second layer, fix bayonets and prepare to repel rioters.”

The Marines responded with automatic precision, folding the spread-out formation in which they'd
been moving into acircle around the command group. Julian's armored squad moved to the section of
road facing the city and passed their wegpons back. The ChromSten-clad powered armor was capable
of lifting fivetimesits own weight, and no known Mardukan wegpon could damage it, So mere wegpons
would only have been in the way for riot work.

The poorly graded road was about ten meters wide and bordered by high dikes, which dlowed the
coil formation to block it like acork. The group at the Marines back was relatively small—no more than
fifty or sxty individuas. For it to join with the larger group spilling from the city, it would have to trample
the growing cropsto elther side of the road. That balked them, since farmers tended to care about such
things. A few of them rushed the rear ranksinstead, trying to break through, and they went over theline
from crowding to attacking. The bayonets protruding over the wdl of Marinesin the rearmost rank drove
them back despite their large size. One Marine was badly injured by athreshing flail that cracked his
clavicle, but his companions beat the Mardukans back without being forced to open fire.

At the front, the armored squad stymied the movement of the mob from the city. The newcomers
obvioudy weren't farmers, for they were far more ready to spread out over the fields, but they were also
less aggressive than the group at the rear. They threw afew stones, but their main wegpon was lumps of
fecd matter. The armored Marines quickly learned to dodge the stinking projectiles after one of thefirst
hit Poertena. His sul phurous comments were aclear violation of his orders from the sergeant mgor, but
she forbore to point that out, and some of them were so accidentaly accurate it was hilarious.

Unfortunatdly, the Situation was a stlalemate. The town-dwellers couldn't get past Julian's squad, but
neither could the Marines get past them without employing alevel of force guaranteed to cause serious
Mardukan casuaties. Pahner was tempted to do just that asthe rain of stones and other matter became
denser, but killing or crippling several dozen members of thelocd citizenry, whatever the provocation,
would scarcely endear them to the Q'Nkokans with whom they'd come to trade.

On the other hand, therioters or protesters or whatever the hell they were were creating sufficient
bedlam that whoever was responsible for maintaining what passed for civil order in the city could hardly
fail to figure out something was going on outside hisfront door. Which ought to mean that any minute
now—



A group of Mardukan guards suddenly emerged from the city. They were the first Mardukans the
Marines had seen wearing any clothing, and even Roger recognized it asarmor.

The leather armor was worn like along apron, open at the back, and doubled in critical spots over
the chest and at the shoulders. It stretched from shoulder to knee, painted with acomplex heraldic
device, and each guard also carried alarge, round shield with an iron boss.

Their weapons were long clubs, apparently designed for riot work, not swords or spears, and they
waded in with abandon. They didn't maintain any sort of formation. Each smply found arioter to attack
and charged, and the mob scattered away from them like pigeons from hawks, running out into the fields
and back around the knot of soldiersinto the town.

The guards paid no attention to those who ran away, concentrating instead on any who stood and
fought or didn't run away fast enough. Those laggards were brutaly beaten down with the long,
heavy-headed clubs, and the guards seemed to have no compunction about the use of deadly force.
Their wegpons might not be edged, but when they were done, at least one of the rioters was obvioudy
dead. His head had been split like amelon, but the guards showed no particular concern as they dragged
the corpse—and severd other inert bodies, most of which were probably smply unconscious—off the
road before they gathered back together between the Marines and the city gate.

Cord passed through the cordon of Marinesto approach the regrouped guards, trailed by Roger and
acouple of nephews. Pahner rolled his eyes as the prince followed the shaman, then signaled Despreaux
to take agroup with him. She snapped her fingers at Alpha Team, and the Six Marines chased after the
prince as Cord approached the apparent leader of the group of guards—or the one who had been
shouting the mog, at least—and nodded.

"I am D'Nd Cord of the Tribe. | come to speak to your king on matters of treaty."

"Yeah, yeah," the guard answered surlily. "We greet you and dl that." He looked at the Marines
following Cord and snorted. "Whered you find the basik? Y ou could feed afamily on one of these!”

At those words, Roger stopped abruptly. It hadn't occurred to him that although the Mardukans
were no more cannibaistic than humans, they might not put humansin the same category as " people.”
Hed intended to make his own announcement along with Cord, but the guard's suggestion made that
seem . . . less attractive, somehow.

"l am ad tother leader,” Cord said definitively. "Thus they are bonded to my tribe and should be
accorded the same privileges as The People.”

"Oh, | don't know," the guard leader argued. "They seem like regular visitors, so they should fall
under trader's rules. Besides, no more than ten of you barbs are permitted in the city at the sametime.”

"Hey," another guard put in, "let's not be hasty, Banalk! If you consider them traders, doesthat mean
we don't get to eat them after all?’

He meant it as ajoke—probably—Roger thought, but Pahner had been monitoring the conversation
through afeed off of Sergeant Despreaux and decided that it wastime to nip this particular discussonin
the bud. He looked around for something relatively useless and found it quickly. The hillsthat supported
the town were igneous basoliths, ancient granite extrusons from adegp magmarift. Their surroundings
had dowly worn away until the erosion reached the stony outcrops, but athough the refractory granite
was much more wegather resistant than the soil around, it still tended to crack and fissure over time. That
had produced large boulders that congregated at the base of the hill, which the locals had dragged away
from the town's wooden palisade when it was erected. One such boulder was no more than ahundred
meters from the road, in easy sight of the guards and the few bystanders who'd remained outside the
wdls.

"Despreaux.” Pahner placed atargeting dot on the boulder. "Plasmarifle.”

"Roger," the squad leader responded, spotting the dot in her own visor HUD, then waved her arms
to get the attention of the arguing group.



"Excuse me," she said in apleasant soprano. "We think this conversation has gone far enough.”

Sheld aready relayed the targeting dot to Lance Corpora Kane, and now the dight blonde hefted
her plasmarifle and triggered asingle round.

The plasmabloom |eft ascorched track through the green corn of the field, but that was nothing
compared to what it did to the boulder. It struck with an explosive whipcrack of sound, and the
transmitted heat caused diffusive expansion through the meter and a haf boulder that shattered it like an
egg. Piecesflew in every direction, from head-sized lumps down to relatively fine gravel, some of which
reached clear back to the roadway before it pattered to the ground.

Asthelast echo faded, thelast bit of gravel plunked into silence, and Sergeant Nimashet Despreaux,
Third Platoon, Bravo Company, turned back to asuddenly frozen and speechless group of guards and
gmiled.

"Wedon't careif you treat us as The People or astraders, but they won't find enough to bury of the
next one who suggests eting us."

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Thefront hall of the king's castle was avaulted arch in agate bastion of the outer curtain wall. Unlike
mogt of the city, the king's citaddl was built of acombination of theloca granite and limestone. The lower
portions of thewalswere the dark gray of the granite, but they were surmounted by the limestonein a
pleasing duotone pattern. Although it was obvioudy intended for greeting and ceremony as much asfor
defense, the hall was unornamented aside from the pattern, and it was floored with Ssmple paving stones.
Thefar wall sported large, open windows, which reveded gardensin the bailey and an inner line of
defenses.

Theloca ruler, dong with a sizeable bodyguard of his own, greeted Roger's party in this public
arena. Their passage uphill through the town had been much more muted than their reception, and Pahner
had become increasingly suspicious that the mob scene had been staged.

"Wecometo QNkok." The king, accompanied by a much younger son, greeted them with grave
courtesy and glanced a the humans curioudy and abit warily. Pahner smiled behind hisflickering visor;
clearly, the king had dready been apprised of their demongtration at his gates.

"l am XyiaKan, ruler of thisplace," the king continued, and gestured to the youth a hisside. "Thisis
XyiaTam, my sonand har."

Roger nodded calmly in response. He had taken off his armor's helmet, both so that hisface would
be clear and as agesture of respect. The ruler gppeared old. He had the dightly flabby skin and patchy
mucus that Roger had noted on Cord, athough it wasworsein XyiaKan's case.

"I am Prince Roger Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock, of the House MacClintock, and
Heir Tertiary to the Throne of Man," he said formally. "I greet you in the name of the Empire of Man and
asthe representative of my mother, Empress Alexandra.”



Heredly hoped that the toot was getting these terms right. He was becoming increasingly convinced
that the trandation software was screwing up something mgor. Little glitches were gppearing in
trandation left and right and thiswas too important a meeting to get things wrong.

The"repeat” of histrandation which the software played back to him had his mother momentarily as
amale, which wasahoot. It had actudly formed an image of her asaguy, and sheredly wasn't dl that
bad looking. Hislipstwitched, fighting to smile as he visudized her response to the image, but then, in
response to another repest query, he got an image of himsalf dressed as afairy-tale princess, which
quashed dl humor. This software was definitely buggy as hell.

"We aretravelersfrom afar land who have been stranded in thisone," he continued with the story
which had been decided upon as easier than trying to explain the truth. "We are passing through your
kingdom on our way to a place where we can obtain passage to our home.

"We bring you these gifts," he continued, and turned to O'Casay, who deftly handed him one of the
Marine multitools.

"This device can changeitsform into any of severa useful objects” Roger said. It wasn't the sort of
thing one commonly gaveto aruler, but they didn't have anything else that was better, and Roger quickly
demondtrated the settings to Xyia Kan. The king watched closdly, then nodded gravely, accepted the gift,
and handed it to his son. The younger Mardukan was no more than a child, judging from what Roger had
seen in Cord'svillage, and looked much more interested in the multitool, but restrained his curiosity
admirably.

"Edimable gifts,”" theking said diplomaticdly. "I offer you the hospitdity of the visitors quartersof my
home." He looked at the line of Marines and clasped his hands together. Y ou should be ableto fit your
forcein there

Roger nodded his head again in thanks.

"We gppreciate that kindness," he said, and the king nodded in return and gestured to a hovering
guard.

"D'Nok Tay will lead you to the quarters, and we shdl meet more formaly in the morning. For now,
take your rest. | will have food and servants sent to your quarters.”

"Thank you again," Roger said.
"Until then," the king responded, and walked out of the bastion, trailed by his son. The younger
Mardukan, unlike hisfather, kept looking over his shoulder at the Marines until they were out of Sight.

Roger waited until the king was decently gone, and then turned to the guard.
"Lead on."

D'Nok Tay turned without aword and walked out of the far door, but whereas the king had turned
to theleft on exiting, the guard turned to theright.

They proceeded across an open bailey and up a steep ramp. The ramp ran between the outer curtain
wall and the base of the citadel proper, and the fairly narrow way was dark and dank. Asthey started to
ascend it, the skies opened up in another monsoon-quality rainstorm and filled the narrow track with
vertica water. The sound of pouring water and flying spray in the dotlike space was like the underside of
awaterfdl, but D'Nok Tay paid it no more attention than Cord or his nephews, and the humans did their
best to emulate the natives. Fortunately, the ramp turned out to be well designed for the storms, and a
dight outward dope carried the water to regular openingsin the outer wall and thus out of the castle.

The whole town had obvioudy been designed to take advantage of the regular rains. The main road
up which they'd traveled from the city gate had switched back and forth with very little rhyme or reason,
but it, too, had been well designed to handle the water. Both sides had been lined with gutterswhich
linked with othersto carry the water around to theriver side of the hill, where, presumably, it was
dumped into theriver.

The efficient sorm water system aso reduced, but did not eliminate, the problem of hygienein the



city. Clearly, the Mardukans had never heard of the concept, for the road had been strewn with feces
from the Mardukans and their pack beasts. According to O'Casey, thiswas normd in lower technology
cultures, but at least with the rains the mgority would get washed away.

And it certainly explained The People's epithet for the townspeople.

The narrow ramp findly opened out to the level of the curtain wall's battlements, and the company
was afforded a spectacular view of the surrounding countryside. The clouds had broken momentarily, the
rain had stopped as abruptly asit had begun, and the larger moon, Hanish, wasrising over the mountains
to the east. They were about a hundred meters above the floodplain, and the valley of Q'Nkok spread
out below them in the moonlight. The city was surprisingly dark to humanswho were used to the
dreetlighting found in even small towns on the meanest worlds of the Empire, but the valley wasa
fairy-tae place under the primary moon.

Theriver glittered aslver tracery across the plain and the shimmer of water through thefieldsand
irrigation ditches echoed it. The evening fires of farmers dotted the plain here and there, and the coughing
roar of some beast from the jungle across the river could be heard even at their height.

Roger paused to take in the vista and found Despreaux beside him. Her squad had never been taken
off "close protection,” and shewas till following him doggedly.

"Y ou can probably drop back into the Company now," he said quietly, and raised onearm of his
armor with asmile. "1 don't think anything local is coming through this™

"Yes, Sir," shesad. "You're probably right, but we haven't been relieved by our CO."

Roger started to open his mouth to object, but decided not to for two reasons. One was that scathing
ass-chewing from Captain Pahner about interfering with the chain of command. The other was, frankly,
that it was apretty night and Despreaux was a pretty young woman, and he would be afool to trade her
for arandom choice replacement. He looked back over the valley asthe company passed, and smiled in
the gathering darkness.

"When it's not awful, this can be a pretty place.”

Despreaux sensed that the prince wanted more than asimple "yes, Sir; no, Sir,” and nodded her
head.

"I've seen worse, Y our Highness." She thought about one assignment, in particular. The planet Diablo
had the highest tectonic ingtability rating of any inhabited planet in the Empire, with air quaity so low
children were routingly kept inside until they were old enough to wear a breath pack properly. "Much
worse," shesaid.

Roger nodded, and sensed that thetail of the company was catching up with them in the darkness of
the ramp. He didn't want to break the spell, but it wastime to move on again.

"We need to get moving, Y our Highness," Despreaux said, asif sheld read hismind.
"Right," hesaid with aggh. "Timeto find out what new joy awaitsus."

* % %

The"guest quarters' of the castle were odd. To reach them, the company passed through a
doglegged tunnel sealed with two gates. At the far end, the tunnel led into asmall open area, abailey, and
asingle door into the building which was, effectively, aseparate keep. The entryway was very low for a
Mardukan—Ilow enough that D'Nok Tay had to bend nearly double to lead the way—but about right for
the humans.

The building beyond had three levels. There were no interior partitions on thefirst two levels, and no
windows on the lowest one. The second level had small windows and a simple wooden floor that was
accessible through asingle trapdoor. Thethird level was a so accessed through asingle trapdoor, but
was separated into six wooden-walled rooms grouped along acommon corridor. All six of the rooms
had large windows, with wooden shutters to seal them. On the ground floor was a smple latrine kept
"flushed" by rainwater from the roof.



Roger stood in the largest of the rooms, looking out over the vista of the valey once again, with his
hands on hiships.

"Thisisthe strangest building I've ever seen,” he commented to Pahner.
Matsugae had been laying out Roger's bedroll when the company commander entered the room. He
looked up at the captain and winked, but Pahner just shook his head.

"Not redly, Y our Highness. It'safort designed for vigting dignitaries. We can defend it even if the
King turns on us, and he doesn't have to worry about ustrying to take over from within. The gatesin the
tunne may sedl usin, but getting in here without our permission would be hard. For example, that door is
offset so that you can't get agood run up with aram. I'm happy with it."

Roger turned away from the view and looked at the Marine. The captain stood in the pool of shadow
cast by the camp light in the corner, and his face was obscured. Not that Roger could have gotten
anything from seeing it; except when he wasredlly enraged, Pahner was very hard to read.

"Do you think XyiaKan would turn on us?' the prince asked. The idea surprised him. The Q'Nkok
monarch had seemed friendly enough to him.

"I didn't think there was atoombie onboard the DeGlopper, Y our Highness," Pahner said hitterly,
and Roger nodded.

"What are we going to do about it?" he asked reasonably.

"Get our stuff traded, get the supplies we need, and get out of town asfast aspossible, Y our
Highness," Pahner said, and Roger nodded again and clasped his hands behind him.

He started to reply, then stopped himsalf. O'Casey'slittle lecture had been perking at the back of his
mind, and he decided that now was agood time to start biting histongue. And he had no specific
problems with what Pahner had just said, only vague reservations. Until and unless they became more
specific, it would be much smarter to just let it ride.

"l suppose well seetomorrow,” was dl he said.

"I'll go see about the arrangements downgtairs then, Y our Highness," Matsugee said. HEd set up the
prince's degping areaand laid out afresh uniform.

The sight of the uniform sent afresh prickle through Roger from the itch down his back, and hefdt a
sudden overwheming desire to get out of the armor. The equipment had a cooling unit, so he hadn't
suffered from the heat and humidity as much asthe rest of the company, but it was still uncomfortable to
wesar hour after hour.

"I'm going to get out of this damn armor and have agood rubdown with acleaning cloth,” he
announced.

"Yes, Your Highness," the cagptain said, with afaint frown.
"What?' Roger asked, siripping off the uniform.
"Wall, Y our Highness" the captain said carefully. "Y ou might see about your riflefirs.”

The officer chuckled and shook his head at the prince's frown. " Just thinking of an old service poem,
Y our Highness. It ends'mind you keep your rifle and yourself just 0.' "

Roger nodded. "1 take your meaning, Captain.”" He glanced at the weapon and nodded again. "l
know better than to go to bed with afouled weapon; you never know if you'll wake up with abansheein
your tent. I'll take care of that first. But I'm not sure I'll be down for supper. | might just have aration and
goto bed.”

"Yes, Sir," Pahner said. "If not tonight, I'll see you in the morning. We should discussthe audience
beforehand.”

"Agreed. Inthe morning then."
"Goodnight, Y our Highness," Pahner said, and vanished into the shadows.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Roger bowed to the king and presented his documentation as a member of the Imperid Family. The
piece of paper wasin Standard English, utterly unintelligible to thelocals, and he had no ideaiif it wasa
protocol that they observed. But the king looked it over, and it was certainly impressive enough with its
gold lettering and vermillion sedls. He handed it back after several moments, and Roger launched into his
prepared speech.

"Your Mgesty," he said, throwing back his head and interlacing his hands behind him. "Wevisit you
from adigtant land. In our land we have comefar in the areas of technology, the knowledge of making
things, yet we continue to seek more knowledge of al aspects of the world, and that search often takes
us upon long journeys. We set out on such avoyage of discovery, but our ship was blown far off course,
and we crashed on the eastern shores of thisland.”

Eleanora O'Casey stood back and watched the prince's performance. The toot seemed to be
adequately trand ating the speech into the clicks and growls of the local didect. It wasimpossible to be
certain without any reliable native to return the trandation, but Roger had tried most of it out on Cord,
who had pronounced it fit, so it should be okay. At least so far theré'd been none of the laughs or
grimaces which were norma sgnsof aflop.

"The eastern shores are beyond the high mountains,”" Roger continued, gesturing out the windows
which ringed the throne room. The room was near the pinnacle of the citadel, and had high windows on
every sideto catch the breezes. It was, for Marduk, remarkably cool and comfortable, with a
temperature that couldn't have been much over thirty degrees Standard.

Thethroneitself was elevated and el aborately carved out of some lustrous wood. The room was
paneled in carefully contrasting multihued and grained woods, and each panel wasitsdf awork of art.
The pands depicted scenes of everyday Mardukan life, aternating with images of the various gods and
demons of theloca pantheon. Given the mongtersthe local wildlife gave the natives as moddls, the
demons were particularly good.

It was abeautiful and obvioudy expensive display, and, just as clearly, no expense was spared for
the security of the king. The wallswere lined with guardsin the same leather gpron armor as the ones
who'd escorted the humans to the palace, but this armor was reinforced in strategic spots by plates of
bronze. And instead of clubs, these guards carried spears that were nearly three meterslong. Those
spears were gpparently designed not only for stabbing, but aso for dashing, given the keen edges of their
broad, meter-long heads.

"Wetraveled over those mountains,” Roger was continuing, "for we do not share your form or your
desire for damp and heat, and met upon the edge of them with my good friend and companion, D'Nal
Cord. He has since guided usto your beautiful kingdom, whereit is our desire to trade and preparefor a
gredt journey."

The prince had a deep, rich baritone which had been trained (often over his strenuous objections) as
an oratorical instrument, and it seemed the Mardukans responded to oratory in many of the same ways
humans did. O'Casey had begun to devel op afed for Mardukan body language, and the speech had so



far evoked a positive response. Which was good, because Roger was about to shock them.

"Weknow little of your lands, but we do know a place where atrading mission from our own land
exigs. Itisalong journey from here, which will take many, many months. And it will take usthrough the
lands of the Kranolta."

The group of Mardukan nobles gathered at the audience began to buzz with conversation, and there
were occasond grunting laughs, but the king smply looked grim.

"Thisissad news" he said, leaning forward in the throne. His son, Sitting on astool at hisfest, on the
other hand, looked very excited at the pronouncement. But he was young. ™Y ou know that the Kranolta
areavadst and fierce tribe?’

"Yes, Your Mgesty." Roger nodded gravely. "Nonetheless, we must pass through that region. Far to
the northwest lies an ocean we must reach. | have spoken with Cord, and he tells me that most of your
trade goesto the south. Asyou know, the ocean in that direction lies severd months journey further
away. We. . . don't have that much time."

"But the Kranolta are fierce and numerous," Xyia Kan's son put in. He glanced at the team of
armored Marines, and tapped his half-hand fingers nervoudly.

Roger had been surprised by the amount of backstage negotiations which had gone on to set up this
mesting. Pahner and O'Casey had been up haf the night negotiating with the loca equivaent of the
palace chamberlain about who was going to be alowed into the king's presence.

The problem was the guards.

Pahner wasn't about to let Roger wander into the king's presence without at least asquad of guards.
Firg of dl, it wasn't done. A member of the Imperia Family didn't meet with abarbarian king without
some retainers. But even more to the point, there was no reason at all to trust the monarch, so both
protocol and sense dictated having guardsin attendance. But the locals were no dummies. It was clear
that the town was highly factiondized, and the king had long since mandated specific limits on the number
of guards permitted in his presence.

Commoners and merchants weren't alowed to bring guards or wegpons of any form into the roya
presence. Nor were members of the lesser houses of the city-state. The heads of the Great Houses who
made up the town council could each bring up to three guards, but no more than fifteen total asagroup.
Since the council numbered fifteen, it had become the custom for each counsdlor to bring asingle guard
asatoken of his status. Which meant that Pahner'sinsstence that it wasimpossible for the prince to
travel with lessthan eight guardswas amajor sticking point.

The number finaly settled on wasfive, and despite the stubbornness with which held held out for
eight, Pahner had to admit that Roger in armor and Julian with his Bravo Team, aso fully armored up,
probably had the king's guard outnumbered.

Héll, they probably had al of Q'Nkok outnumbered!
"Even with your fierce guardians and your powerful wegpons, you will surely be overwhelmed,” the
king commented now, in gpparent agreement with his son.

"Nonetheless," Roger said grimly, "it isto the north we must go. We will try to make peace with the
Kranolta" He shook his head and clapped his hands by hiswaist in an attempt to replicate the Mardukan
verson of ashrug. "But if they will not have peace, then wewill give them war to the knife.”

The king clapped his upper arms and grunted in agreement.

"l wish you luck. Well it would be to berid of the Kranolta. They have never attacked thisside of the
mountains. Indeed, they have been much weaker in my generation than in my father's. But the mere fear
of them keeps many traders from coming up theriver. Any aid we can give you will be proffered.”

He looked around the throne room and grunted again.

"And speaking of war to the knife, | fear that | know why D'Na Cord isback so soon." Thewords
were strong, but the intent appeared to be friendly. "Come forward, counsdlor and brother of my friend



Dekra, and tell me what transgression has brought you from your beloved forest hell thistime.”
Cord strode forward gravely, and raised his hands towards the monarch.

"XyiaKan, | greet you in the name of The People and the name of my sibling D'Net Delkra. | bring
sad tidings of continued cutting beyond the Tredline. Further, much of the last shipments of spears and
javein heads have been of unacceptable quadity. | am deeply grieved to inform you that my nephew and
apprentice D'Net Deltan was killed when the spear he was using snapped. It was of inferior qudity, or he
would dill bedive”

The shaman stepped forward and carefully withdrew areversed spearhead from his cloak. He
handed it to the king, who examined it with care. On the surface, it appeared to be good iron, but one
tap on the arm of the throne reved ed the rotten tone of poorly smelted material, and XyiaKan's
expression was grim as he set it down and gestured for Cord to continue.

"This has gone beyond the pae.” The shaman clapped his hands emphaticaly. "Thereis now ablood
debt." He clasped his hands gravely and looked at the floor.

"l amnow ... ad tothisyoung prince. | go with him on his quest to reach Far Voitan and the fabled
lands beyond. | shdl not be here to seethe resultsif thisis not resolved quickly and clearly.” Helooked
up again and clacked histeeth in anger. "But, yes, | would think that if the words sent back are once
again ample platitudes and promisesthat it will indeed be war to the knife.

"And the burning of Q'Nkok will riseto the sky to mingle with falen Voitan's."

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Xyia Kan entered the audience chamber and ascended his throne. The Council had been summoned
immediately at hisindstence. And, aso at hisingstence, the single traditiona armed retainer of each
councilor had been stopped at the chamber door. The only visibly armed Mardukans present were his
guards, lining ether sde of the room, where, at asingle gesture from him, they could stop the intrigues
that were plaguing himin their tracks forever.

And insurethe end of hisdynasty.

Once hewas seitled, he smply sat and looked at them. Just . . . sat. He let secondstick by, then a
full minute. Two minutes. Even the hardiest of his councilorslooked away, confused and perplexed or
confused and angry, depending upon their persondities and exactly how much they understood about the
gtakesfor which they played, under theinsulting weight of hisbaeful gaze. He fdlt the tension singing
about him, but he made no moveto bresk it until, finaly and somewhat predictably, W'hild Doma burst
with fury.

"XyiaKan, | have aHouse to manage!" he snapped. "I don't have time for games. What isthe
meaning of this?"

Since Kan was particularly furious with the W'hild, he dmost cracked. He wasn't furious because the
house-leader had switched out good weaponsin the tribute for bad. Among other things, if that had been



donein the House W'hild, the monarch was virtudly certain Domawas unaware of it. No, he was furious
because Doma, whom he trusted to be both capable and loyal, had et someone sucker his House so
thoroughly.

But he managed to not even flinch, smply looked at the fulminating W'hild and stared him down.
Domawas hardly the sort to cower, but even hisangry eyesfindly fdl under the unrelenting weight of
XyiaKan's, and the heavy slence returned until, findly, the king relented.

He leaned sideways and spat on the audience chamber floor.

"Women!" he snarled. His councilors, aready smultaneoudy uncertain and angry, looked at one
another in confusion, and he spat on the floor again.

"Women," herepeated. "All | see before me are stupid women!"

Thistime, there was no confusion. Fury at the carefully chosen insult overwhelmed any other
emotion, and three or four of the councilors actually cameto their feet. Fortunately, XyiaKan had

warned hisguard captain, and hiswarriors spearsremained a their sdes, but his own hands dammed
down onthearmsof hischair.

"Slence!" The pure venom of hiswrath diced through the shouted posturing of their outrage like a
whetted spearhead. "Be seated!”

They sank back into their chairs, and he glowered at them.

"I've had another visit from D'Nd Cord. He will beleaving for good when the humansleave, for heis
now as to the human leader.”

"Good!" W'hild shot back. "Maybe with Cord gone, Delkrawill understand that we cannot control
every peasant who sneaksinto the forest!”

"Delkra will have our heads!" Kan snapped. "It has been Cord restraining his brother al aong, you
foold Without him, the X'Intai will roll over usinaday! Either | must have more guards, or | must have
command of the household guardsin the event of an attack!"

"Never!" Pgrid shouted. "If the barbarians attack, however unlikedly that is, the Houses will provide
for their own defense, asdways. It isthe duty of the King to protect the town asit isthe duty of the
Houseto protect itsdf. Thisisasit has dways been!”

"In the past, we weren't looking at being overrun by the X'Intai! And if you think that after having a
spearhead break and kill the son of Delkra, the protégé of Cord, that they are not going to attack, you
areagreater fool than even | believe you can be!™

" Spearheads bresk,” Pgrid said with agrunt of laughter. "Oneless barbarian for you to lose deep
over."

"Egpecialy spearheadslike this!" the monarch snarled. He whipped out the offending wegpon and
hurled it at the floor, and it shattered, scattering splinters of iron among the councilors.

"Where did that come from?' Doma demanded sharply. "Not out of the last shipment!"

"Yes, Doma," the king retorted. "Out of the demon-cursed shipment. Your demon-cursed shipment.
That you were responsiblefor! 1 ought to send the X'Intai your head!"”

"l am not responsiblefor thig" the councilor shouted. "I shipped only the finest wrought iron
spearheads. | took a loss! ™

"Neverthdess" theking said flatly, "thisiswhat the X'Intai received. And what killed Ddltan. So if
anyone has anything to say about this, now would be agood time!™

Again there was much glancing around, but none of the eye contact seemed to mean much. And not
many of the eyeswere willing to meet Kan's. Findly, Kessdotte Jral clapped hisfase hands.

"What would you have us say, O King?' he asked. "Would any of usjeopardizethisfar city? The
city that is our home, aswell as yours? What purpose would it serve?’

"Most of you would sdll your mothersfor ahunk of scrap bronze," the monarch hissed. "Get out of



my sght. | doubt that well have another council meeting before the X'Intai come over thewal. And woe
betide you then, for the gates of this citadd shdl be shut againgt you!"

* % %
"—gahd| be shut against you!"
"Interesting,” Pahner said. The video from the nanitter bug was extremely grainy. Therewasonly so
much any system can do with ananometer of visud receiver, but the audio enhancement at the receiving

end did amuch better job with the sound. "Hmmm. ‘It was an August evening and, in snowy garments
cad..."

The nanite transmitter resembled, in many respects, avery smal insect. It could moveitsdlf, not just
stay in one place, and this one had jumped from the spearhead Cord had given XyiaKan to theking's
ear. From there, it was party to every conversation the king had, and it had made it evident that the king
was either on thelevel or avery good actor.

"| think he's serious." O'Casey wiped her face with a cloth that came away sopping with swest. "
can think of adouble-blind situation where he might be trying to crack the Great Houses through the
threat of Cord'stribe, but | don't believe that's what he's trying for two reasons. First, he sounds awfully
angry, and | don't think he'sthat good an actor. And second, even if hewas, any attempt like that would
be terribly risky. Hed have to have a second force available to act asthe cavary. Whereisit?'

It was aparticularly hot and muggy day and the room had both windows open to catch the breeze.
One of Marduk's gully washers had just finished, and even the skeeters seemed to be duggish asthey
struggled through theincredibly humid air.

"He could be collaborating with Cord's enemies,” Kaosutic suggested, tugging at an earlobe. "The
other two tribes. The . . ." She paused to consult her toot and dapped at abug. Her hand came away
red. "Hah!"

"Dutak and Arnat,” Roger said offhandedly. He was holding a bit of meat up, trying to teach the
dog-lizard smple obedience. "Sit!"

It wasn't working. The dog-lizard measured the distance to the mest, the gravitationa forces, and
Roger's own reactions, and flashed out like a snake.

"Damn," Kosutic said with alaugh, wiping her hand on the tabletop. "Down another morsdl, Y our
Highness?'

"Yeah," Roger said sourly. The animal was friendly enough, and seemed to beintelligent, but it was
completely uninterested in learning tricks. It came when called, but not if too much time elapsed between
treats. Although, even when it wasn't called, it followed Roger around most of the time now. When he
went to the audience, it had been closed up in one of the smaler rooms and, from reports, none too
happy about it. It had two vocalizations: asort of hissing purr that it made when it was happy, and a
battle-roar. The dog-lizard was still young, but its roar was aready rather loud.

"Y ou should nameit,” Kosutic told him. "Call it ‘Bullseye." "
"'Causeit's so accurate at taking bits from my hand?' Roger sounded testy.
"No, because one of these days you're gonnashoot it!"

"If we can get back to business?' Pahner suggested. " Sergeant Mgor, do you actudly find it likely
that XyiaKan is collaborating with the other tribes?’

"Nope. That was morein the nature of brainstorming, Sir. I'm fairly surethat Cord or his brother has
someintelligence on those tribes, and we should check that out with Cord. If they do, they'd be bound to
know about something that large.”

"Agreed." O'Casey said. "Cultures at that level usudly know, in abroad sense, what's going on with
surrounding tribes. If one of the tribes were preparing for afull-scae assaullt, it would be known."

"And these people don't seem to have roving mercenaries," Pahner observed. He pulled out his pack
of gum and counted the dices, then carefully put it back away in its sealed container. "What's the upside



for one of the other Houses?"

"Unknown." O'Casey consulted apad and snorted. "What | wouldn't give for acopy of The Prince
right about now! Fortunately, I've got most of it memorized, but we need more information.”

"Right." Pahner scratched his chin. "1 think we need to bug the Great Houses."

"What pretense could we use?' Kosutic asked. "Why do they let usin?'

"Well," O'Casey mopped her brow again, "we're going to have to buy equipment and supplies

anyway. Why don't we send a squad and one of the officers around with alist of bids?"
"That could work." Pahner started to fish out his gum again, and stopped. "WEell just send Julian
dong.”
"Why do we care?' Roger asked. He had, with difficulty, placed amorsel of meeat on the dog-lizard's
nose. Now he dowly withdrew his hand, planning on stepping back before giving the dog-lizard the word
that she could have the choice bit.

The dog-lizard had other ideas. The ingtant the pressure of his hand on her snout was rdlieved, she
flashed her muzzle in two directionswith an intervening "Clop."

"Damn." Roger gave up for the time being and looked up with ashrug. "1 mean, why should we care
if these barbs beat each other bloody? We just need to get our supplies and get out of theway. Let The
People overrun them. Or not.”

Helooked around at the staring faces, and gave another shrug.

"What? We're not here to save the world; we're here to get off it. Isn't that what you've been telling
me, Captain Pahner?'

"We're going to be here for afew daysat least, Y our Highness," O'Casey pointed out carefully. "We
need afairly stable areato prepare in before we head out."

"And we need thelocal boss backing us," Kosutic said, without meeting the princes eye. "Having
strong backing isawhole different thing from just having him say ‘ain't that nice.’ If theKing isredlly
backing us, well have amuch easier time. The troopswill have an easier time.”

"Correct, Sergeant Mgor,” Pahner said formally. "1 strongly recommend, Colond, that we obtain
more inteligence before we fail from either action or inaction.”

"Oh, very wdll," Roger said. "But | hate the thought of staying in one place any longer than
necessary." Helooked out the window towards the distant jungle. "Maybe Cord and | can see what sort
of gamethereisinthejungle”

"If you do, Y our Highness," Pahner said in apainfully expressonlesstone, "might | ask that you take
asgnificant force with you. Also, wewon't be able to spare the armor. We serioudy drained the power
systems on the march here; we'll need to pack the gear from here on out.”

"And that means we need some of those big pack beasts, Sir," Kosutic said. "And handlersfor
them.”

"And we need loca wesgpons,” Pahner agreed. "We have to have the advanced equipment to take
the port and for emergencies, but we need to obtain local weaponry and start training with it as soon as
posshle”

"And dl of that will take money and time," O'Casey said. "And that will require astable base."

"l got it." Roger sounded even testier than held intended, but the heat and humidity were starting to
get to him. "I'll talk to Cord about the training. He's been wanting to teach me the spear dready. I'd
prefer asword, though.”

"Be hard to make agood sword with this rotten meta they've got." Kaosutic looked around asthe
others regarded her with surprise and shrugged. "It'snot abig ded; | know that much about swords.
Good ones are made out of fine stedl, and | don't see much stedl around here.”

"WEell have to see what we can find," Pahner said. " Sergeant Mgor, | want you to get with the



platoon sergeants. We don't let the troops out until we get the lay of the land. I'll assign that to you,
initidly. Move out with agroup and get afed for what we're dedling with and what sorts of trade we can
get for our items. And when the troops do go out, | want them moving in groups. Understood?"

"Understood, Sir. What are we going to do for pay?"'

"Isthat a problem?’ Roger was surprised. "We're feeding and clothing them, and they are getting
paid. We just don't have accesstoit.”

"It will be, eventually, Y our Highness," Pahner told him. "The troopswill want to buy souvenirs, local
food..."

"Alcohol,"” Kosutic grunted.

"That, too," Pahner admitted with agrin. "And that takes pay. WEell need to factor that into our
"Arrgh!" Roger clagped hishead in hishands. "' don't care what we get for those shovelsand
lighters. It won't be enough!”

"All the more reason to have afriend at court, Y our Highness," Pahner pointed out, then glanced at
the others. "'l think that wrapsit up. I'll pass on the relevant sectionsto the lieutenants, including the intel
pass. Sergeant Mgjor, tomorrow | want you find the local market and check it out. Take asquad and a
couple of the headquarters people with you."

"Yes, Sr," Kosutic said. She dready had the rlevant group in mind.

"Y our Highness," Pahner said, "I know you fedl cooped up here. But I'd redlly prefer that you not go
hunting in thet jungle.”

"l understand,” Roger sighed. Maybe the heat was spping him, but he just didn't fed like getting into
an argument. "But | can circulatein the city?*

"With sufficient security,” Pahner conceded with athankful nod. "At least a squad and fully armed.”

"But not armor,” Roger argued.

"Fing" Pahner said with adight smile, then nodded briskly. "I think we've got usa plan, people.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Lieutenant Gulyas looked el sawhere as Julian dedlt with the guards.

"My officer has come upon matters of trade,”" the sergeant said grandly. "He wishesto speak to the
Kl'ke." The Mardukan guard might overtop him by ameter and ahaf, but aMarine could out hauteur
any old barb. "We are expected,” he concluded with adight sniff of derison.

The guard looked down his nose at the diminutive human, but turned and banged on the door.

The House of KI'kewas of a piece with the other Great Houses the squad had visited. Thewalls
were granite, unlike the wood of the rest of the town, and coated in highly decorated plaster. The walls of
the Great Houses were covered in bas reliefs and decorative arches, and the dominant theme of each



House's art wasits primary trade. In the case of KI'ke, the basreliefs depicted avariety of forest prey,
for the House had been founded on the skin and | eather trade. There were no windows on the first floor,
and, asinthe citadel vistors quarters, the narrow openingsin the second-story wallswere more like
arrow ditsthan windows.

Aswith al the other Houses, the front door was massive—over two stories high and constructed like
acadle gate. The heavy wood was a Mardukan equivaent of ironwood that was virtualy imperviousto
fire, and the door was banded and studded with bronze. Knocking it down would requiretime and a
good battering ram.

Set into it, again, was another of those odd doors like the entrance to their visitors quarters. Low

enough to require aMardukan to duck to enter it, it not only put avisitor's head in position to be opened
up like an egg, but aso symboalically caused him to bow to the holder of the House.

The lower porta opened to reved another impassive guard. Thisworthy waved them in, and they
entered one by one. Unlike Mardukans, the humans could walk through standing up.

Theinterior was Smilar to aseries of concentric Roman villas. The outer wall held inward-facing
roomson dl levels, but there was aso an "inner” building of wood which was where the mgority of the
House's business was conducted. The areaimmediately behind the gate was a vaulted entranceway, with
severa doorsto either side. It was open on the inner side, revealing the gardens that surrounded the inner
sanctum.

The guard led them through the gardens and from there into the inner house. Thiswas also open at
the center, and surrounded yet another garden. Passing around the edge of this garden, they entered the
back of the house, where Gulyas and Julian were separated from their squad of guardsand led to a
small, high-cellinged room. The room was open on both sdesto let in the air, and the walls were of
multiple woods, cunningly crafted to give an impression of rolling waves. It held ahigh table, behind
which the KI'ke stood making notesin aledger.

Gulyas had the spid down pat now and nodded to Julian, who began laying out samples.

"Asyou know, Sir," the lieutenant began, "we are vistorsfrom afar land. Theitemsthat we carry are
very few, but of such surpassing workmanship that each is, initsdlf, ajewe of craftsmanship.”

Julian had laid out the chameeon cloth, and now began demongtrating the utility of the multitool. The
part that got to the KI'ke was the same as the one which had so intrigued al the house-leaders: thefina
"blade” function which cut cleanly and easily through one of the soft iron spearheads.

"Thereare only alimited number of each of these items, and when they're gone, they're gone. Well
be holding an auction for each of them," the lieutenant continued as Julian demondtrated Eterna-lights and
fudlesslighters.

"The auction isto be held in the public square on the fifth of T'Nuh." That was Sx daysfrom now;
time enough for the Houses to conspire to cheat them if they so chose. Of course, the humanswould be
listening to every word if they did.

"In concluson,” Gulyas said, stepping forward, "let me offer you thislighter. It isuseful for sarting
any type of fire, and isimperviousto wind."

The lieutenant demongrated thistime, ensuring that the bug was well and truly planted on the dien.
Hed let Julian plant the others, but he wanted to do at least one himself.

"Doesthe Kl'ke have any questions?"

The Mardukan thumbed the lighter and held it to apiece of theloca paper until it flamed. He put the
small fire out quickly, and cocked his head at the humans.

"Y ou say 'not many' of these devices," he said, gesturing with the technologica artifact. "How many is
'not many'?"

"That hasn't yet been determined,” Gulyas admitted. "'For the multitools, somewhere between seven
and twelve"



"Ah." The house-leader made a Mardukan gesture of agreement. "Not many, indeed. Very well, |
shdl ensurethat afactor ispresent to bid and hasfull ingtructions.”

"Thank you, Sir," Gulyas said. "And, of course, most of the money will be coming back to Q'NKkok.
Well be purchasing food, equipment, and pack beasts for our long journey.”

"Ah, yes." The Mardukan lord grunted alaugh. "Y our quest for fabled Voitan.”

"It isn't actually Voitan we seek, Sir," Gulyas corrected tactfully. "But from Voitan there are routes to
the northeast. Thus we must pass near Voitan."

"Wdll, it's still awaste of good transport,” the Mardukan said with another grunt. He seemed
undisturbed by their probable death. "But | have afull stable of the beasts. The best in the city.”

"WEélIl keep that in mind,” the lieutenant said, bowing hisway out of the room.
"Seethat you do," the house-leader snapped as he went back to hisledger.

* % %

Roger looked into the distorted mirror and turned his head to the sSide. The ponytail |eft hair dangling
everywhere, especidly in thisdamp heat. What he redlly needed was a braid but there was a problem
with that. Finaly, he took two more leather ties and wrapped the ponytail in the middle and at the
bottom. Now if they'd just stay in place, his damned hair would stay out of hisface.

The knock on the door was followed by its opening so quickly that the two blended. He spunin
place to scorch whoever it was, but paused when he saw that it was Despreaux. Just because he was
having abad hair day didn't mean the sergeant should be blasted.

"What?' Unfortunately, the question came out before he could control hisirritated tone. So even
without meaning to, he managed to sound like ajerk.

"Captain Pahner has called ameeting for 14:30," the sergeant replied blandly.

"Thank you, Sergeant!" the prince snapped, then sighed. "L et metry that again, if you don't mind.
Thank you, Sergeant.”

"Y ou'rewelcome, Y our Highness," the Marine said as she closed the door.

"Sergeant?" the prince caled hesitantly. They were going to be on this planet for along time, and he
might aswell bite the bullet on thisone.

"Yes, Your Highness?' Despreaux replied, opening the door again.

"Could I have amoment of your time?' Roger asked, quite sveetly.

"Yes, Your Highness?' the sergeant repeated rather more warily as she stepped into the room.

"If you don't mind," Roger said, clearing histhroat, "thisis somewhat private. Could you close the
door?'

Despreaux did, then crossed her arms.

"Yes, Your Highness?' shesaid for athird time.

"l know you're not aservant,” the prince said, fiddling with hishair, "but | have alittle problem.” He
took a deep breath and went on despite the hammerlike look on the sergeant's face. "It's something |
can't do for myself: Could you possibly braid my har for me?!

* k%
"Theré's no reason for them to notice the plant, Sir," Julian said asthey walked away from the
building.
"Sowhy am | drenched in sweet?' Gulyas asked.
"Because. . . it'shot?" Julian suggested with asmile. "Sir?"
Gulyas smiled at the NCO's quip and stopped to look back at the building.

"What do you think?' he asked quietly. Aslong asthey used Standard, no one was going to be able
to know what they were talking about. But it never hurt to be careful.



"Likeshooting fishinabarrd, Sir," Julian responded. "Two exits. Complex interior, but not bad. All
the guard rooms at the front, servants at the back, family in the middle. If we need to take one, or even
two or three, it won't be much of an op." He paused and then continued ruminatively. "Of course, it
would use up anmo."

"Not much," Gulyas responded. "Okay, only three more to go. Y ou can plant those; that was too
much funfor me."
"Ah, that's nothing, Sir. Did | ever tdll you about thetime | stole a space limo?’

* % %

"Y ou never learned how to braid your own hair?' Despreaux asked. The prince had the best hair
shed ever run across, solid without being too coarse, and long asaMardukan day. "Thisis gorgeous
Suff.”

"Thanks," Roger said camly. He wasn't about to tell the sergeant how sensuousit felt to have her
brushing it. " Just another legacy of illega gene engineering.”
"Redly? Areyou sure?'

"Oh, yeah," Roger said ruefully. "No question. I've got the twitch muscles of ashark, the reactions of
asnake, and way more endurance than | ought to have. Somebody on either Mommy or Daddy's Side,
or both, did alot of engineering back inthe Dagger Y ears, but | guess anyone who had the cash would
have done the same thing then, rules or no rules. | even got enhanced night vision out of it."

"And Lady Godivashair. But you'd better learn how to do this yourself."

"l will," Roger promised. "If you'll show me. I've dways had someone to do it for me, but | think
servants are going to bein short supply on Marduk, and Matsugae didn't know how, either.”

"I'll show you how. And it can be our little secret.”

"Thanks, Despreaux. | really appreciate it. Maybe you can get amedd for it," he added with alaugh.
"The Order of the Golden Braid?'

"Whatever you want. As soon as we get back to Earth, I'm rich again.”

"Rich city," Kosutic said.
Thiswasthethird bazaar the team had found, and it was of a piece with the others. The mgority of
the market was permanent, wooden stdls set sde-by-side on narrow aleyways. There were also

occasiona open areas where temporary carts were set up, selling everything imaginable, but most of the
trade was in the back aleys.

Kosutic had initially entered those with care. Sheld been on enough planets and around enough dleys
to know that they contained both the best and the worst available on worldslike this. The Marines had
dispensed with armor, and if she gave them the chance, these Mardukans could be a nasty proposition a
close quarters. So she was dow. And careful.

Asit turned out, the dleys were generally the best part of the market. The small shopswere very old
and established, and had not only the best items, but better prices. Unfortunately, the products weren't
what they wanted.

Theregion wasasupplier of raw material and gems. There was more than sufficient food and |esther
goods available for their purposes, but what they really needed—pack beasts and weapons—were
expensve and hard to find.

She stopped at one of the smdll booths salling weapons as asword on its back wall caught her eye.
The Mardukan running the booth squatted on a stool, and still overtopped her. Even by Mardukan
standards hewas agiant, and it appeared that he might not aways have been amerchant. His left
true-arm ended in astump at the elbow, and his chest was an Escher painting of scars. Both horns had
been capped with bronze points that were wickedly sharp, and a hook depended from the arm stump.



Helooked up at what she was staring at, and dapped his hook with his remaining true-hand.
"Y ou know that?' he asked.
"I'veseenit before" shesad carefully. "Or something smilar.”

The weapon was unlike the others she'd seen in the bazaar, for the stedl was damascene. The black
and silver water pattern was clear as day. The blade waslong for a human, short for aMardukan, and
curved to adightly widened end. It was neither precisaly akatananor ascimitar, but somethingin
between.

And it wasflat out beautiful.

Sheld seen swords of that type on severa worlds, but al of them were much more advanced than
thisonéstech leve. Or than thelocd tech leve, at least.

"Whereisit from?' she asked.

"Ah," the merchant said, clapping his cross hands. "That'sthe sad part. Thisisarelic of Voitan. |
have heard of you visitors, you 'humans.' Y ou are from afar land, so do you know the story of Voitan?

"Someof it," Kosutic admitted. "But why don't you tdll it to me from the beginning?'

"Have asedt," the loca invited, and reached into abag to extract aclay jug. "Drink?"

"Don't mind if | do." Kosutic looked over her shoulder at the small group which had been following
her around. Besides Koberda's squad, it consisted of Poertena and three of Cord's nephews. "Y ou guys

gocirculate" They'd each been given an Eternalight and alighter. "Do alittle trading. See what they
bring. I'll be here"

"Do you want someone to stay with you, Sergeant Mgor?' Sergeant Koberda asked. Histone was
mild, but the orders had been fairly drict.

Kosutic raised an eyebrow at the merchant, who grunted in reply.

"No," she said with a headshake. "I'm just gonna Sit here and shoot the shit for awhile. I'll givea
holler when I'm ready to head back, and we can link up.”

"Aye." Koberda gestured at his squad; he'd seen a place that looked alot like abar afew dleys
back. "Well becirculating.”

* * %

Poertena followed Denat down the alleyway. He figured that three of Cord's nephews counted as"'a
group,” and the Mardukan swore he knew the best pawn shop in the city.

The shopkeepers and artisans to either side of the narrow way looked up with interest as he passed.
Word of the humans arrival had spread through the grapevine, but he was surprised that there wasn't
more overt curiosity. On most human planets, there would at least have been agroup of children
following him around, but not here. For that matter, he didn't see any children or women, and hadn't snce
they arrived inthe area.

"Where are tee women?"' he asked Denat as the Mardukan took another turn. Poertena decided that
if they got separated he would bein trouble finding hisway back.

"The shit-gtterslock them away," the tribesman said with agrunt of laughter. "And the children. A
supid custom.”

"Well, I'm glad you got pocking respect for teelocals," Poertenasaid with abark of laughter of his
own.

"Pahl" Denat spat and made aderisive hand gesture. " Shit-sitters are for killing. But if wekill one, it's
the knifefor us, aswdl."

"Yah." Poertenanodded. "'l guessthey probably giveafair trid and dit your throat.”

"No." Denat stopped for amoment to get his bearings. " The town law doesn't apply to us. If we

violate atown law, were turned over to thetribe. But for akilling, the tribe will give usthe knife as
quickly asthe town. And any townsman found violating our lawsisturned over to the town. Just as our



tribe judges us more harshly than the town would, the town judgesits people very harshly.
"Ah." Hed obvioudy located the landmark he sought. "Thisway. It's close now."
"Put why do tee town kill t'eir folk for breaking your laws?' Poertenawas confused.

"Becauseif they don't,” Tratan said from behind him, "well burn their abortion of ashit-city to the
ground.”

Denat grunted in laughter but clapped his hands in agreemen.

"They dare not offend ustoo greatly, or well attack them. Or camp outside Q'Nkok and pick them
off in the open until they don't dare step outside their gatesto relieve themselves. But they can aso attack
us, attack our towns. We had awar soon after this city started to grow, and it was terrible on both sides.
So we keep the peace.”

"For now," Tratan said with ahiss.

"For now," Denat agreed. "And herewe are.”

The shop was smilar to dl the others, if abit smaller. Made of some hardwood, it was abutted on
both sides by other shops and looked to be about five meters deep, but the opening was half covered
with aleather curtain that shadowed itsinterior. Insde, dim shapes of piled skins and containers could be
barely discerned, but there were more goods piled outside on aleather ground cover spread out into the
narrow dley.

The products were amagpi€'s nest of gewgaws. There were afew spearheads, some jewelry
(ranging from decent to quite bad), tools for wood and metalworking, cups and platters, candle holders
of ruddy brass, leather and wood boxes (some elaborately decorated), spice containers, and amyriad of
other items piled haphazardly.

Squatting in the midst of this disorder was an old scummy. Hisright horn was broken at the tip, and
the mucous covering his body was patched and dry, but for al that, his eyes were bright and interested.

"Denat!" The merchant got creskily to hisfeet. "Y ou dways bring such interesting things™ he
continued, eyeing Poertena.

"Timeto do alittletrading, Pratol," Denat laughed. "1 brought afew things, and my friend here wants
to show you some others.”

"Of course." The merchant pulled a bottle and some cups out of one of the boxes. "L et's see what
you brought. | know you'll cheat me, asyou awaysdo, but if you promise not to take too much of my
money, perhapswe can bargain!”

"T'at soundslike we goin' to tee cleaners,” Poertena observed with a chuckle of hisown. It felt like
home.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The "tavern” was alarge tent, open on dl sides and located on one side of the square that defined the
beginning of the bazaar. A series of upended barrels at one end served as the bar, and behind the barrels



the carcass of some unknown beast turned dowly over alarge brazier.

There were several long tables scattered throughout the tent, and the Mardukans gathered at them
shoveed in the barleyrice, meat, and vegetables being served with gusto.

The square was a bazaar in its own right, with temporary booths scattered around its periphery. It
wasn't a planned opening—simply a space between one of the Great Houses, awarehouse, the bazaar,
and adrop off. Two roads led out of it: one down past the warehouse, and the other up past the Grest
House. The square was d o, clearly, ahangout for the guards from the House. They strode around in
their leather armor and carrying their broad headed spears asif they owned the area, which in away,
they did. The merchant eyed them warily, and K oberda doubted that they paid for most of their trifles.

The NCO looked up from his heavily spiced stew and waved to Poertena. The armorer had picked
up another scummy, this one an old guy, and he looked pleased with himself.

"Hey, Corp," the Pinopan said. The tables everyone e'se was standing at came nearly to his head, so
he found an empty barrd, rolled it over, and upended it to provide himsdf with ahighchair. "Watcha
eding?'

"Some hot shit,” Andras said, taking apull on hisbeer and waving at his mouth. "I don't know what
they're putting on that damn stew, but it is hot, hot, hot."

"Sounds good!" Poertena headed for the bar.

"l made aded with the guy,” Koberdasaid. "Weall et freefor one of those Eterna-lights.”

"Ayah!" The new scummy clutched hishead. "That | didn't need to hear! I'll go seeif | can negotiate
beingindudedinit!"

Denat laughed and picked up the jug in the middle of the table. He shook it, took asip, and
grimaced.

"Pah! Shit-gtter pisd”

"Better than that rotgut you served," PFC Ellers said with alaugh. The grenadier took another bite of
meat and sipped more beer. "At least you can taste something of the beer.”

"Hey," Cranla, thethird of Cord's nephews, protested. "We just expect sometastein our drinks."

"Taste, sure," Ellers agreed. "But did you have to add the turpentine?’

Poertena turned back up with alarge platter and put it on the table. The table was long, constructed
of athick dab of amost black wood taken from a single trunk. The humans had occupied one end, and
the tribesmen gathered around them, snatching at the hot dices of meet on the platter. Therewere dso
dicesof fruit, and adiced root the humans didn't recognize. It was good, though—somewnhere between a
sweet potato and awhite potato.

"Smdlsgood,” Denat said, popping apiece of the highly spiced mest into his mouth, then choked.
"Ayeeedii! Peruz!" He grabbed for the beer jug asthe spice kicked in.

"Pock!" He took a huge gulp of beer and gasped. "Whai-ee! | guessthat beer's not so bad after all!”
he wheezed.

* * %

"Where are you, Koberda?' Kosutic asked over the communicator.

"Ah, my squad isjust finishing up lunch, Sergeant Mgor," the NCO replied, putting down his cards
and looking around.

The squad was sprawled around the tables, taking it easy. The heat of the day had been building, and
most of the Mardukans had best it for cooler climates. But it wasn't redlly al that bad under the tent: no
more than 43 Standard, or 110 on the old Fahrenheit scale.

Poertena had started up a poker game. HE'd apparently taken the old Mardukan merchant for aride
dickering over acouple of Eterna-lights and lighters. Now the old guy wastrying to get hisown back . . .
inagame hed never played before.



K oberda picked his cards back up and looked at them in disgust. Poertena had et him exchange
some of hisimperia creditsfor afew pieces of theloca silver and copper. He knew he should've kept
them in his pocket.

"Fold."

Poertenalooked over his cards at the old Mardukan. The merchant looked &t his cards, then at the
pot.

"l raiseyou,” the Mardukan said. He thought about it, then tossed one of the Eternarlightsinto the
pot. "That should be worth more than thet pile.”

"Yeah," Poertenaagreed with asmile. "Or lunch for twelve."

"Ayah! Don't remind me!" Pratol snapped.

"Paceit," the Pinopan said. "Koberda got taken!"

"Well," the squad leader said, wondering just how much the little Pinopan had squeezed out of the
obvioudy experienced pawnbroker, "somebody did.”

Poertena gave his cards another glance and shook his head.

"Fold."

" likethisgame!" Pratol gave acouple of grunts and reached out with &l four armsto scoop in the
pot.

"Y eah, yeah," Poertenasaid as he dedlt the next hand. "Just you wait.”

"Hah!" Tratan said suddenly. He had gotten sense and dropped out while he still owned his wegpons.
"L ook at those shit-gitter pussied”

A group of five armed scummies was passing the eatery. The Mardukans were armed with swords,
which they carried in the open, rather than scabbarded. The swords were long, straight, and broad; they
would have been two-handed weapons—at |east—for any of the humans.

Unlike other guards the humans had seen, these wore full coverage leather armor, with plate patches
on the shoulders and breast. They were obvioudy guarding the lone unarmored scummy in the middle of
their formation, who carried asmall leather purse dung on astrap around his neck. Apparently, he had
lessthan total confidence in the stout-looking strap, since he aso clutched the purse in both true-hands.

"What'st'at?" Poertena asked. He picked up his cards and stayed very, very cam.
"Gem guards,” Pratol replied. He tossed in two for draw.
"Pusses" Tratan repested. "They think dl that fancy leather makes them immortd.”

"I wouldn't mind some armor.” Koberda picked up the beer jugs and shook them, looking for one
that wasn't empty. "If Tabert'd had some armor, sheld till be here.”

"Yeah," Poertena agreed as he drew two cards. It was down to three players, and that wastoo few
for agood poker game. Denat was still hanging in, though. He'd traded a couple of nice gemsto Pratol
for some silver and credit on goods. Now he was trading on some of Tratan's silver and the edge of his
credit. Poertenaglanced up at him as he looked at his draw, then set his cards down in disgust.

"Fold."
Poertenalooked at his own cards and didn't smile. Fortune favored the foolish.

"Raiseyou." Helooked at his pile, and flicked over atiny lapislazuli. It was an exquisite roya blue,
shot through with lines of raw copper.

"Hmmm." Pratol pushed over apile of slver and added hisown lgpis, dightly larger and polished into
alargeoval. "Seeyou andraise.”

Poertenalooked at the pile and rolled over aruby.
"Seeyou an'rase, agin."
Pratol tilted his head to the Sde suspicioudy, then pulled out atiny sgpphirelike aflick of bluefire,



and placed it carefully atop the pile. The blue and red gems were of apiece, dark but tranducent. The
gems of the region were its greatest treasure, and watching them glow in the center of the table madeit
abundantly clear why that wastrue.

Poertena picked up the sapphire and the ruby and put them side-by-side. Then helooked at the rest
of theitems.

"I tink the pot'slight,” he said.

"Okay." Pratol tossed afew pieces of slver and asmal citrine onto the table. "Now it'snot.”

"Cdl," Poertenasaid. "Four sevens.”

"Crgp!" The merchant dammed down hiscards. "l ill likethisgame.”

"I'mout,” Denat said. "l want to keep my wegpons.”

"Why, young tribesman?’ anew voice asked. "I'd be happy to sdll you more.”

Kosutic and the merchant she'd stopped to talk with were both smiling as they watched everyone
else jJump. They'd gpproached the group so slently that no one had noticed them coming, and Koberda
cleared histhroat.

"Ah, Sergeant Mgor, wewerejust...uh. . ."

"Gathering energy for the coming march?' she asked. "Don't sweet it, Koberda But you need to
keep at least one person dert at al times. We're ill not out of the woods here. Clear?”

"Clear, Sergeant Mgjor," he said, and then an eyebrow crooked as he noticed the oddity sticking up
over her shoulder. "Isthat whet | think it is?"

"Yep." Kosutic drew the sword over her shoulder. Theripples of silver and black were muted in the
overcast gray sunlight, but it was clearly awork of art. "I likeit, but | actudly got it for the prince. It was
designed for the child of aking, soit'shuman-sized.”

"Yeah." Koberdanodded. "I can understand that. But what about other weapons?’

"Alas," the hook-handed merchant replied, "thisisn't agood areaiin which to look for large supplies
of wegpons or armor. The wegpons available here have mostly been made elsawhere. They're from
T'Kunzi, or even rdicsfrom Voitan, asisthisone.

"Folks, meet T'Leen. He used to be atrooper until he lost the arm. Now he sdlls swords."

"Spears and knives also. Anything with ablade. Mostly to the guards of the gem merchants and the
occasiond group of mercenaries," T'Leen said, fingering one bronze-capped horn. "Or the House guards,
occasiondly. There are both independent gem merchants and those of the Houses in the town. Although,”
he added, "the House merchants sometimes makeit . . . hard on the independents.”

"Pahl" Pratol said, looking up from his examination of the poker deck. Heredlly liked thisgame. It
was better than knucklebones because it included eements of bargaining and skill aswell asluck. Very
interesting.

"The Houses are dl peopled by bastards!" he went on. "They squeeze us until we're dry, then have
their bully boys come around to wreck us so that we leave town!™

"That has, admittedly, happened more often than one would like," T'Leen agreed soberly. "Thisisa
piss-hole of atown."

Asif to punctuate hisremark, there was a crash of meta across the square.

Two groups, one acluster of toughsfrom the local House, and five fightersfrom ariva, had clashed
near the edge of the square. The home team far outnumbered their rivas, but they didn't use their
superior numbersto overwhem the invaders. Indeed, the invaders seemed to be far more proficient as
individuas, particularly two who were each using along dagger or short sword in alower fase-hand. The
additional wespon was used amost purely for blocking, and Kosutic wondered why they didn't use
something likeasmal buckler shield. Sincetheloca fighters persisted in taking on their more skilled
opponents one-on-one as scummy military tradition gppeared to require, they were dso taking heavy



casualties despite their numerica advantage.

The spears were used somewhat like bayoneted rifles, Kosutic noticed. Their technique emphasized
blocking and thrusting, but aso parries and ripostes which humans weren't normally taught with bayonets.
There was very little contact, but what there was was bloody, for the broad spearheads caused wide and
deep wounds.

Theinjuries being suffered were serious, but clearly not life-threatening. If one of the local fightersfelt
he was getting ready to lose, he smply withdrew, and someone else took his place.

Therival housg's fighters had so far not faced anyone who was their equal, but just as it seemed that
the locas were going to lose totdly, the doors of the House opened, and agroup of guardsin heavier
armor emerged.

"Ah, now you'll see something,” T'Leen said. "The guards from Critawere chosen from among their
elite. They came here to see what the new N'Jaa guards are like, and now they will. The newcomers are
N'Jads elite—they're considered the best in the city.”

"Arethey?' Kosutic asked.

"Possibly,” the wegpons merchant snorted. "But that's not saying much. Theloca bully boys aren't up
to any but local standards. They should go collect debtsfor the House Tan.”

The two groups squared off, and the battle began. Theloca dlite was both more heavily armored and
unwinded, s0 it was short and furious. When the two groups parted, two of the Critafighterswere laid
out, apparently dead, and so was aN'Jaa. The surviving Crita had beaten a hasty retreat, chased by
jeersfrom their N'Jaa opponents.

"Therel" T'Leen sad. "Did you seethat riposte in secundus K'Katal made?

"I don't even understand what you just said," Kosutic replied, tapping her mastoid boneto get the
toot to trandate into Standard. "What's secundus?'

"Down here." T'Leen gestured with afase-hand. "Great move! I've only seen it once before, in
Padot. Very difficult to execute—you have to have your feet positioned just so. But if you perfect it, it's
very difficult to defeat." He pantomimed the move and grimaced when the necessary contortion drew a
twinge from some scar tissue. "Ouch.”

"Whered you learn dl this?' Koberdaasked. "I mean, what? Were you a guard?'

"Yes," T'Leen sad, aruptly losng the animation held drawn from his explanation. "But not for along
time. My fighting daysare over.”

"Hewasfrom Voitan," Kosutic said quietly.

"l was an apprentice wespons maker," the old merchant explained. "1'd traveled with acaravan to
T'an K'tass when word came back that the Kranolta had swept down and taken al of the outlying cities.
Gone was SLenng, shining city of lapisand copper. Gone wasfair H'nar, perhaps the most beautiful city
I'veever seenin al my travels. Gonewere all the other sster cities of far Voitan.

"Voitan held, though. We had word through the few who could trade with the Kranolta without losing
their horns. The barbarians attacked her repeatedly, but thewalls of V oitan were high, and they not only
had great stores of food, but could il trade acrossthe rangesto the citieson thefar side.

"T'an K'tass knew the worth of Voitan. No onein al the lands knew the making of weapons as did
the Stedl Guild of Voitan. No one ese knew the secrets of the Water Blade. And Voitan and the region
around it were the source of most of the metalsthat T'an K'tass and the other southern city-states
depended upon.

"The Council of T'an K'tass called upon the other citiesto send aforce against the Kranolta, to drive
through to the aid of Voitan. But no such thing had ever been done, and the other cities didn't see the
need. They saw only the wedlth of Voitan, asthe Kranolta had, and laughed at thefdl of al that fair
land."

Hisface turned very hbitter, and he became quiet, looking back over the years at that memory.



"The King of Paaot and the Houses of this stinking Q'Nkok both repudiated us. That was before the
House of Xyiaaroseto the kingship. | will admit that Xyia spoke for us, or so | have heard.

"I was on the delegation from T'an K'tass that went to Paalot to plead our case, but they said that
each state must survive or fal on its own. They asked what they had gotten from Voitan that they should
risk their money and goods, and to that question | could make no answer.” He clapped hisfase-handsin
sadness. "l could not answer for my lords of Voitan.

"So T'an K'tass sent out aforce by hersdf. And we met the Kranoltain the Dantar Hills." He
clapped hisfase-hands again, softly. "We were defeated. The Kranoltawere as numerous asthe starsin
the sky, asthetreesin theforest! And fierce, fiercel

"We fought through the day and into the next, but we were defeated. Findly, we could fight no more
and retreated in good order. But the Kranolta pursued usto T'an K'tass." He clapped his false-hands
once more. "They followed us wherever we went."

"And they took that city," Kosutic concluded grimly. "And two othersin the area. And that wasthe
last news of Voitan that anyone has heard.”

"Some few of usremain,” T'Leen said sadly. "A few of the House Tan escaped with the force.
They're doing wdll financidly; they got out most of T'an K'tass specie and went into the banking
busness. Wetdk fromtimeto time.

"And there are afew left of Voitan. Such asmysdf. A few." The Mardukan shook hishead. "So very
few."

"How long ago was this?' Koberda asked.
"l wasayouth," T'Leen admitted. "Long, long ago."

"No seasons,”" Kosutic pointed out with ashrug. "No sun. They don't count time like we do, and your
guessisasgood as mine how old any of these guysare.”

"Hang on asecond,” Bosum said, setting down aglass of water. "Thisis the place we've got to go
nedt?'

"Y ou betcha," Kosutic said with agrim smile. "Or at least the way we have to go. Right through them
Kra...Kra..."

"Kranolta," Poertenasaid helpfully.

"Y eah. Them bastards," Kosutic said with alaugh. "1'd suggest you make sure your plasmariflesin
good shape, Marine.”

"Yeah," the newly arrived corpora agreed. "No shit."

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Roger moved the blade across dowly, trying to remember the way the move fdt.
"What isthat?' Cord asked. The shaman had begun teaching the human his own half-remembered



lessonsin the sword, but this move had alook he didn't recogni ze.

"| took asemester of something called 'kendo’ when | wasin school,” Roger replied, frowning in
concentration. Hisfeet werewrong, and heknew it. "But | can't remember the moves!"”

He made asmal adjustment, but it was till wrong, and he growled inwardly in frugtration asthe
ghost of Roger 111 and dl those generations of MacClintock history fanatics enjoyed a hearty horsdaugh
at hisexpense. Hed fought tooth and nail to avoid his kendo classes. Officidly, he had objected to them
because they took time away from his other martia arts classes; in fact, as held made certain his mother
knew, he had smply refused to embrace their stupid traditions. It had been a petty triumph, perhaps, yet
one he had treasured at the time when she finally gave up and let him drop out.

Of course, that had been then, and thiswas now. . . .

Cord cocked his head and examined the stance. The four arms of the Mardukans meant that many of
the methods of the humans, and not just weapons craft alone, were different in detail. But despite both
theinevitable differences and the partiad nature of what Roger recalled, Cord recognized amore
advanced technique when he saw one.

The two had been working out with the sword Kaosutic had procured for the past two dayswhile the
company rested and the commanders waited for better information. Pahner had joined them from timeto
time to watch Cord at work, and generaly approved. The old scummy had been imparting far more than
just weapons instruction; maybe what Roger had truly needed al aong was a coach.

"It isaways about balance, young prince," the Mardukan said, walking around Roger as the human
moved through his kata. "Y ou're off your center."

Roger stopped, and the Mardukan looked at hisfoot placement, then grunted. He tapped one foot
with the butt of his spear.

"Try from there," he commanded, and Roger took the steps of the kata again, and smiled.
"You did it again, you old sorcerer.”

"Y ou need to learn to find your balance better,” the Mardukan said, with a clop of teeth. "If you don't
have your balance, everything isharder. If you have your baanceit is not necessarily easy. But it isfar
esser than otherwise”

He looked up as PFC Kraft entered the salle. The training room wasin a part of the castle distant
from the visitors quarters, so there was a squad of Marines outside the door, and the rifleman tapped his
helmet to indicate that hed received atransmisson.

"Captain Pahner sayshed liketo see you, Y our Highness. At your earliest convenience.”

Roger opened his mouth to retort angrily at the interruption of his sesson, then closed it again as
Cord laid ahand on hisarm.

"WEell betherein amoment,” the Mardukan said. ""Please send the Captain the Prince's regards.”
Kraft nodded and withdrew, and, as the door closed, Cord grunted in laughter.

"Center, young prince. The wise monarch ligensto his generalsin matters of war, to hisminigersin
meatters of state, and to his people in matters of mordity."

"Hal" Roger laughed. "Where did you hear that one?"
"It wasin the writings of the Sage of K'land," the barbarian shaman admitted with ashrug.

"Why inthe hdll did you go back to the jungle?' Roger asked as he picked up a cleaner cloth to wipe
down from the workout. He'd discovered that the shaman was as well read as any sagein the city, one of
the reasons XyiaKan listened to his pronouncements with such care. Hewas far more than just a"dumb
barbarian," and now he clapped hisfase-handsin a Mardukan shrug.

"I had dutiesto discharge to my tribe. It needed a shaman; | was the shaman.”
"I hope Tetan can fulfill thetrust you placed in him."
Roger shook the cloth to clear the mgority of thefilth it had picked up. The cleaner cloths actively



removed dirt and grime from any surface and were easily cleaned for reuse. Unfortunately, they

eventua ly wore out, and soon the company would have to find a subgtitute, which wouldn't be easy. The
Mardukans didn't bathe. They didn't need to, and their mucus coverings would have prevented the use of
anything like sogps. They did have some cleaners designed for equipment, but they were unbelievably
harsh. It would bean . . . experience to take abath in them. Rather like lathering up with bathroom
cleaner, Roger suspected.

There were many smilar problems. Equipment had aready started to break down in the oppressive
heat and humidity. Severa Marines were dready without functioning helmets, and two plasmarifleshad
been deadlined by Poertena. Asthe journey went on, it would only get worse, and Roger wondered idly
what they would look like at the end of the trip. Would they be covered in skins and swinging swords
like the one he was putting away? It was an unpleasant thought when he considered that their ultimate
objective was afortified spaceport.

"Wedl have chalengesto face," Cord said, and Roger had a sudden sense that the old Mardukan
was responding to much more than the prince's comment about Teltan, asif he could read the other
thoughts flowing through his as'smind.

"Itiseach man'slifetoriseor fal to his chalenges,” the shaman went on gently. "Thus are we
judged.”

* k%

The command group sat on pillows on the floor of the room which had been designated asthe
headquarters. It wasthefirgt time since they'd | eft the shuttles that they'd al been gathered inasingle
place, and Roger gave asilent snort as he thought about what one grenade in the room would do.
However, the only grenades werein the hands of the Marines, and they, so far, were supporting the
chain of command. Or Pahner, at lesst.

The captain stood at the end of the room at parade rest as Lieutenant Jasco, the last member of the
command group, came in and grabbed a seat. Pahner waited to be certain dl of them had their pads out,
then cleared histhroat.

"Lieutenant Gulyas and Sergeant Julian have finished analyzing the take from their listening devices,
and they're prepared to report on just what were facing here. Lieutenant Gulyas has suggested that Julian
present the data. Julian?" he concluded, glancing at the noncom who'd been trying to stay inconspicuous
inthe corner.

Thenormally irrepressible sergeant was clearly ill at ease as he got to hisfeet and took Pahner's
place, looked around the room at the assembled officers, and activated his own pad.

"Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, glancing a Cord, squatting behind Roger, "this report has been
developed from severa sources besides our monitoring devices. However, all sources clearly point to
one concluson: we'rein asnake-pit.

"There are saverd factionsin thistown, most of them working at one or another plot, and mostly to
cross purposes. If any of the locals, including the King, have any idea of just how many of these plots and
counterplotstheretruly are, | would be very surprised.

"Thesingle plot that's of particular interest to us, however, isthe one which focuses on the issue of
woodcutting, and why the woodcutters continue to violate treaty provisions, despite repeated threats
from Cord'stribe." Helooked at Lieutenant Gulyas asif in question, but the officer only nodded and
madea'go on" gesture with one hand.

"Asit happens," Julian said, turning back to the rest of hisaudience, "the Lieutenant and | seeaclear
opportunity in this Stuation for us. What we needisto. . . ."

"Would you mind explaining that to me again?' theking said carefully.

Cuitting through protocol to arrange the meeting, especidly quickly, had been difficult. Inthe end, the
"guest list" had come down to XyiaKan, Roger, O'Casey, Pahner, H'Nal Grak, the commander of the



king's guards (and the only one in the room with avisible wegpon), and Sergeant Julian. The choice for
thefind human member had been between Jdulian or theintelligence lieutenant, but Gulyas had
recommended that they take the NCO. It turned out that most of the plan had been Julian'sfrom thefirst.

"Youreinwha wecdl rok-toi, Your Mgesty," he responded now. "That's a complicated and nasty
foodinour...land. .. that smellsto high heaven.

"There are three Houses involved in acomplex plot against your House. They've been sending the
woodcutters and hunters, managed through intermediaries, into the woods to stir up The People. They've
aso switched out the high-quaity goodsin the last two shipmentsfor those of lesser quality, dsoto
enrage Cord's people.

"At the sametime, they've been resisting your callsfor increased defense, because they plan on
taking over thetown, using agroup of Kranolta."

"That'sthe part I'm afraid | don't understand,” the king admitted. "Not even the C'Rtena could be
stupid enough to believe they could control the Kranoltainsde the city walsl Could they?!

"Frankly, Your Mgesty," O'Casey replied, "that's exactly what they beieve. The group of Kranolta
they've hired isfairly small, only afew hundred, and most of them will be fighting The People outsde the
walls. But they've been promised that after the fighting they can sack portions of the city: specificdly, the
bazaars where the independent tradesmen are based. The conspirators are of the opinion that they can
limit the depredations of the Kranolta to the bazaars and the lesser houses. Perhaps one or two of the
great Houses who aren't part of their plot. But any damage to those groups would only leavethemina
better position at the end.”

"They'remad!" Grak snarled. The scarred old soldier grunted in grim humor &t the thought. "If the
Kranoltaleave one stone standing on another, it will only be so that thereé's something left for the rest of
their tribeto pick over!”

"Well, yesand no," dulian said. "Our . . . information includes data on the Kranoltawhichis
agoparently new. It gppears Voitan did fdl, findly, but the Kranoltawere sgnificantly reduced in number
in the process. The tribe remains smaller than it was, and it's more or less stagnated since thefdl of
Voitan." Theinted NCO shrugged. "Of course, even granting al of that, | till think the correlation of
forcesisadverse”

Grak trandated the trandation and laughed again. "Adverse. Y es. And what do they think we shall be
doing, hmmm? When they |et the Kranoltain through the gates?'

"What they think, Generd," Pahner answered, "isthat most of you will be dead. The Roya Guard is
responsible for the defense of the city, and you'll spend yourselvesfighting The People. Then the
Kranoltawill comein, wipe out the remnants of both forces, destroy the competitor minor Houses, and
sack the independents in the bazaars. The King, who enjoys support among both groups, will be left
without either a support base or aguard. He may keep the castle, but it's more likely hell be deposed by
the remaining guards.”

"I'm fascinated to hear this" the king said. "But | would be even more fascinated to know where you
heard it."

The humans had discussed how to answer that question when it inevitably arose, and had cometo
the conclusion that there was no good response. Pahner had originally wanted to avoid telling the locals
anything which might reved their intelligence-geathering capabilities or, even moreimportantly, limitations.
Then thered been the ticklish point that admitting that they'd spied on the Great Houses—and
how—would probably start the king wondering whether or not they'd spied on him.

It was O'Casey, backed by Kosutic, who'd put forth the counter argument. By imperial standards,
Q'Nkok and its monarch were primitive, but that certainly didn't mean Xyia Kan was unsophisticated.
Thelikelihood that they'd spied upon him was going to occur to him whatever they said, so there was
little point trying to hide the fact that they could. On the other hand, the king's confidence in them required
that they at least make an attempt to convince him that they could gather otherwise unobtainable



information reliably, and Julian faced the monarch squarely.
"Your Mgesty," he said, "the information was gathered through what we would call ‘technica means!’

Theking considered the sergeant's toot's trand ation effort for amoment, then grunted.

" "'The way of pumps?What in the Nine Halls of Kratchu does that mean?'

"I'm afraid our trandations aren't quite up to explaining that, Y our Mgesty,” Roger told him, and
Pahner hid asmile a his unwontedly diplomatic tone. ™Y our irrigation systems and their pumps require
the services of highly skilled mechanics, so the device which trandates for us chose that term to substitute
for one of our language's terms which refers to something which aso requires great skill and long training.
With dl respect, you've seen our multitools and other devices. Could your artisans duplicate them? Or
explain to another how they function?'

"No." The king didn't appear excessvely pleased at making the concession, but he made it promptly.
"That's because our artisans have learned things yours have not yet discovered, Your Mgesty,”

O'Casey stepped in, once again wearing her diplomat's hat. " And those same artisans have constructed
deviceswhich may beusedto. . . observe and listen unobtrusively at a distance.”

"Y ou have mechanicd spies?' The king glanced around the meeting room with a suddenly speculative
expression, then returned to his attention to O'Casey.

"Ah, yes. That isto say, in amanner of speaking—"

"That must be amarvelous advantage . . . assuming that it'strue. And that your description of what
they've reported to you is accurate.”

"Y ou're wise to consider whether or not we might have motives of our own to deceive you, Y our
Maesty," Pahner said camly. "But would it be possible, now that we've brought thisinformation together
for you, for you to confirm it by other means without alowing any of your enemiesto redize you have?'

The king thought about that for amoment, and looked at Grak. The old soldier fluttered his hands,
and then, finally, clapped them in agreement and turned to the humans himself.

"Yes" heanswered.

"And if we do confirm it, the method by which you obtained it will be beside the point,” the king told
Pahner. "The question is, what shal we do about it if your reports prove accurate?’

"Actudly,” Pahner replied with agrim smile, "that'sthe easy part, Y our Mgesty."
"Wekill themadl," Julian sad.

"And let the gods sort them out." Grak snorted. "Y es, I've heard that one. But how? Three Houses
againg the Royd Guardisdtill a. . . What was that term you used?'

" 'An adverse correlation of forces,'" the sergeant answered. "Actudly, you'd be at just about at
parity, with the advantage of asingle unified command againgt abunch of conspirators who don't trust
anybody—including each other—as far asthey can throw them. Of course, they've been planning this for
quiteawhile, so at best, you'd have about afifty-fifty chance of kicking their butts. However, Y our
Magjesty, Generd Grak, there's an intersection of needs here. We need equipment, supplies, and
trangportation across this continent. Frankly, we need funding.”

"And you need aforceto crack this conspiracy,” O'Casey cut in, smoothly maintaining the
double-team approach. "Our company can supply that force. Well break the conspiracy, uncover dl the
evidence you need to prove the conspirators intent to bring in the Kranolta, point out the other Houses
that were aware of the woodcutting part of the plot, and force concessonsfrom al of them in your favor.
In return, well retain aportion of the seizure and fines, and you'll lend your weight to the filling of our
needs so that we obtain the quality of goods and services we need.”

"Mutua benefit, indeed,” the king murmured. He rubbed hishorns. "I, of course, thereissuch a
conspiracy.”



"Thereis," Pahner said. "But confirm it, by all means. Please. In the meantime, weld like to begin
cross-training our peoplein loca wegponry with your guard. That will make agood cover for getting
integrated with them.

"But we would greetly gppreciateit if you could make your inquiries quickly, Your Mgesty. Weve
discovered that we have a particular need to strike before the auction we've arranged for our goods. It
turns out that the Great Houses have aso conspired to fix the bidding,” the captain finished sourly.

"Yes, they would." XyiaKan gave agrunting chuckle. "Have no fear. | shal makeinquiries quickly,
and if they are, in fact, conspiring to release the Kranolta upon the city, then we shdl act even more
quickly."

"But beyond this," Roger said, "there's ill the problem of wood. The crisswhich the conspirators
arebusy explaiting isnt entirdly artificia.”

Pahner was ahighly trained, superbly disciplined professiond. Which explained why he didn't whed
around to glare at the prince. Roger had done quite well in helping to explain why they couldn't explain
how their "mechanica spies’ worked, but that contribution to the meeting had been discussed and agreed
upon ahead of time. Given hisrank among the human visitors, it had been dl but imperative to put the
weight of his princdly status behind that explanation, and the fact that he had aflair for the local language
had a so been afactor.

No one, however, had suggested that His Highness had anything else to add. Certainly no one had
discussed anything € se he might contribute, which meant that whatever he was up to now was going to
be ad-lib. So the captain gritted his teeth and reminded himself that he couldn't rip hisroya charge's head
off. At least, not in front of outsiders. All he could do was pray that whatever harebrained idea the young
idiot was going to concoct thistime wouldn't queer the dedl just when things had been going so
satisfactorily.

"No," XyiaKan agreed with ahissof dissatisfaction. "It isnt artificid. If it were, they wouldn't be gble
to useit so effectively. We must have anew source of wood if QNKkok isto survive, but weve
exhausted our supply in the areathe X'Intai permit usto cut, and the Kranolta hold the other sde of the
river. Woodcutters who crossto their side of the river do not return. Some solution to this must be found,
for it would be pointless to stop the conspiracy and still have the X'Intai attack.”

"As| understand it,” Roger said, nodding in agreement, "besides building, the mgority of the wood
cut for QNkok isused for cooking and metalworking. Mostly as charcod. Isthat right?

"Yes," Grak answered. "The mgority isused in cooking fires."
"For which coa would work just aswell, wouldn't it?" Roger asked, tugging on hisbraid.

"Cod?' XyiaKan produced aMardukan frown. "Perhaps. It's used in some other cities, at any rate.
But therés no cod source anywhere nearby.”

"Actudly,"” Roger said with agrin, "theré's one on the other side of The Peopl€esterritory. Just upriver
from Cord'svillage, in the mountains. In fact, | saw indications of severa unmined mineras up there, and
just down the mountain from the cod, at Cord's village, the river becomes navigable.”

"So the coa could be packed to the village on flar-ta," the king said with a pensive expression, "then
transferred to boats for the trip to the city. But I've heard of thisvaley. It isfilled with yaden. Who would
be so foolish asto go there to dig mines?’

"Well," Roger sad with athin, cold smile, "'l wasthinking that you might start with the members of
the deposed familiesand their guards.”

Thistime Pahner did glance & the prince—not inirritation, but in surprise. He hadn't heard that
particular tone of voice from Roger before, and he suspected that the ruthless side the prince had just
revealed would have surprised any of his old acquaintances. His tone wasn't crud, just very, very cold,
and the captain suddenly redlized that when the kid had delivered that suggestion held looked agood bit
like his umpteenth-something grandmother, Mirandal. Sheld been famous for a certain lack of pity where



enemies were concerned. Of course, such things could be taken too far, but it also might be thefirst
symptom of aspine.
Now if only it could be moderated into decency.

The king, on the other hand, only grunted in laughter and glanced at his genera before helooked
back at Roger with ahandclap of agreement.

"An eegant solution, young prince. Y ou would make an excellent monarch someday. I've noticed
that if you have only one problem, it is often insoluble, but that if you have many problems, they solve
each other. We have a congpiracy to break, aneed to fulfill, and handsto fulfill it. Excellent.”

"In order to pull al of thistogether, we need some of my officers," Pahner said. "And we need to get
down to planning quickly.”

"Agreed,” theking replied. "But we don't move until I've confirmed this."

"Asyou say, Your Mgesty," Roger replied for the group. "We exist but to serve,” hefinished
sardonicaly.

* % %

On the way back to their quarters, Roger found himsdlf nearly aone with Captain Pahner. He
glanced around to ensure that no one besides Marines were in the area, then sighed.

"At least Mom doesn't have to put up with conspiracieslikethis," he said. "I'd hate to ded with
backstabbing bastards like N'Jaa and Kessdlotte dl day long.”

Pahner stopped as abruptly asif he'd just taken around from abead rifle and stared at the prince,
who continued for another step and ahaf before he realized the Marine was no longer beside him. He
turned to the captain.

"What? What did | say thistime?' He could tell held upset the officer, but for the life of him, he didn't
have a clue how.

Pahner felt breathless. For amoment, he could only shake his head, speechless at the naiveté of the
gatement while he tried to figure out if the prince wastrying to fed him out or if the young idiot realy was
that blind. Hefinally decided that it could be ether, asimpossible as that seemed. Which meant the truth
was the best answer.

"You—" He stopped himself just before he cdled the prince an idiot and cleared histhroat.

"Y our Highness," he continued then, in acalm and deadly voice, "your Lady Mother dealswith plots
ten times as Byzantine asthis every day of the week, and twice on Sunday. And she comes up with, |
guaran-damn-tee you, better answers than this one. She would figure out away to have al the Houses
continue under current leadership on acompletdly different political track, and | wish to hell that we could
do the same.

"However hard we try not to, we are going to kill innocents with this'bigger-hammer' gpproach, and
that doesn't make me abit happy. Unfortunately, none of us are as smart as the Empress, so welll just
have to muddle through and hope she managesto survive al the crap headed her way while weretrying
to get home!™

Roger stared at him, eyes wide, and the Marine snorted bitterly. Whatever the prince might think,
Pahner knew only too well just how fase the surface serenity of the Empire of Man was, for held had
accessto intelligence reports very few mere captains would ever see.

"You think I'm exaggerating, Your Mgesty?' he demanded. "Well I'm not, so for God's sake wake
up and smell the coffee! Y ou think, perhaps, that al of us are here on sunny Marduk because we want
to be? Y ou think that DeGlopper just happened to have afew minor technical problemswhich had
nothing at al to do with your presence? Somebody dipped atoombie onto your goddamned ship and
marooned us on this God forsaken planet, and | guarantee you it wasn't N'Jaal”



CHAPTER THIRTY

Julian looked around the rainy midnight square.

His armor's light-enhancement system made the details as clear asday . . . not that there was agreat
dedl to see a the moment. The tavern had been taken down, and the food vendors had packed up for
the evening. Which was normal. The city dways more or lessrolled up its Streets at dusk, but thiswas
dtill eerie. No people at dl were moving on the streets, and the shutters on every house had been closed
amost before the square emptied. Clearly, the common folk knew something was going down.

It had taken barely aday for the king to confirm the broad details of the humans intelligence. The
clincher had been a scouting foray by some of the city'sfew skilled woodsmen, who'd found the Kranolta
force awaiting word to move on the city exactly where the humans had told them to look. That had been
more than sufficient for the king to give his go-ahead.

The Council had been summoned once again, thistime a night. 1ts memberswere currently at dinner,
or so said the latest Situation report. Now al three platoons were in position and ready to move.

Julian's own squad of armor had been spread throughout the company. Since the chameleon suits
were going to be effectively usaless against the low-speed impacts of swords and spears, Captain Pahner
wanted the virtualy impregnable armor on point for the entry. Which waswhy Julian found himsdlf
standing in front of the door to House N'Jaa, scanning the surroundings, checking his patry power levels,
and wondering if there was something that could penetrate ChromSten armor on this planet after all.

"Teams check in," the communicator said. Lieutenant Sawato had that remote, robotic tone down
cold; she sounded like abad Al answering machine.

"N'Jaateam in position,” Sergeant Jn announced. Third Platoon had gotten N'Jaa, sinceit wasthe
largest and toughest House. Lucky them. They might be the more experienced platoon, but they were
also short asquad.

"Kessdotte team, in position,” came the next check, and Julian wondered if the Old Man were
listening. God knew that very shortly he was going to be busy enough his own sdif.

"C'Rtenateam, in podtion." Lieutenant Jasco's response was late, and Julian called up the remote
plot on hishelmet HUD and grimaced. The remote reported that C'Rtena's backdoor till didn't have
anyone covering it, but just as he thought that, the last few troopers got into position.

Each mansion, unbeknownst to its inhabitants, now had two-thirds of a platoon parked outsideits
front door under cover. Even worse, two troopersin powered armor were poised to lead the entry, with
the rest of the force in support. In Julian's case, the backup was across the square, ready to jump off
ingtantly when the word came. The unit had moved up in nearly complete silence, which, coupled with the
chameleon systems of their uniforms and armor, made it extremely unlikely that anyone had even noticed
their passage, despite the narrow, twisting streets.

The third squad of each platoon was on the backdoor of that platoon's objective, ready to plug the

bolt-hole, and each detachment was aso accompanied by asquad of Roya Guards. The remainder of
the armored suits were &t the castle, ready to move as reinforcementsif they were needed.



Which they shouldn't be.

"All right,” the XO said findly. "All the pieces arein pogition, and the dinner isunderway. All teams.
Execute."

Julian drew a deep breath. He shouldn't be nervous; there ought to be zero danger in thisfor him.
And worrying didn't help matters, anyway. It wastime to do the deal, and he raised a hand and knocked
on the door, hard.

* * *

K'Luss By paused just as he was about to throw the knucklebones. HEd heard that there was some
new game going around, one that used pieces of paper, but he was atraditionalist. Knucklebones had
been good enough for hisfather, and they were good enough for him.

"Who the hell isthat?' he asked rhetoricaly, looking around at the other guardsin the front room,
and T'Sell Cob clapped hisfase hands and shrugged, then picked up his favored ax as the door boomed
agan.

"I don't know. But he's about to bein pieces.”

"Open in the name of King Xyia Kan!" avoice boomed through the hallway.
"Ah," By said as he picked up his own spear, ""'maybe we ought to wait for the othersto join us?'

* * %

It had dways bothered Julian that there was no way to fidget effectively in armor. He wanted to pick
at afinger, or bitefingernails. Nope. Pull hair? Nope. The best he could do wasto fiddle with his bead
cannon as the sensorsindicated more and more guards gathering in the front area. A loud boom suddenly
racketed through the night like arogue thunderclap, and his sensors processed the sonics and
electromagnetic flux and then announced that afull powered charge from a plasmacannon had just struck
something at the facility the HUD designated "House C'Rtena.”

Nice to know the sensors were working.
He nodded at PFC Stickles and stepped to the side of the vast door.
"Gunny, I'd say we've got about max participation here,” he said, keying his helmet to darken. It was

supposed to do that automaticaly, but it never hurt to make sure. Regrowing eyeballs would suck on this
rock. "Stickles, darken your helmet.”

"Yes, Sergeant,” the PFC shot back just atad testily. "Already done.”

Hewasthejunior guy in the squad, which was why Julian had picked him as his own backup. Better
that Julian be stuck with therookie, although, to befair, a"rooki€e" in the Regiment was hardly the same
thing asarookiein aregular unit.

"We're ready here, Gunny," Julian said, and leaned into the wall and pointed his bead-cannon to the
vertica ashetook it off safe. Timeto party.

* % %

"What wasthat?' N'Jaa | de demanded. The booming echo was smilar to thunder, but not identical.
"It sounded like one of the weapons of these vigitors, these humans," the house-leader went on with an
ill-plessed glare.

Mardukan state dinners, in Q'Nkok, at least, were conducted on platters and covers on the floor.
This one was no exception, and by careful manipulation of the seeting arrangements, the human guests
had been placed opposite the house-leaders considered particularly dangerous. And, just coincidentally,
al of those humans were accompanied by Marinesin armor.

"What waswhat?' Xyia Kan asked innocently. The monarch's power had been systematicaly
hamstrung and undercut by the Houses for a generation, the very Houses which were about to be
removed, and hisdinner had been ddicioudy flavored with anticipation al evening.

"That noise," Kessdotte said in support of N'Jaa, sounding even more suspicious than hisfellow
house-leader. After the last acrimonious meeting, hed inssted on bringing hisfull complement of guards



to thisone. Indeed, there were over twenty house guards present, far more than should have been
alowed into the king's presence. Perhaps it was time to act. Sometimes even the deepest plotswere
improved by awillingnessto take advantage of opportunities, and one such asthiswas unlikely to come
again. He glanced at N'Jaato seeif the other leader wasin agreement, but saw only worry.

K essdotte was still considering the significance of the human wegpon when two more booms echoed
acrossthecity. They werejust asloud asthefirst one, and his eyes flew wide as other strange crackling
noisesfollowed them.

"Brothers" He legpt to hisfeet. "It isan attack by the faithless XyiaKan! We must—"

Before he could finish the sentence, two of the human leaders cameto their own feet and drew
Wegpons.

Pahner had been infuriated by Roger'sinsistence, but in the end, he could only accedeto his
demands. At least thistime the prince had made them in private! So when the captain stood and drew his
bead pistol, Roger stood up right alongside him. O'Casey, at least, had the intelligence to scuttle behind
the armored trooper at her back, then out the door.

Each of the Housesinvolved in " The Woodcutters Plot" had brought its maximum of three guards. In
addition, two other Houses which were fully aware of that plot and wereinvolved in others of their own
againg the king, had brought their maximum, aswell. It was up to the humans to ensure that none of
those extraguards did anything unpleasant.

Two of XyiaKan's bodyguards picked the king up and interposed their armored bulk between him
and danger as the humans opened fire. Since each guest's guards were placed to watch his back, and
since the prince and the captain been seated facing the plot leaders, dl their targetswerelined upina
neat, formal row down the oppositewall.

It was Hdll's shooting gallery.

Armand Pahner had been shooting one weapon or another for the better part of his seventy-two
years. The M-9 bead pistol was an old and dear friend, so as he began servicing targets, his hand moved
as seadily asametronome. The small bead pistols had tremendous recoil, which meant the maximum
rate of accurate fire depended primarily on how fast the shooter could get the weapon back on target.
Armand Pahner had plenty of bulk and plenty of forearm strength, so in the first four seconds, eight
guards were dammed back againgt the far wall, staining the pale wood with huge splashes of blood
before they dumped to the floor.

At which point, it wasal over.
Sixteen of the guards had been designated asthreats, and it had been decided that the bead-cannon

of the armored Marineswere abit too overpowering for an enclosed space . . . particularly sncetheidea
wasfor al the"lords’ to survive. So it was up to the pistol-armed "officers.”

Pahner had moved from right to left, concentrating on picking off the guards that were quickest to
respond. Thefirst to react were acouple of N'Jaa dlite, but before either of them could draw a sword or
hurl ajavelin, they were both bloodstains. The rest went down nearly as quickly, but by the time held
cleared "his" zone, the prince's zone was aready empty.

Helooked at the eight blood splotches, al high on the wall where Roger's assigned targets had
stood, then at eight headless bodies, and turned to his charge.

"Head shots?! " he demanded increduloudy.

Roger shrugged and then smoothed his hair as the house-leaders erupted in consternation, some
wailing a the blood that covered everything—the people, the floor, the wall, the ceiling, the food.

"My toot has a very good assassin program, Captain,” he said.

"Assassin program?’ Pahner repested. "There was no mention of any ‘assassin program’ in my brief,
Y our Highnesd™



"| suppose that's because a secret wegpon isn't very effective when it's not a secret,” Roger said with
adight smile, then shook his head asthe Marine's eyes narrowed. "I didn't mean to sound sarcadtic,
Captain. | didn't know you hadn't been told, and that'sthe only reason | can think of for your briefer,
presumably Colond Rutherford, not to tell you.”

"Um." Pahner glanced at the bodies again. The pistol beads damage was too extremeto be certain,
but it looked asif every one of those shots had been dead center, and it happened that the Imperia
Marinesin generd and The Empress Own in particular knew quite alot about combat enhancing toot
software.

Pahner had several of the same sorts of packages tucked away in his own toot, for example. And
because he was familiar with them, he knew that there werelimitsin al things. A package like the onethe
prince was suggesting was basicaly ashortcut for training, probably with somefairly impressve sight
enhancing overlaysto boost accuracy. But it was only a training device, one which had to have a human
interlock if its possessor wasn't going to go around mowing down innocent bystandersin job lots, and no
one knew better than a combat veteran how completely training could desert aman thefirst timeit truly
dropped into the pot.

That obvioudy hadn't happened here. Armand Pahner had a very clear notion of the sort of intestingl
fortitude required for a combat newbie to stay focused—and confident—enough to take asingle head
shot, much less eight of them, rather than blazing away at center of mass.

"Head shots," he repeated, shaking his head, and the prince shrugged again. "Not even asamadhin
your honor."

"Well, | didn't want anybody getting hit by accident,” Roger said. "Safety firg!”

"Now let'sthink safe here, okay people?' Gunnery Sergeant Jin admonished as First Squad entered
the building. He was in the middle, watching everyone e se's actions as the squad's troopers executed
their dynamic entry. The most dangerous part of an entry likethiswasfriendly fire. They had
overwhelming firepower and good technique, but it wasjust as easy as ever to be shot by your own side.

He kept a careful eye on the squad's weapons. Each member had azone to cover, including straight
up, and the team leaders and Despreaux were ensuring that everyone covered his own areaand not
some random other.

"Julian,” the gunny said over the com, scanning the upper stories asthey came into the gardens
around the inner house, "we'rein the open. Be careful where you shoot.”

The rounds from the powered armor's bead-cannons would go through the flimsy wooden walls asiif
they were tissue. There was plenty of evidence that the armored troopers had aready been through; the
swath of destruction looked like one of those pack beasts had gone on arampage.

"No problem,” Julian replied. "Were not firing much anymore. Most of them are being driven to the
back. Make sure Third Squad isready for them.”

"Movement!" Liszez announced. "Bacony."

Jn saw two or three wegpons twitch in that direction, then settle down on their own sectors, ashe
looked up. A single Mardukan, probably panicked by the fire, was running down the bal cony to the right.
It looked like one of the small femaes.

"Check fire. No threat."

"Check," Liszez responded. If the target had been clearly hogtile, it would aready have been anink
blot pattern. "Clear." She disappeared around a corner.

"Target!" It was Eijken, and the grenadier triggered around as the Mardukan who'd charged into
view drew back hisarm to throw ajavelin. Theforty-millimeter grenade hit just to the left of the native
and tossed him sdeways like amangled doll. "Clear.”

"Center building clear," Julian reported. "Entering back rooms."



"Don't get too far ahead,” Jin told him. He paused and looked around. "Time to split. Despreatx,
take Alpha Team into the left wing. I'll take Bravo to theright. Clear front to back."

"Roger," Despreaux acknowledged, and jerked her head at Beckley to lead her team out. "Alpha,
echelon left. Move."

The team leader nodded acknowledgment of the order. Sheld aready spotted adowngtairs
doorway, and now she spotlighted it with an infrared |aser designator.

"Through there. Kane, take the door. Go."

The reconfigured team trotted towards the door with the plasma gunner in the lead. When she was
fifteen meters away, the gunner triggered a single round into the heavy wooden door, which disintegrated
inaroar of flame.

Kyrou and Beckley performed the primary entry. Kyrou went through and to the right and dropped
to aknee. No more than five meters away a scummy was aready starting to hurl the spear in his hand.
Unfortunately for him, Kyrou reacted from thousands of hours of training, and the spearman was hurled
backward by the hyperve ocity beads punching into his chest. Another burst cleared agroup further
down before it could decide whether or not to attack.

"Right dlear."

Therewas a burst from behind the private.

"Left clear,” Beckley cdled. Another burdt. "Redly clear.”

Despreaux set acracker charge againgt the door opposite their entry point, and the thin, high
expans on-rate charge shattered the smple bolts on the other side and scattered splinters of the door
throughout the area.

She blasted the scummy on the other side of the doorway before she redlized it was one of the
femaes. Not only werethey entirdly untrained for combat, but this society sequestered them. Thismight
have been thefirst timein this onée'slife that anything more exciting than sex had occurred. And it had
been brief.

The sergeant gazed at the pathetic, shredded body, then inhaled sharply and looked around.

"Stairs," she caled sharply. "Ground floor clear.”

She stepped back out into the halway, wiping a aline of blood from aflying splinter, and looked
around. She pointed down the corridor.

"Kyrou, Kane," she said, then gestured at the sairs. "Beck, Lizzie." The team leader lead the way,
and Despreaux followed. She carefully didn't look back at the pitiful shape sprawled in the shadows of
the sairs.

Later for that. Later.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

"Clear," Pahner said, nodding his head at the report over the helmet radio. It had nearly killed him to
let Lieutenant Sawato take point on managing the company, but he'd had to be at the dinner. And better
him on the line than anyone e se in the company when that particular bucket of shit hit therotary air
impeller. Except, maybe, Roger. Which till had him floored.

Pahner was not the type to judge anyone by his ability to shoot. HEd known too many consummeate
bastards who happened to be good combat shootersto do that. But between Roger's surprising ability
with wegpons and the occasiond depths he reveded, the captain was feding distinctly whipsawed.
Ninety percent of the time, he wanted to throttle the spoiled brat, but, lately, there'd been timeswhen he
was amost impressed. Almost.

He checked the maps and grunted at the report from Jin.

"Okay, I'll takeit up with His Mgesty. Make sure you hold the treasury, but don't get involved
otherwise."

He looked over to where XyiaKan was sitting. Most of the blood had been washed off, but the king
was gill asight. Bits of dried blood clung to the decorations on his horns and on hisface, but he looked
up dertly at Pahner'smotion.

"Yes?lt goeswdl?

It had, in fact, gone perfectly in the castle. The ring leaders had been seized, and their crimes had
been detailed to the other house-leaders. Those leaders had then been instructed to send ordersto their
own Houses to stand down their guards on pain of the same sort of assault. Pending the delivery of proof
of their crimes, the leaders of N'Jaa, Kessdlotte, and C'Rtena had been separated and imprisoned. Those
who apparently hadn't had any knowledge of the plot had been released to return to their homes; the
otherswere still being held in the dining room, surrounded by the now rotting blood of the dead guards.
The psychologicd effect was salutary.

"It goes okay," Pahner said. "We took casudties at CRtena, which | didn't expect. No one got hurt
bad, though, and other than that, we got off clean. But we havefires at CRtena and Kessdlotte, and the
troops need somebody to come put out the flames. And your guards are looting. My people can't get
them under control.”

"They will," Grak said with aresigned handclap. "How do you stop soldiersfrom looting?"

Well, you can, for example, kill them until the survivorsfigure out it's not permitted, Pahner thought
with amentd snarl.

"l don't suppose you can,” he said doud, calmly. That shrug-your-shoulders, what-the-hell attitude
was the sort of thing he had to ensure didn't happen with Roger, hetold himsdlf. Therewas afineline
between ruthlessand evil . . . and another between doppy and barbaric. At the back of his mind, though,
the song called. "1 suppose that's what makes the boys get up and shoot.”

"I'll send servantsto put thefiresout,” the king said. "And soldierswhose job it will be to make sure
they do s0," he said pointedly to Grak. "And to prevent them from looting. Isthat clear?"



"I'll go mysdlf." Grak hoisted his broad-headed spear and grunted in laughter. "Maybe | can pick up
afew prettiesmysdf.”

After the generd |€eft, Pahner found himself done with the king. Roger had gone to wash, and the
various guards had been dismissed. The Stuation was irregular, but the captain ignored that as he
followed the movement and condition of the company on his pad.

* * %

The monarch, for his part, watched the human officer. So somber and serious. So precise.

"Y ou see no difference between us and the barbarians of Cord'stribe, do you?' he asked, wondering
what answer hewould hear.

* % %

Pahner looked up at the king, then tapped acommand, sending half the reserveto reinforce First
Platoon while he considered the remark.

"Well, Sir, | wouldn't say that. Overdl, | think it's better to support civilization. Barbarism's just
barbarism. At itsbest, it's pretty awful. Atitsworg, it'struly awful. Eventualy, civilizations have the
ability to pull themsalves up to a condition which is better for everyone.”

"Would you have assisted meif you didn't need suppliesfor your journey?' the monarch asked,
fingering the decorations on his horns and flicking off abit of dried blood.

"No, Your Mgesty," Pahner shook his head, "we wouldn't have. We have amission: get Roger to
the port. If this operation hadn't advanced that, we wouldn't have doneit.”

"S0," the monarch observed with agrunt of laughter. ™Y our support for civilization isn't so deep asal
that."

"Your Mgesty," Pahner said, pulling at agtick of gum and carefully unwrapping it. "l haveamisson
to complete. | will continue trying to perform that mission, whatever it takes. And so will my Marines.
That mission has damned little to do with our individud surviva and everything to do with maintaining a
degree of continuity in our political environment.”" Pahner popped in the gum and smiled grimly. Y our
Majesty, that iscivilization."

Roger watched the Mardukan mahout securing hisarmor on the giant pack beast. The creature
looked very much like the one which had been chasing Cord, but the native insisted they were different.
Roger thought Cord was probably right. The Cape buffalo looked very much like the docile water
buffal o, and there was no more dangerous beast on Earth. Of course, these looked like giant horned
toads, not buffalo. Capetoad. He wondered if he could get the trand ation system to start substituting the
term.

He aso wondered, not without some trepidation, if he could master the local mahouts skills himself.
Hed aways had away with animas, and hed been in the saddle of hisfirst pony amogt literdly before
he could talk and hisfirst polo pony before hewasten, so it seemed possible. Despite that, he found the
elephant-sized flar-ta daunting, and he didn't even want to consider how the rest of the company felt
about them.

Still, they'd best get over it and learn. They'd been far luckier than they deserved when Portenaand
Julian turned up with D'Len Pah in tow, and Roger knew it even if the Marines as awhole seemed
unaware of their good fortune. Of course, for al their survivd training, they were much less accustomed
to using anima trangport in inhospitable regions than Roger was thanksto histaste for safaris, but the
prince had been shocked by Pahner's apparent blithe assumption that they could smply buy their own
animals and handle the beasts themselves.

Fortunately, D'Len Pah had made the company a better offer. Flar-ta were scarce in Q'Nkok, and
even with the king's strong support, the prices being demanded had been astronomicd. Just buying the
necessary pack beasts would have come close to bankrupting the humans, despite the hefty dice of Xyia
Kan's fines and confiscations which had come their way. They certainly wouldn't have had enough left for



the other suppliesthey needed.

But D'Len Pah had turned up in the nick of time. He and his clan were something like across
between Old Earth's gypsies and professiona caravaneers—semi-nomadic freight carriers who owned
and managed their own string of flar-ta. Roger had been astounded when he arrived at the citaddl with
Julian and Portenato offer his clan's services to the humans, since no one ese in Q'Nkok had wanted to
go anywhere near the lunatics who thought they could actually get through to Voitan. But D'Len Pah had
gone by the Houses the Marines had taken down to make a personal examination of the wreckage, and
he'd dso talked to survivors who'd seen the humans weaponsin action. Clearly, he calculated that if
anyone could get through and reopen the long-closed (and highly profitable) trading routes through
Voitan, Bravo Company was that anyone.

Roger had come to suspect that there were other factors at work, as well. For one thing, he was
pretty certain XiyaKan had strongly "suggested” to D'Len Pah that it would bein hisbest intereststo
make the offer. For another, the chief mahout clearly hoped to pick up some of the offworlders
marvelous devices and knowledge for himsdf. And, finaly, the scummy had inssted on receiving
two-thirds of his payment up front, before leaving QNkok . . . and extracted a promise that he would
not be required to hand it back over if—or when—the humans actually encountered the Kranoltaand
realized they had no choice but to turn back or die.

For dl that, though, D'Len Pah and his clansmen looked like tough customersin their own right. They
werewell armed, by Mardukan standards, and clearly accustomed to looking after themselves. No
doubt they had to be, sncetheir entire families, including women and children, traveled with them. They
were likely to prove aworthwhile addition to the humans forcesin agreat many ways. . . and whatever
else, they would at least keep Pahner from losing adozen or so of his Marinesfinding out thet driving a
flar-ta wasjust a bit more complicated than handling an air lorry!

Roger grinned at the thought and looked around as the company madeitsfina preparationsto leave.
It was early, barely past dawn, and the heat wasn't redlly on the day yet. It would be soon—turning the
humidity up into the cusomary steam bath—but for now, it seemed relatively cool.

Everyone was checking his persona gear, making surethat it was just right. A strap out of place
would make for a sore day, so it made sense to check ahead of time. Weapons were being serviced, and
ports sealed againgt the conditions. They were down another plasmarifle, and the Old Man had indicated
that they might have to put them dl away in sedable bags. Roger intended to have afew choice words
with whoever had approved the weapons for deployment; they'd only been on the planet for a couple of
weeks, and the complicated weapons were failing left and right.

He saw the captain coming up the line of pack beasts, checking the gear. Since the flar-ta were
carrying so many itemsthat were absolutely vita, not to mention vauable, the Marine officer had placed
asmdl explosive charge on each of them . . . and demonstrated the devices to the mahouts. If one of the
beaststried, for whatever reason, to run away with the company's gear it wasn't going to get far.

Pahner hadn't even bothered to mention the tracker planted on each of them.

Nor was that the only "precaution” the human castaways had taken. Somewhat against his own better
judgment, Pahner had given in to O'Casey's argument and agreed that the chief of staff could brief both
XyiaKan and D'Net Delkra on the true reason for their visit to Marduk. The captain was unhappy at the
thought of telling anyone anything he didn't have to, but he'd had to admit that O'Casey had logic on her
side when she pointed out that both The People and Q'Nkok aready knew they were effectively
shipwrecked. Telling their leaders and rulers how and why couldn't increase the risk that one or both of
them might have designs upon them, but—Iike Pahner's radio listening watch—al erting people with
reason to wish them well to the fact that their trail might need covering couldn't hurt.

"Y our Highness," the captain said as he reached the pack beast Roger was examining. He looked up
at the prince's armor, then back at the prince himsalf, and smiled. "Try not to get yoursdlf killed, Y our
Highness™



Roger smiled back and hefted hisrifle.

"I'll try, Captain. But it'sgoing to be along march.”

"It will that, Y our Highness." Pahner fingered his breast pocket, but decided to forego astick. "A
long march." Heraised an eyebrow at the item at Roger'sfeet. "That looks. . ."

"Fairly full?* Roger hefted the rucksack and siwvung it into place. "Wdll, | couldn't let Matsugee carry
itdl, could1?'

"No, | suppose not," and Pahner said, then looked up as Kosutic caught his eye and made the
circular hand motion that signaled everything wasin order. In the years they'd been together, held never
had reason to doubt her, and he didn't thistime.

"Well, Your Highness, it lookslikeit'stime," he said, looking up and down the line of pack beasts
and the last-minute goings-on. O'Casey, gtill spouting Machiavelianisms from the top of her pack beast
asthe king said goodbye. Cord, having alast word with the delegation from The People which had
arrived to negotiate the mining arrangements. Julian, making motions of kicking down doorsto one of the
femde privatesin First Platoon. Poertena, bickering with one last merchant. But, redlly, they were ready
to go.

"Agreed, Captain," the prince said, looking at the hills across the river and shifting astrap of his
bulging pack. The bridge had been lowered to let their caravan cross, now al they had to do wasfind a
way through trackless junglesfilled with vicious enemiesto afabled lost city. And from there, oninto the
true unknown. He looked to the northwest and tied the braid dangling from under his helmet into aknot.

"Timeto head upcountry,” he said.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Roger leaned over the big kettle and sniffed.

"Isthat what | think it is?"

The company had waged an exhausting battle against nature acrossthe brutal hills. Whatever paths
had once existed had been erased over the years, and they were forced to create new ones. Driving a
way through the choking undergrowth for the big pack beasts would have been bad enough under any
circumstances, but the hills vicious carnivores had made it nightmarish.

They had lost Sergeant Koberda to the carnivore Cord called an atul and the company just called a
damnbeast. It was low, fast, and hungry. About two hundred kilos, it had atriangular head filled with
sharklike teeth, and a rubbery, mucus-covered skin similar to that of the Mardukans.

A burst of bead fire had torn the beast apart, but not before it had savaged the sergeant. The tough
old NCO had held on for aday, riding on one of the flar-ta, but hedd finally succumbed. Even the nanites
and Doc Dobrescu's Magic Black Bag hadn't been able to hedl al the damage, so they'd bagged the
popular squad leader and fired him up. Captain Pahner had said afew words, and they'd moved on.
Marching upcountry.



Along the way, they'd become accustomed to the constant danger. Roger saw it al around him, and
even in himsdf. Everyone was getting better a reading the jungle, at anticipating the dangers. The
Marines on the perimeter now made a game of spotting the killerpillarsin the trees, and the ones that
were on the path were harvested. The fangs of the horrible worms contained two poisons, both of which
were consdered va uable by the Mardukans.

The whole company was changing, getting alittle wilder, alittle wilier. They were learning about
"waste not, want not,” and that if something isattacking you, it's probably edibleitsalf. Which brought
Roger back to the stewpot.

Matsugee smiled, stirred, and shrugged.

"Damnbeast, Y our Highness. The one you killed. Clean shot aswell, which | appreciated. Not too
torn up but well bled by thetimel got it."

"| can't believe were having damnbeast for supper,” Roger said, and brushed arecacitrant strand of
hair out of hiseyes.

"Widll, the troops are having damnbeast stew,” Matsugae said with another grin. "Just wait until you
see what the officers are having."

* % %

" till can't believe that was damnbeast,” Roger said, leaning back and setting down hisfork.

Matsugee had somehow secured not only alarge quantity of aredly good wine, but avariety of local
spices. Thetroops had seen him at various times throughout Q'Nkok, talking to restaurant and tavern
owners, and when the company started out on itsjourney, he had immediately established himself asa
cross between chief cook and caravan-master.

The result was asmoothly functioning caravan. D'Len Pah's mahouts had experience of this sort of
thing, and Matsugae hadn't hesitated to pick their brains. It was the mahouts who'd suggested unloading
one beast and letting it break trail, for instance, thus lightening the load on the Marines. It was aso the
mahouts who'd pointed out that it was slly to waste good protein just because it wastrying to est you.
And that there was nothing wrong with shooting for the pot.

That last point had nearly caused Pahner to go balistic. Hunting on the move went againgt every bit
of histraining. Modern ground warfare required that troops move through the woods asif they weren't
even there, since anything that could be seen could be killed. That aunit was "made out of mist" wasa
high compliment, and shooting at everything that moved and looked vaguely edible was noisy anathema
to his dearest principles.

But in the end held been forced to concede that their Situation was . . . unusual. After looking at their
consumption rates and how far they'd traveled, hed agreed—not without one last, severe tusdewith his
military professonaism—that they needed the supplement. Once held conceded the point, however, hed
implemented it with his customary thoroughness, and thereafter amember of the company who wasa
superior marksman was routinely put up front with the point specificaly to look for game.

More often than not, and over Pahner's fuming protests, Roger could be found in the same areafor
the same reason. He usudly rode the unencumbered flar-ta, like some latter-day rgjaon an
extraterrestria elephant. It should have been faintly ludicrous, but the elevation and the fact that the pack
beast wasn't recognized as athreet by theloca wildlife often gave him shotswel beforethe "officia”
company hunter. And he rarely missed.

Thisday, the only thing held seen on the route hadn't been, to him, food game. The crouching
damnbeast would have been invisible to the point until she reached attack distance. Given their increased
awareness, and the guns pushed to the front of the formation, the point might have survived the
encounter. And, then again, maybe not. The question was moot, however, for Roger had shot the beast
while the lance corpora was still seventy meters distant.

Now he picked at ahit of the lightly spiced meat and shook his head.



"Thiswasgood! Thelast timeyoutriedit, itwas...wel..."

"Rubbery,” Matsugae said with alaugh. "Right?’

"Yes" O'Casey said. The academic was coming to her own termswith thisworld. She il resented
the heat, the humidity, and the bugs, but they al did that, and at least she no longer had to dip and didein
the mud. Instead, she got to ride on one of the great pack beasts, and she thought she might live, after al.
Sheld felt bad about being "pampered” for awhile, but one of the Marines had finally remarked that
O'Casey had never volunteered for this, and she'd decided not to worry about it.

She wiped at her brow and drew a breath. The tent was hot and close, but it kept out the bugs and
the yaden. The latter never seemed to attack when people were up and about, but better safe than sorry.
And since the troops had taken to zipping their one-man tents closed at night, they hadn't lost anyone
ese evenif it did makefor hot, fetid degping environments.

"But thisisactudly quite nice," she continued, taking another bite. "It reminds me of alight-tasting
beef." Fortunatdly, it was aso leaner than beef. A heavy medl in this climate would be devastating.

"Emu," Lieutenant Jasco said, taking another helping of barleyrice and mest. "It tastes alot like emu.”

"Emu?’ Cord repeated. "I don't know what that is." The shaman rolled aball of barleyrice and
popped it into hismouth. He had pulled it from the communal bowl, as was his people's custom. Not for
him these bizarre human notions of forks and such!

"Hightlessbird,” Roger said offhandedly. He pulled abit of his portion of damnbesst off his plate and
fed it to Dogzard, who'd been patiently waiting by his chair. "Originaly from the South American
pampas. It'sdistributed al over now. Fairly easy toraise.”

"Weraised 'emon Larsen,” Jasco sad nogtdgicdly. "Almogt tastes like home. Now, if you'd just
chop up theleftovers and put them in ahotdish, 1'd have to marry you," hetold the valet with agrin, and
Matsugae laughed with the others as he poured Roger another glass of wine,

"Sorry, Lieutenant. | aready had one spouse. Once was enough.”

"How'd you get it so tender?* Kosutic asked. Shetook a sip of wine and picked up one of the
barbecued vegetables. The squashlike plant had been christened yuckini because, unlike zucchini, it had a
bitter taste in its uncooked state. However, a combination of one of Matsugae's marinades and cooking
over adow fireresulted in asurprisingly delectable vegetable course. The cooking, or perhapsthe
marinade, left the dices with asugary coating somewhat like ahoney glaze.

"Ah," Matsugee said with another amile. "That'sachef's secret.” He put hisfinger againgt hisnose and
smiled again, then, with adight bow and a spatter of gpplause, he let himsalf out of the tent.

"All right," Pahner said. "'l want to make sure everyoneis clear on tomorrow's march. Gulyas wants
to have aword.”

"I've been talking with Cord and his nephews," the lieutenant said, swallowing a bite of barleyrice and
clearing histhroat with asip of wine. The vintage was fairly heavy for the conditions, amost like asherry.
But winewaswine. "As everyone knows," he went on, "werein Kranoltaterritory. So why haven't we
been hit?"

"Yeah." Jasco nodded. "We must have passed right by that group that was waiting to attack
Q'Nkok."

"They couldn't have stayed in one place for too long," Cord said. "The gtrip of flatland along the river
istoo narrow for good hunting. That's why The People have never taken it for their own."

"Apparently,” Gulyas nodded at the shaman, "hunting parties go over there when gameis sparse on
their sde of the river. The Kranolta hunt there aso, but only occasiondly. For theraiding party to stay
there, they had to be broken up.”

"Foraging.” Kosutic nodded tugging at an earlobe. "Of course.”

"So we might have brushed some of them,” Gulyas said. "And, conceivably, they could be on our
back trail, catching up fast."



"Do you rate that aslikely?' Pahner asked. He and Gulyas had aready discussed this, but he wanted
the entire group to hear the whole story.

"No, Sir," thelieutenant answered. "At least, not quickly. They'd sill be waiting for word from the
congpiratorsin the city. Even if amessenger preceded us, they'd have to assemble before taking us on.
Even the Kranolta are going to recognize that were a serious military threat.”

"However," Cord said, scratching at the tent floor with hisknife, "that was araiding party outsdeits
traditiona territory. They wouldn't attack unless they had al the warriors necessary to destroy us. Once
we enter the hometerritory of the tribes, they'll attack at every turn. The deeper we enter, the bolder they
will become, and the more they will attack.”

"S0," Pahner said, "we need to begin being extradert. The tribes don't hunt the hillswe just passed
through, but they do hunt the lowlands. Whether there's abig force on our back trail or not, we now face
the probability of regular attacks. And we haven't the time to teach them the price of an Earthman dain.”

"The troops are going to have a problem with that," Kosutic admitted. "I'm worried that they're
getting doppy. Wetold them to expect regular attacks through the last two weeksin the hills, and no
Kranoltamateriaized: just big nasties. Well need more than the Lieutenant's read on it for them to take it
srioudy.”

Pahner nodded.

"Get with the chain of command,”" hetold the lieutenants. "Make sure that they, at least, are avare of
the likelihood. We need to make sure the troops are as dert as possible. These aren't half made recruits.
Remind them of that."

* * %

Julian leaned on hisrucksack and listened to the quiet of the deeping camp. The clouds often seemed
to break for just abit after sunset, and tonight was no exception. The smaller moon, Sharma, cast afaint,
ruddy light over the scene. Dim asit was, it would have been more than sufficient for hislight enhancers,
but held switched them off. The jungle seemed placid tonight, with hardly any animals stirring. Even the
roars and gurgles of the norma night were muted.

That wasjust aswell. He had two more hours as sergeant of the guard, and then he could get some
deep. Tomorrow would be another long march through the jungle, and being stuck as sergeant of the
guard meant damned little rest, but for the time being, he could chill out. All the posts were placed, and
he'd done awalk-around a haf hour ago. Everybody was staying awake and aert, per normal.

He leaned on the rucksack alittle harder and sniffed. Y ou could still smell the stew Kostas had
cooked up, and Julian shook his head. Who would have thought that the fussy little valet could have
become such atower of strength? Or turn out to be such a good cook? The actua work was done by a
couple of the scummy beast drivers, but Matsugae made sure it was done right and no one was about to
complain about the result. The company definitely wasn't starving, athough what might happen when they
ran out of barleyrice and dried fruits and vegetables was another story. Hopefully, their supply would
hold out to the next city-state—

Hefroze at the tiniest whisper of a scrape somewherein front of him. The sound had been amost
below the level of audibility, but the Marine had unusudly sharp hearing. He considered turning on his
helmet enhancers, but that scrape had sounded like it wasright in front of him, and the helmet would take
asecond or to comefully online.

He reached up and flicked on the flash clipped to his combat harness.

The low-power red light blinked oningtantly . . . and revealed five forms, crawling towards him. The
creatures were shaped vaguely like moths, mostly black but with a spotted pattern that turned pale pink
inthered light. A score of glittering red eyes gazed back at him, and ten poisoned fangs glistened. . . .

* % %

Roger was up, out of the tent, and halfway across the encampment before he redlized hed moved.
He looked down, and discovered that he had hisriflein one hand, his bead pistol in the other, and



nothing on but asinglet.

The discovery dowed him just long enough for Sergeant Angell to overtake and jerk himto ahalt as
histent guards got in front of him.

"At least let us get therefirst, Sir," the NCO said with alaugh, and handed the prince his combat
harness. "And aways remember to grab ammo, too. It makesit easier on us."

Roger threw on the harness and resumed his progress more sedately, surrounded by his hovering
bodyguards as he crossed to a cluster of troopers gathered in Third Platoon's area. Julian sat on the
ground at the center of the smal group, cradling ajug of theloca wine and shaking his head.

" ... low-crawling up on me," he said. The normally upbeat NCO was obvioudy shaken. "No
wonder welost Wilbur."

Roger looked at the shape on the ground while he pulled his hair up into aquick bun. It looked like a
giant, sx-winged moth, incongruoudy pinned down with acombat knife, and the areaaround it wastorn
up from its death throes.

Warrant Dobrescu ran asensor over it and tapped the knife. The thing gave afew wesk flaps of its
wings, and the fangs quivered, but other than that it was quiescent. The warrant officer pulled the knife
out and used it to expertly flip thething over.

"Hmmm," he murmured and raised an eyebrow. "Fascinaing."

"What happened, Julian?' Pahner asked. How long the big captain had been standing there nobody
knew, but Julian shook his head again and capped the clay jug of wine.

" was maintaining my pogt, Sir. I'd checked the posts a haf-hour before, and | wasjust . . . Sitting
and listening. And | heard a scraping sound. So | turned on my flashlight, and—" He gulped and pointed
the"moth" on the ground. "And five of those things were low-crawling up on me. Just like afire team.”

"I'd say that thisis the speciesthat got Wilbur thefirgt night," Dobrescu confirmed. The warrant
officer had aMarine shining awhite-light flash over his shoulder and was examining the fangs of the il
twitching moth with afield-scope. "These are clearly evolved for drawing liquids,” he said, and looked up
with ablack chuckle. "1 don't think these are nectar-drinkers, either.”

"Okay," Pahner said. "We know the enemy now. Break it up and get back to deep, people. Weve
got along day ahead.”

He watched the gaggle bresk up, the Marines heading back to their shelters and zipping them tight,
and then turned to Julian.

"Y ou gonna be okay?"

"Sure, Captain. I'll befine. | wasjust shook. They'reso. . ."

"Horrible," Dobrescu offered, and looked at Pahner. "What do you want me to do with the
specimen?’

"Moveit closer to the center of camp. Well burn it with our garbage in the morning.”

"Aye" thewarrant officer said. "I wonder if thisisaforetaste of thingsto come?"

Roger rocked with the movement of the pack beast, his eyes half-closed in the dim morning light. It
had taken awhile for the camp to get back to deep, and everyone seemed quiet and subdued.

He watched the point chopping away alarge liana. A multitool's monomolecular edge could cut
through even the thickest vines like alaser through paper, but the company's point Marines usudly tried
to move through the brush without cutting. The pack beast immediately behind them would clear the way
through most obstructions, so additional clearance would only have been extra effort. Even pack beasts
had problems with some of the jungleslianas, however, so the Marines generdly cut afew heavy
obstacles.

Inthis case, Roger's mount lent its strength to the female private who had point today, lifting away the



upper section of the liana asthe Marine cut through it closer to the ground. While she worked, Roger and
the point-guard maintained an overwatch. It was when they stopped like thisthat Roger dwaysfelt the
most vulnerable, whether they actualy were or not.

Dogzard sat up and stretched from where sheld been deeping, leaning on Roger's back. She sniffed
theair, turned around, and lay back down. Nothing happening, no threats, timeto deep.

* * %

PatriciaMcCoy dung her bead rifle and stepped over the severed base of the liana. She could have
cut it alittle closer to the ground, but there was no need, since the flar-ta's broad, hard pads would
pound the stump to splinters as they passed. Besides, she had other thingsto think about.

McCoy awaysfelt vulnerable with only amono-machetein her hand, but Pohm was right behind her,
guarding her back. And, to give the devil his due, the Prince was pretty good backup, too.

She stepped through acircle of smaller vines and looked around. The ground was getting wetter, and
the vegetation even lusher, if that was possible. It looked like they were moving into amarsh, but it was
al light brush. The beasts could clear dl of thiswithout her assstance.

She took another step . . . and dropped in her tracks, choking on blood, asthe javelin appeared in
her neck.

* * %

Roger's eyes widened asthe flight of javelins erupted out of the jungle, but he reacted automaticaly.
He kicked one leg over the back of the pack beast, rolled off and away from the javelins source, twisted
in midair with a contortion fit to shame a cat, and landed on hisfeet. He didn't stay there. Instead, he
dropped to his stomach astwo-tons of flar-ta tail whistled over his heed.

* % %

The beast's driver was dead, with ajavelin through him, and her own sides had been abruptly and
impolitely feathered with light, iron-headed spears. She was nat, to put it mildly, pleased, and she turned
on her tail, snapping a whatever was biting her. But there was no enemy in biting range, so she turned
her attention in the direction from which the bites had come. Thelittle creature which had been
intermittently riding on her was aready pounding in that direction, and she saw movement that shouldn't
have been there,

It looked like she'd found her enemy.

* k% %

Roger scanned the brush for targets as the flar-ta gave aroaring bugle. He stayed prone asit
charged off in Dogzard's wake and was rewarded with the sight of a scummy, scrambling to get out of
the beast's way. There was heavy firing off to his right, from the main body of the company, but he had
his own sector to cover.

Another scummy erupted into sight with Dogzard firmly attached to hisarm. Roger removed him
from view and dispatched the friend who'd been coming to hisaid, then checked fire as Marines rushed
into view.

It wastimeto follow hisdog.

* % %

Pahner took onelook at the flight of spears and snapped: "Ambush. Close."

There were two kinds of ambushesin the Marines lexicon—close and fa—and deciding which was
which was the responsbility of the unit commander. The &bility to tell the difference was oneway to
separate the schoolbook soldier from the true field tactician.

The difference was crucial because the reactions to each were diametrically opposed. In the case of
along-range ambush, the drilled reaction was for the company to take cover and use fire and maneuver
to assault the ambushing force. It was massively more chaotic than that, of course, but that wasthe
overdl plan.



In the case of a close-range ambush, however, the doctrine was Ssmply to turn into the ambush and
charge. Even with the inevitable mines and booby traps, there was no percentage in taking cover if the
enemy had you dead to rights where you were.

* % %

Kosutic was aready in the brush and accel erating towards the conceal ed foes. Her bead rifle was on
"automatic,” and she wasfiring regular bursts from the hip, laying down a path of destruction to her front,
"plowing theroad.” Again, with no enemy in Sght and only ephemera ghosts on the helmet sensors, there
was no point in trying for aimed fire. Laying down massive firepower in the genera areaof the enemy
was the best bet, and the hypervel ocity beads chewed through lianas and tree trunksin a spectacular
Spray of sap, chlorophyll, and muck.

She burst through a curtain of undergrowth and saw a scummy rear up to hurl aspear. One burst
spread him across the vegetation, and she spun in place, checking her surroundings. Nothing elsewasin
sight, but that didn't mean anything. She knew she was ahead of the mass of the company; her hedlmet
visor had blue "friendly” iconsal over it when she looked behind her, but there weren't any in front of
her. They were coming, though. The rest would be here any moment, and the only question was whether
to go on or wait for support.

She paused indecisively, then hit the ground as the areato her | eft erupted in plasmafire. Somebody
wasn't checking her helmet sensors.

* * *

Nassina Bosum swore as she redlized sheld amost torched the sergeant major. Sheld paused to lay
down covering firefor her team, and the blast had nearly converted the company'stop NCO to charcod.
A corner of Bosum's mind told her that Kosutic would have alittle something to say to her about that
later, but there was no time to worry about that now.

She walked her fire away from the sergeant major, across the line of cover that had produced the
javdins, and smiled as aflaming native tumbled into view and was cut down by the bead rifle of her team
leader.

The charge exhaustion warning tone sounded insstently, and she g ected the ammo clip and dapped
in another. The magazine contained lithium-deuteride pellets and a power source to feed the laser
compressors and initiate the fusion reaction that drove the weapon. The system was relaively smplefor
imperia technology, but to ensure that everything worked properly, the ammunition manufacturer's quaity
control had to be precise, or the condition of the weapon firing it had to be perfect.

In thisinstance, neither was the case. The pellet that dropped into the firing chamber was partidly
contaminated by carbon. The contamination level waslow, barely atenth of one percent of the mass of
materia, but the results were catastrophic.

When the packet of lithium-deuteride was |lased, the carbon reacted chaoticaly, causing a"flare” in
the fuson reaction. Theflare, in turn, exceeded the design parameters of the magnetic containment field,
but even that would have been survivable under other circumstances. There was abackup containment
system, designed specificaly to prevent uncontrolled dischargein situations just like this one.

Unfortunately, Marduk's climate had had its way with the capacitor ring managing the critical feature.
When the containment spike hit the capacitor, it exploded.

The result was asmall nuclear detonation in the lance corporal’s hands.

Pahner cursed as the detonation's blast front punched outward through the jungle. Whether it was a
string of grenades or a plasmagun hardly mattered. The general roar of combat had aready begun to
panic the pack beasts; now the explosion accelerated that process, and the hail of javelins continued
unabated.

He called for reinforcementsto fill in the sudden holein the linein First Platoon's sector as he
followed the Second Platoon squad which had been covering the headquarters section towards the



concedling cover from which those javelins came. Hishemet HUD was awdter of icons and images, but
he'd had years of experience in deciphering them at an dmost subconsciousleve, and the density of the
gpears and the width of the attack made it clear that they faced alarge group of hostiles.

That was when he noticed asingle gold icon on one end of theline.

"Roger! Your Highnessl Damn it, get to cover! Y ou're not supposed to be leading the damned
assault dementd”

* * *

The grenade launcher appropriated from the late point-guard wasn't exactly familiar, but his hemet
systems managed the conversion easily. Roger replaced the empty box of ammunition and hung the dead
Marine's spares over his shoulder. The area had been cleared by the flar-ta, which was now headed into
the distance, and cleared again by "His Roya Highness."

| really have to have atalk with Pahner about how | keep ending up on my own.

The com net wasfilled with chatter, and, as usud, it wasimpossible for him to sort out the conflicting
cals. Onthe other hand, hisvisor HUD madeit clear that he was behind the mgority of the Mardukan
ambushers and well in the lead of most of the company. He thought about that for just a moment, then
smiled and looked down and shook his head as Dogzard trotted up to him.

"Am | crazy, Dogzard? Or just evil?

Kosutic pulled her knife out of the scummy's head and |ooked around. She was deep in the brush
now, and the damned assault e ements had bogged up in the middle of the ambush. No matter how many
times you told them, no matter how many times they practiced it, the unit aways seemed to stop on the
objectiveingtead of going through the damn thing. Now the surviving scummies and the Marines were
inextricably intertwined. It was practically down to hand to hand, sinceto firein any direction wasjust as
likely to hit afriend asafoe.

She wasjust about to charge back into the fray when she was assaulted by friendly fire.
Agan.

Pahner ducked as the scummy’'s spear whistled overhead and struck another Marine with ameaty
"Thunk!" He triggered asingle round into the center of mass of the spearman, following the targeting caret
of the helmet systems automatically, and looked around. Undergrowth restricted hisline of sight, but
everywhere he could see the Marines were locked in hand-to-hand combat with the larger Mardukans.
He saw one private picked up and hurled away by a native who was nearly three meterstall, and shook
his head angrily.

"Move through the ambush! " he bellowed over the com, and sprinted forward just as the trees
around him started to come apart under the hammer of grenade rounds.

* % %

Roger laughed like achild. Hed figured out how to use the helmet systemsto aim, and he was
dropping grenadesto the side of and above al the blue icons. Since the grenades threw out high-velocity
shrapne which, unlike javelins and swords, was stopped by the chameleon suits, theoreticdly thefire
should be doing more damage to the enemy than to the Marines.

Theoretically.

* k%
Julian had just discovered that grappling with something with four arms and the size and disposition of
awounded Terran grizzly was alosing proposition. The Mardukan had him in abear hug, and the knife
wasinching closer and closer to his throat when the world seemed to explode.

He and the native were thrown Sideways into atree, but the chameleon suit reacted to the strike,
hardening to take the damage and puffing to pad the impact point.



The native wasn't so lucky. The explosion of the grenade tore off its head and one shoulder.

Julian stumbled to hisfeet, favoring hisleft hand, and looked around for hisweapon. Hefinaly found
it under apile of leaves thrown up by the explosion, then tried to get his bearings.

Throughout the ambush site, other Marines were doing much the same thing. Whoever had been
firing the grenade launcher had apparently walked the things al the way down the ambush, and there
were bruised Marines and dead scummies everywhere.,

Pahner saw Julian and waked over to him.

"Sergeant, assemble your squad and sweep this area. Then move out another twenty meters and
establish aperimeter.” He sarted to move on, then stopped when Julian didn't start moving. " Sergeant?”’

Julian shook his head and took abreath. "Roger, Sir. Will do."

Pahner nodded and moved on down the line, shaking the occasional Marine into coherence or caling
for amedic. Mogt of theinjuries were the result of the fighting with the Mardukans, not the grenades from
whatever maniac had peppered the fight. Whoever that had been was not going to enjoy the
ass-chewing he had coming.

Asthe captain reached the end of the line of impacts, he saw the prince striding towards him,
gppropriated grenade launcher propped on his hip like abig game hunter surveying hiskill.
"Did it work?' Roger asked with agrin.
* % %
Kosutic eded out of the brush and looked around. The firing had died to nothing, and she/d found no
sign of the scummiesin the areabeyond the ambush. It looked like the company had reacted so quickly
that it had gotten every one of its attackers.

She waked over to Captain Pahner and was just opening her mouth when sheredized hewasrigid
and shaking. She'd occasionally seen him perturbed, even angry, but she'd always wondered what he
would look likeif hewas furious. Now she knew.

"What happened?' she asked.

"That arrogant, intolerable, insufferablelittle snot was the one with the grenade launcher!™ Pahner
sadtightly.

"Oh," Kosutic said. Then: "Oh. So, washe anidiot or agenius?'

"ldiot,” Pahner said, cAming just enough to make arationd judgment. "Wed aready taken most of
the casudties we were going to take. The Mardukans were either going to run away or stay in place as
we passed through. Either way, we could have taken them with aimed fire. Now we've got half a dozen
broken wrists and cracked ribs, not to mention shrapnel wounds.”

"So what now?" Kosutic asked. She had her own opinion of the prince's actions. And she suspected
that the captain's might, eventually, moderate,

"Reassemble on thetrail." The captain ground histeeth. *Move back to drier ground to make camp,
send out partiesto recover the pack beasts, and dig in. | think this was the group that was going to hit
Q'Nkok, but that doesn't mean that we're out of the woods.”

"Nope," Kosutic agreed, looking around at the vegetation flailed by the grenade launcher and the
scattered bodies of the Kranolta attackers, "it sure don't.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Cord examined the blade in the firelight.

The weapon was aMardukan two-handed sword. At nearly three metersin length, it would have
been ridiculoudy oversized for ahuman, but its proportions were lean, letha, and graceful, and its
slver-and-black patterning and elaborate engravings reflected red in the flickering light.

"Beautiful craftamanship,” Cord whispered. "Definitely Voitan work."

Much of the pattern was covered in a patina of rust which had been inexpertly scrubbed in places,
damaging the very artistry the scrubber had meant to revedl.

"Damned Kranolta," the shaman added.

"Yeah, but it'susdessfor us," Lieutenant Jasco said, shaking his head. Hisarm was cradled inading
with abroken ulnaas aresult of the ambush. Fortunatdly, his quick-heal nanites were on the job and held
be out of it in aday or two, none the worse for wesr.

Others hadn't been as lucky.

Captain Pahner appeared out of the darkness. He tossed a short sword or long knife point-first into
the ground besi de the shaman and nodded to the lieutenant.

"True" he agreed. "But thiswill work just fine, and most of them were carrying at least one of them.”
He paused, looking speculatively at Cord, and then cleared histhroat. "And a bunch of them were
carrying something else, too. Hornsthat looked . . . sort of familiar.”

The shaman clapped histrue-hands in agreement with a shiver of disgust.

"The Kranoltatake the horns of kills as souvenirs. They prefer the horns of champions, but in fact,
any will do. The souvenirs of lesser enemies are made into musical instruments,” he added, examining the
knife before he tossed it down dismissively. "Wl crafted, but it's only adagger.”

"Maybe for you Mardukans," Pahner replied, taking a seat by the fire. "But for us, that's a short
sword. Combineit with large shieldsand ajavelin, and | think well show you athing or two."

"Y ou're planning on using the Roman model ?* Jasco asked. The need to use local equipment wasa
foregone conclusion. The ambush they'd just survived had depleted nearly ten percent of their plasmarifle
rounds. At that rate, they would be "fired dry" before they made it to the next city-state, and that didn't
even consder what had happened to Corporal Bosum. They had to start training on local equipment as
soon asit could be obtained, but Q'Nkok, unfortunately, hadn't had sufficient supplies of human-sized
weaponry to outfit the company.

Jasco had been arguing in favor of atechnique using longer swords and smaller shields: the " Scottish
modd." Hefdt that the longer swords would be more effective against the reach of the Mardukans. Of
course, againgt aweapon like the one the shaman was examining, any possible human reach with a sword
wouldn't matter.

"| think the Roman mode will be easier to learn,” Lieutenant Gulyas put in. The Second Platoon
leader joined the group gathered around the fire and took a seat as well. He dapped a bug on his neck



and shook hishead. "Not that it will help worth adamn, if today isany example.”

The company had taken heavy casudlties, particularly in First and Second Platoons. And while the
majority of the deaths were from the spears and swords of the attacking Mardukans, there were
numerous minor injuries from the grenades of the prince's bombardment. Reactions to Roger's actions
were mixed. It came down to those who'd been saved by hisintervention being in favor of it, and those
who'd been injured by it being againgt. The only undecided were those like Sergeant Julian, who'd been
saved while being injured. He said he would make up hismind after the ribs hedled.

"We survived it," Pahner said stoically. The company had been devastated by the ambush, and had
lost Lieutenant Sawato, a platoon sergeant, and two squad leaders. But that didn't mean the mission was
afalure. Or impossible. "We need to move smarter. From now on, we're going to put a squad out front
on athree-pronged point. That should spring any ambushes before we get to them.”

"It'snot doctrine, Sir," Jasco pointed out, fingering hisding. "It won't spring along-range ambush,
and you're effectively offering asquad as a sacrifice instead of one Marine.”

The captain shook his head angrily.

"We keep forgetting that the Mardukans are range-limited. Or these Mardukans are, at |east—that
may change when wefindly hit some of them with gunpowder. But as long as we keep flankers out a
thrown-weapon range to the front, the Kranolta can't ambush the main body. They don't have the range.
So we change the doctrine.”

"And pack up the goddamned plasmaguns,” Gulyas said with a grimace. Bosum's degath had been
spectacular, and most of the plasma gunners had aready unloaded their weapons as a precaution. No
one knew what had gone wrong, and no one wanted to be the next person to find out.

"Y egh," Jasco snapped. "No shit.”

Hewas out half a squad and ateam leader from the malfunction. Between K oberda's desth and the
loss of most of the squad's Alpha Team to the plasmarifle mafunction, Gunnery Sergeant Lai had been
forced to roll what was left of Second and Third Squads together under the Third Squad |eader.

"Well, likethe King said in QNkok," Pahner pointed out, "if you have one problem, it's sometimes
insoluble. But if you have severd, they sometimes solve each other. We took enough casuaties that there
are spare wegpons for al the plasma gunnersto switch over to something ese. I'll have Poertenaand
Julian gart going over the plasmasin the morning, but in the meantime, well limit ourselvesto grenades
and bead guns."

"Aslong astheammo holds out, Sir," Jasco said.

"That too," the company commander admitted with agrim smile. "That too. Which bringsthis
conversation full circle.”

* k% %

Roger knew that doing kata while angry was pointless. No matter how many times hetried to find
his balance, he could never quite manage it, yet he couldn't stop, either. He spun in the darkness behind
histent, hair windmilling out in agolden hao, awvay from the eyes of most of the company while hetried
to work out hisfrustration, anger, and fear.

He was shocked by the casudlties the company had taken. Despite everything, it had never truly
occurred to him that the Marines might be wiped out by this march. Oh, intellectudly held acknowledged
the possibility, but not emotionally. Not at the heart of him. Surely modern troops, armed with Imperia
weapons, would be able to dash their way through an enemy armed only with spears and swords or the
crudest of firearms.

But that presumed the enemy was unwilling to take casudties. And it dso presumed that the Marines
could see the enemy intimeto kill him before he reached such close quartersthat dl of their advantages
in range and firepower were negated. Thefailure of the automated sensors to detect the attackers before
they struck boded ill for the rest of the journey.



Although the tactical sensorswere, theoretically, designed to detect a broad range of possible
"traces," it was now clear that the software depended heavily on infrared and power source input. If it
had a possible contact, but the contact was "anomalous,” it filtered by infrared tracing and power
emissions, which made perfectly good sense againgt high-tech opponents who would be emitting in those
bands.

But the Mardukans emitted in neither of them, so the sensors were throwing out most detections as
ghosts. In some cases during the battle, the hdlmet HUDs had flatly refused to "caret” the enemy at dll,
which had thrown off the Marines, who were trained to depend primarily on their helmet sensors
precisaly because those sensors were so much better than the ones evolution had provided. Except that
now they werent.

Roger had dedlt with that problem by ignoring the targeting carets—first by using the smple
holographic sights on hisrifle, and then by firing into amelee where he knew the Marines weren't on the
theory that that was where the enemy had to be. Of course, the burst radius of the grenades had caused
afew problems, but ill . . .

He spun on the ball of one foot, carrying the heavy sword through avicious butterfly maneuver. It
wasn't fair. Hed personally broken the back of the ambush. So the method was alittle drastic. It had
worked, and whatever Pahner might think, his actions had ssemmed from neither panic nor stupidity nor
arrogant carelessness.

Now if someone besides the ever-worshiping Dogzard would just realize that, he might even—

Hefroze at the sound of acleared throat and turned gracefully to face the interruption. Hisface
settled into a practiced, invulnerable mask of hauteur as he placed the point of the sword on the toe of his
boot. It was an incredibly arrogant pose, and he knew it, but he didn't really care just a the moment.
Screw ‘em if they didn't likeit.

"Yes?' he asked Despreaux. He hadn't heard the soft-footed squad leader approach, and he
wondered what she wanted.

The NCO regarded him carefully for amoment, taking in both the attitude and the picture. The prince
had changed into apair of shortsto work out, and the heat and activity had raised aheavy swesat. The
greater moon, Hanish, was bresking through the clouds, and the reflected fire and moonlight dappled the
swest on his body like patinaon abronze statue. The image sent astab of fire through the NCO's
abdomen which she firmly suppressed.

"l just wanted to say thank you, Y our Highness. We probably would have cut our way through the
ambush, but we were in the tight, no question. Sometimes you have to do things that seem crazy when it
dropsthat far in the pot. Blowing the shit out of the Company isn't the dumbest thing | can think of, and it
worked. So, from me, thanks."

She didn't add that the Mardukan who'd been blown al over her by one of the grenades had had her
dead to rightswhen it hit. Another second, and the big bastard woul d've taken her head off before she
could reload.

Since it was exactly what hed wanted to hear, Roger couldn't understand why the statement caused
him to flare with rage. But it did. He knew it shouldn't have, but it did. He tried hard—really tried—to
swallow his contrarian reaction, but hisinner anger leaked through his control.

"Thank you for your input, Sergeant,” he replied tightly. "In the future, however, I'll try to think of a
more. . . elegant solution.”

Despreaux didn't have aclue what it was about her comment that had pissed the prince off so badly,
but she was smart enough to back off.

"Wel, thanks anyway, Y our Highness" she said quietly. "Good night.”

"Good night, Sergeant,” Roger said more naturdly. Hisintense flare of anger was dready fading, and
he wanted to gpologize for his earlier tone, but he couldn't find the words. Which only made it worse, of



course.

The rebuffed NCO nodded camly to him in the moonlight and headed back into camp, leaving him
to swing hissword and rage.. . . now at both the world and his own stupidity.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

"I brought everyt'ing | could pocking pack," Poertena snapped. "How tee pock was | gonnapack a
pocking plasmacradle?

Captain Pahner had decided the company needed aday or two to repair and reconsolidate. His
initia reaction had been to push on, trying to deprive the Kranolta of time to concentrate more warriors
on their pogition. But dthough al the pack beasts had been recovered, many of them wereinjured, and
the mahoutsinssted that some of them needed afew days rest. Pahner had to admit that it would help
the Marinesaswell, so the company had spent the next day improving the camp's defenses and
recovering from the contact.

Well, most of them had. Julian and Poertena had a different misson.

The sides of the hide tent which had been turned into an ad hoc armory wererolled up, but they
were gtill unpleasantly hot under it. Not as hot as the Marines digging stake-pits, perhaps, but at least the
diggers didn't have to make bricks without straw.

"Tee pocking high-capacity tester for tee M-98 is a pocking tabletop pocking unit,” Poertenawent
on sharply. "How tee pock was| gonnacarry it? Huh?"

"Tell me something | don't know, Poertenal™ Julian shot back. The two experienced armorers had
aready stripped down and ingpected twelve plasmarifles, front to back. None of them had exhibited any
sgn that they would detonate like the late Nanni Bosum's, but they'd pretty clearly deduced what must
have happened to Bosum, and they had no way to test the high flux capacitor systems. The machine that
did that was, as Poertena had pointed out, a tabletop model which had become an expanding ball of
plasmaaong with the rest of the DeGlopper .

Pahner walked into the tent and glanced at the disassembled rifles and parts strewn acrossitsinterior.

"Any luck?"

"No, Sir," Julian admitted tiredly. " Other than expected faults, we can't find anything. Theré's nothing
to indicate a mafunction that would cause ablowout,” he went on, and Pahner nodded.

"I heard you talking about capacitors. Nothing there?"

"No," Julian said. "Bad capacitors are the most common cause of breech detonations, but—"

"But we don't havetee pock . . . | mean, | couldn't hump tee test module, Cap'n,” Poertenaput in. "It
was too po— It wastoo big."

"Oh." Pahner amiled. "Isthat the only problem?"



"Yes, Sir." Julian gestured at the torn down weapons. "We've got ageneral meter, but we can't stress
charge the capacitors. The charge exceeds the meter's capacity.”

"Okay." Pahner turned to the Pinopan. "Poertena, go rip the system pack out of a suit of armor.
Better makeit Russall's" The grenadier had been one of Third Platoon's few casuatiesin the ambush,
and would no longer require her powered armor.

"Roger, Captain.”

The small armorer trotted off towards where the armor had been stored, and Pahner turned his
attention back to Julian as he extracted a precious stick of gum and popped it absentmindedly into his
mouth.

"Julian. Go get me aplasmarifle that's been positively deadlined, a section of twelve-gauge
superconductor, and a cyber-pad.”

"Yes, Sr." dulian stepped into the bowels of the tent to find the required items. He wasn't sure what
the captain was up to, but he knew it was going to be interesting.

Pahner held the charge-couple ring steady in one hand and applied the edge of his combat knifeto
the base of the contact points.

"Essentidly, the tabletop tester for these thingsisidentica to the built-in system in thearmor.” He
sheared the contact off cleanly and caught it in midair. "But the contact points are different. The old Mark
Thirty-Eight used different contacts, too, but it had afield service kit. Y ou should have heard the bitching
and moaning about not having a portable tester when these Mark Ninety-Eights came out! But thistrick
had been around for along time, so wejust kept using it.”

"Why didn't they specify the same design?’ Julian asked. "Or afidd tester?”

"Y ou don't know much about procurement systems, do you, Julian?' Pahner smiled crookedly and
wiped atrickle of forehead swest off on the shoulder of his uniform while he concentrated on lining up the
superconductor and the contact.

"The same company that supplies the plasmarifles supplies testing equipment. Naturdly, they want to
| the equipment with therifles. If they say 'Hey, you can use the same testers as you use on your
armor,’ there goes the sale. Not to mention the fact that the tabletop mode is about three times as
expensve asthefied tester. | never have figured out why; it does exactly the samething."

The captain shook his head, and thistime there was very little humor in hissmile.

"The Mark Ninety-Eight is about twice as powerful asthe Thirty-Eight, but | think Kruplon
Armaments just overcharged a Thirty-Eight and put on anew cover. Theinterior modules are practicaly
identicd. I'd heard the rumor that the Ninety-Eight had atendency to blow, but thisisthefirst timel've
persondly seen any evidence of it."

"But why doesn't somebody call them onit?" Julian demanded, then shook his head. "Never mind."

"Yeah," Poertenalaughed. ™Y ou got any pocking idea how much pocking money ‘€staking about?"

"If they lose the sale, there goes the money for the senator's reel ection campaign,” Pahner agreed
quietly. "Or the big dinnersfor the procurement officers. Or the high-paying jobsfor the retired admiras.”

He didn't bother to mention that the Imperial Bureau of Investigation had enough to do lately tracking
down various conspirators against the throne without worrying about such minor matters as exploding
weapons that killed the people using them. It was, frankly, abad timeto be aMarine.

Hetook the mated contact and superconducting wire and wrapped them with a piece of gum thesize
of apea

"The gum will harden when the current hitsit,” he said with asmile as he pressed the joint tight. "And
you thought it was just ahabit," he added, blowing atiny bubble.

* % %



Out of two dozen plasma chamber capacitors, they found adistinct drop in current management on
half adozen. Asthe current flow increased, they faltered. In a pike Situation, the capacitors would fal
catastrophically, with predictable results.

And al of them carried Ssmilar ot numbers from the same manufacturer.

"Fuck." Captain Pahner popped another tiny bubble and smiled grimly.

"There's micrascopic cracking in tee capacitor wal," Poertenasaid, examining onewith a
field-scope. A tiny pseudo beetle wandered acrossthe field of view, but he didn't even notice. "They
probably |et tee moisture get in. Especidly when they been used and tee capacitor isswell. T'at's death
on these dry capacitors.”

"Soif you don't have apike, everything isfine." Julian shook hishead. "And if you do, but don't
have abum capacitor, everything isfine. But not both.”

"Right," Pahner said. "Okay. Tossthese crap capacitorsinto the fucking jungle, except for acouple
of samples. When we get back, | think Her Mgesty is probably going to hang a couple of

subcontractors. Given how annoyed she's going to be over thisentire little adventure of ours, | think that
may be aliterdl statement. And I'll tiethe ropefor her.

"After you get rid of them, put together the best plasma guns you can, as many as you can. Check
every component, every piece and connection. Go over al of them with afield-scope. Then put themin
Zipbags with something to keep them dry.

Julian grimaced.
"Loging the plasmagunsisredly gonna suck, Boss." The weapons were dmost a security blanket for
the ground-pounders.

"Can't be helped. I'm not losing another squad to abreech blow. Well hold them in reserve until it
redlly has dropped in the pot. If it turns out we can't survive without them, well bring them out.”

"It'll take usawhileto put them together,” Julian said.
"I'll get you some help. Y ou've got today and tomorrow."

"Okeedokee," Poertena acknowledged with aresigned headshake. "Nice pocking trick," he added.
"Whered you learn it?"

"Son, I'm seventy-two," the captain said. "'l joined up when | was seventeen. After fifty-five years of
being on the ass-end of the supply chain, you learn to make do.”

* * %

K ostas Matsugae had always enjoyed cooking on asmall scale, but preparing dinner for awider
audience was achdlenge. That was especialy true with completely unknown spices and foods, but he
was learning to make do.

With the company stopped, he finally had some leisure to experiment. He knew the troops had
garted complaining about the sameness of the menu, and he didn't redly blame them. With very littletime
each evening and alarge number of mealsto prepare, he'd been forced to fall back on stew amost every
night. The running joke was that they'd have a different medl every day—today it was stew and
barleyrice; tomorrow it was barleyrice and stew.

The vaet might not be aMarine, but he recognized the importance of food to morale, and he meant
to do something about it. Although he intended to stay with the basic "lots of stuff in abig pot” med plan,
those parameters permitted a variety of dishes, and he was working on anew one now.

The Mardukans grew alittle-used fruit that was vaguely similar to atomato. Hed purchased alarge
quantity of it, and now he was Smmering it in apot spiced with the blowtorch herb peruz and filled witha
brown legume which filled much the same culinary niche aslentilsin Q'Nkok. With any luck—and it was
certainly smeling good—he had aMardukan chili in the pot. Or, it might turn out to be inedible. Inwhich
case, the company would be having . . . barleyrice and stew. It was Wednesday, after all.

He smiled as Sergeant Despreaux leaned over the pot and sniffed.



"My," shesad, "that amells heavenly."

"Thank you." Kostas stirred at the top of the large kettle with awooden spoon and took ataste.
Then hewaved at his mouth and took ahasty drink of water. "A bit too much peruz,” hesadina
drangled voice.

Dogzard had been deeping in apatch of sun that penetrated the enveloping canopy. But at the sound
of agpoon hitting the side of the pot, the lizard flipped to al six feet and padded rapidly over to the
cooking area, and Kostas picked asmall bit of meat out of the ersatz chili and tossed it to the begging
lizard. The dog-lizard had become a generd company mascot, emptying bowls and cleaning up messes
with indiscriminate zed. Since leaving the village of The People shedd sarted to grow, and was dready a
fairly large example of the species. If she didn't stop growing soon, she was going to end up averitable
gia.

"It'll remind usto drink," Despreaux said. Shelooked around for amoment, then lowered her voice.
"Can | ask you apersona question?' she asked serioudly.

Kostas cocked his head to the side and nodded.

"I would never betray the confidence of alady," he said, and Despreaux snorted alaugh.

"La, gr! Serioudy, no lady |. Being alady and agrunt are sort of contradictionsin terms.”

"No," Kostas said. "They're not. But ask your question.”

Despreaux looked around again, then looked at the pot rather than meet the valet's eye.

"Y ou've known the Prince for along time, right?"

"I've been hisvaet snce hewastwelve," Kogtassaid. "And | was agenera servant in the Imperia
Household before that. So, yes, 1've known him for quite sometime.”

"Ishegay?'

K ogtas gtifled asnort. Not because the question was unexpected—he'd amost answered it for her
before she asked—but because it was such an incredibly norma question out of this enormoudy capable
Amazon.

"No." Hewas unable to keep his amusement entirely out of histone. "No, he's not gay."

"What's so funny?' Despreaux asked. Of al the reactions she'd anticipated, amusement hadn't been
one.

"Y ou have no idea, nor will | try to give you one, how many times I've heard that question,” Kostas
replied with asmile. "Or heard the suggestion. Or noted the rumor. On the other hand, I've heard the
opposite question just as often. There are just as many—perhaps more—gay young men as straight
young ladieswho have hit Roger's armor and bounced.”

"Soit'snot just me?' shesad quietly.

"No, my dear." Thistime, there was anote of sympathy in the vaet'svoice. "It has nothing to do with
you. Indeed, if it makesyou fed any better, | would guessthat Roger finds you attractive. But that's only
aguess, you understand. The Imperial Family follows the core world aristocratic tradition of providing its
children with firgt-class sexua education and ingtruction, and Roger was no exception. | also know that
he'sinclined to prefer women; he's had at least one sexua encounter I'm aware of, and it waswith a
young lady. But he's aso rebuffed virtualy every other advance that I'm aware of." He chuckled. "And
I'm aware of quite alot of them. Frankly, if Roger wereinterested, he could have more 'action’ than a
company of Marines, pardon the expression.”

"No problem.” The Marine sergeant smiled. "I've heard it before. So what'swith him?He's. . .
what'sthe term? Asexud ?"

"Not . . . that, either.” Kostis shook his head, and there was a thoughtful, almost sad, ook in hiseyes.
"I haven't discussed it with him, and | don't know anyone who has. But if you want the opinion of
someone who probably knows him better than most, | would say it's a matter of control, not disinterest.



Precisaly why he should choose to exercise that control, | don't know, but that initself tellsme quitea
bit." The vaet shook his head. "There are many things Roger won't discuss with most people; | think
there are very few hewon't discusswith me, but thisis one of them.”

"Thisis. . .weird," the Marine said. Her own lovers hadn't exactly been as numerous asthe starsin
the sky, but she wasn't counting them on the thumbs of one hand, either.

"That'smy Roger," Kostas told her with aamile.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

"Lookslikeit'sjust you and me again, Pat,” Roger said, patting the pack beast just below the
bandages swathing its side.

Pahner had the three most heavily injured flar-ta, shorn of the company's supplies, bresking trail.
The pack beasts individua reactions to the ambush had been remarkably variable. Most of them had run
away from the fire and confusion of the attack, but two of them—the one Roger had coincidentally been
riding and one in Third Platoon's sector—had charged the attacking Kranolta. For obvious reasons,
these particularly aggressive beasts were two of the three breaking trail.

Roger, who'd decided that near a flar-ta was the place to be in an ambush, waswalking beside
"his"" Shereminded him of a"Peatricid’ hed known in boarding school, and the name the mahouts gave
her was nearly unpronounceable, toot or no toot. So "Pat” it was.

The company had been hit three more times, but not only had the additiona ambushesbeenona
smdler scae, the wider path being forged by the trio of pack beasts had prevented the Mardukans from
surprising them at such close quarters. Coupled with Pahner's decision to beef up his point team and push
it further forward, the humans had escaped the attacks unscathed.

It would be niceif anyone had expected that to remain the case.

According to Cord, they were nearing the region Voitan had dominated in hisfather'sday. Thusfar
they'd seen no sign of civilization, but neither had there been any sign of a Kranolta concentration against
them, and the company was inclined to take the good with the bad.

Roger saw one of the point-guards raise a hand and drop to one knee. The mahouts drew the pack
beaststo a stop ingtantly in response, and the prince trotted forward as the column accordioned behind
them.

Dogzard looked up from where sheld been riding on Peatty's rump. The dog-lizard raised her striped
head as she sniffed the air and hissed. Matsugae wasn't cooking, and nothing was trying to egt anyone, so
she jumped off her perch and followed Roger.

The point, Lance Corpora Kane from Third Platoon, was stopped at the lip of amarsh. The bank
was short, barely aquarter of ameter of bare dirt, and then there was only water, covered with weeds.

The vigta stretching into the distance wasn't encouraging. The swamp was choked with fallen trees
and dead vines, and the live vegetation was gray and weirdly shaped, clearly different from the normal



jungle foliage. Roger looked around, then walked over to asapling and lopped it off with the sword he'd
taken to carrying dung over his back.

He was probing the marsh with his stick while Dogzard sniffed at the water disdainfully when Pahner
walked up behind him.

"Y ou know, Y our Highness," the captain said dryly, "sometimesthere are thingsthat eat people at
the fringe of water likethis." The Marine seemed to have at least partialy forgiven Roger for blasting the
company with agtick of grenades, but the prince was till inclined to watch histongue with rather more
carethan usudl.

"Yes, thereare," he agreed. "And I've hunted most of them. Thisisn't exactly shalow," he continued,
withdrawing the chopped off sgpling and examining the sticky mud which coated the first meter of its
length. A bubble of foul-smdlling gas followed the probe to the surface.

"Or s0lid," he observed with a choking cough.

The company had spread out in a perimeter, and seeing that there was no immediate threat, Kosutic
had wandered up behind Pahner. She looked at the black, tarry goo clinging to the stick, then at the
swamp, and laughed.

"Itlookslike. . . theMohinga," she announced in hushed, hollow tones which would have done a
professiond teller of horror stories proud.

"Oh, no!" Pahner said, with an uncharacteristic belly laugh. "Not . . . the Mohiiingal"

"What?' Roger tossed the sgpling into the swamp. "1 don't get the joke."

Dogzard watched the stick land and considered going after it. But only briefly. She sniffed at the
water, hissed at the smell, and decided that discretion was the better part of getting in there. Balked of
any possbility of "fetch the stick," she looked up at the humans speculatively. None of them seemed to

be up to anything interesting, though, so she trundled back to the flar-ta with her thickening taill waggling
behind her.

"ItsaMarinejoke," Kosutic told the prince with asmile. "Thereésatraining areain the Centraia
Provinces on Earth, ajungle training center. It has a swamp that | swear the Incas must have used to kill
their sacrifices. It's been drained a couple of timesin the last few thousand years, but it aways ends up
back in the military'shands. It's cdled—"

"TheMohiiinga. | got that much.”

"It'sared bal-bugter, Y our Highness," Pahner said with afaint smile. "When we'd get Raider units
that were, shdl we say . . . alittle more arrogant than they should have been, weld set up aland
navigation course through the Mohinga. Without electronic aids." Hissmile grew, and his chuckle
sounded positively evil. "They quite often ended up calling for ashuttlelift out after acouple of days of
wandering around in circles™

"You wereaJTC ingructor, Sir?* Kosutic sounded surprised.

"Sergeant Mgor, the only thing | haven't ingtructed in this man's Marine Corpsis Basic Rifle
Marksmanship, and that was only because | skated out of it." Pahner grinned at the NCO. Although the
marksmanship course was criticd to developing Marines, it was a so one of the most boring and
repetitive training postsin the Corps.

"All pathslead into the Mohiiinga," Kosutic quoted with horrified, quavering relish, "but . . . none lead
ooout!"

"l won't say | wrote that speech,” Pahner said with another chuckle, "because it was old when | got
there. But | did add afew frills. And, spesking of the Mohinga. . ." The captain looked around and
shook hishead. "I certainly hope we can go around thisone.”

Cord walked up to look at the swvamp aswell, then waked over to where Roger and his group
good laughing in the human way. It was apparent that they didn't redlize thefull import of the marsh.



"Roger," he said with ahuman-style nod. " Captain Pahner. Sergeant Mgor Kosutic.”

"D'Na Cord," Roger replied with an answering nod. "'Isthere away around this? | know it's been
sometime since you came thisway, but do you remember?”

"I remember very clearly,” the old shaman said, "and thiswasn't herein my father'sday. Thefidds of
Voitan and H'Nar stretched outward through thisregion. But as| recall, they had been drained from a
swamp that surrounded the Hurtan River." The shaman clapped hisfase handsin regret. "'l fear that this
may fill thevdley of Voitan. It may stretch al theway to T'an K'tass."

"And how far isthat?' Kosutic asked.
"Daysto the south,” Cord replied. "Even weeks."
"And north?" Pahner asked, looking a the swamp and no longer chuckling.

"It sretches asfar north as | have knowledge of," the Mardukan said. " The region to the north, even
inthe days of Voitan, was held by the Kranolta, and they didn't permit caravansthrough their lands."

"S0," Roger said dubioudy, "we have to make a choice between going severa weeks out of our way
to the south, getting hit by the Kranolta the whole way. Or we can go north, directly into their backyard.
Or we can try to navigate the swvamp.”

"Well, your Marines and my people may have some problems," Cord admitted. "But not the flar-ta.
They can easly makeit through aswamp no deeper than this"

"Redly?" It was Kosutic's turn to sound doubtful. "That thing that was chasing you wasin adesert.
Thesethings—" shejerked athumb over her shoulder at Patricia"—don't ook that different.”

"The flar-ta and the flar-ke are found everywhere,” Cord pointed out. "They prefer the high, dry
regions because of the absence of atul-grack, but they can befound in swamps aswell."

Pahner turned and looked at D'Len Pah. The chief mahout had taken over Pat when her original
mahout was killed in the first ambush, and now waited patiently for the humans to make up their minds.

"Do you think the pack beasts can crossthis, Pah?' the captain asked skeptically.

"Certainly," the mahout said with agrunt of laughter. "Isthat what you've been jawing about?"

He tapped the beast in a crease in the armor just behind her massive head shield to get her in gear,
and the flar-ta whuffled forward. She moaned dolefully when she saw the black muck, but she stepped
into it anyway.

The pack beast's feet each consisted of four toes with leathery bases. They were equipped with
heavy digging claws, and their pads were broad and fleshy. They were aso webbed, and now Peatricia
spread her toes wide, more than tripling the square area of her foot. That foot sank into the doppy mud
but found "solid" footing well before the belly of the creature touched the weter.

"Hmmm." Roger watched thoughtfully. "Can she move out into the swamp?”

Pah prodded again, and the beast grumbled but moved out into the black water. Obvioudy, shewas
asat homein the swamp asin the jungle, but amoment later she burbled and started to back up hastily
asa"V" ripple started towards her from deeper in the swamp.

Roger picked up hisrifle from where héld leaned it againgt atree and flipped it off safe. Beads from
Marine rifles started bouncing off the surface as the panicking beast lumbered back up out of the water,
but the prince only drew abreath and led the approaching ripple.

Pahner flicked the sdlector switch on his bead rifle to armor-piercing as he redlized that the lighter
ceramic beads were smply skipping off the water, but just as he was about to fire, Roger'shig rifle
boomed, and the ripple turned into awhitewater of convulsons. The cregture jerking and flopping at the
center of the maelstrom was longer and narrower than adamnbeast but otherwise smilar, with the same
mucus-covered skin as a scummy. The green and black-striped beast thrashed afew more times asthe
huge hole blown through its shoulder and neck bled out, then rolled over to float belly-up on the surface.

"Dinner," Roger said camly, jacking another round into the chamber.



"Well," Pahner observed with asniff, "that's half the problem solved. Well pile the rucksacks on the
beasts and follow them through the swamp.”

"It will make Kranoltaattacks lesslikely, aswell,” Cord said ruminatively as the mahouts waded into
the water to retrieve thekill. " Such swamps are useless to the forest people. They won't be as at home
there asin theforest, and they'll never expect usto crossit here. But," he continued, gesturing into the
swamp with his spear, "somewherein there isthe Hurtan River. And that the flar-ta will beunableto
Cross”

"WEell build that bridge when we cometoit," Kosutic said with alaugh. "First, we have to desl
with—"
"TheMohiiinga," Roger and Pahner chorused.

* * *

Poertena dipped and went under for amoment before Denat could pull him, puffing and spluttering,
to hisfeet. The armorer spat out foul-tasting water, but he'd still managed to keep his bead rifle from
going under.

"T'anks, Denat," he began, then broke off as his helmet started to pop and hiss.

"Shit!" Hetore off the helmet as the earphones began to howl. "Modderpockers are suppose abe
waterproof,” he grumped. HEd dedl with it later.

The company had been dogging through the waist- to chest-high swamp al thelong Mardukan
afternoon. The going was dow and hard, with the black mud sucking at their boots and chameleon suiits,
and hidden roots and fallen branches grabbing at their ankles. Most of them were coated in muck from
top to bottom after repeated fals.

The only exceptions were the marksmen stting on the flar-ta.

"Look at t'at stuck up prig Sittin' up there," Poertena grumbled, glaring at the prince who was on the
lead pack beast.

"You'd be up there, too," Despreauix said, moving forward to check on her Bravo Team, "if, of
course, you could shoot aswell ashe can."

"Rubitin," the armorer muttered. "An' watch where you step. One o' these modderpocker
swamp-beast eat you!"

Roger's head twitched to theright, tracking aripple in the water, but it was small and heading away.
The ride wasn't much different from normd, athough it was perhaps atad smoother. The flar-ta crushed
most of the fallen limbs or trees they encountered without even bresking stride.

The swamp'sfloraran to smaler speciesthan in the jungle, and many of those he'd seen seemed
relatively young. Cord had indicated that these areas had been fieldsin hisfather's day, so perhaps that
explained their lack of age. Which, inturn, might explain their smaller size, now that he thought about it.

Heturned to look behind him at the Marines diding through the swamp and patted the snoring
Dogzard on her head. The poor bastards were covered in the thick black mud and looked as worn and
dragged as held ever seen them. The necessity of holding their rifles up out of the muck and pushing their
way through it was obvioudy telling on them. It was particularly hard on the grenadiers, who had their
boxes and bandoliers of grenades piled on their heads and shoulders with the heavy grenade launchers
held up out of thedop. All indl, it made him fed like ashit to be Sitting on Patricia's back.

The only consolation was that he'd been contributing. The caravan had attracted a host of carnivores
asit passed through the swamp, and the Marines bead rifles, even when switched to the heavier
tungsten-cored armor piercing rounds, weren't as effective in the water as hisbig 11-millimeter magnum
"smoke-pole." Thelower velocity, heavier dugs punched into the water, rather than tending to come
apart on the surface.

But he wasn't happy about it, especidly with night coming on.



* * %

Pahner moved forward, pushing against the drag of the swamp as he responded to acall from the
lead mahouts. He doshed up aongside, and D'Len Pah looked down from the dow-moving reptiloid and
pointed his goad stick in the direction of the descending sun.

"Wemust rest the beasts soon,” he said. "And it will be very difficult to movein the dark.”

Pahner had recognized the inevitability an hour before. There was no end to the swamp in sight, and
gpparently no idand-forming uplands. And even if thered been idands, they would have been inhabited
by something.

"Agreed," he said. "We're going to have to stop somewhere.”

"And we need to unload the packs," the mahout said. "The flar-ta will degp standing up, but we
must unload them. Otherwise, they will be usdlesstomorrow.”

Pahner looked around and shook his head in resignation. It was the same wet, weird vistaasit had
been for the last few hours, so he supposed here was as good as anywhere.

"Okay, hold up here. I'll go get started on unloading them.”

"We can't just dump the stuff in the swamp,” Roger said. It was meant as an observation, but histone
made it sound like a protest.

"I know that, Y our Highness," Pahner said testily. Just when the prince Sarted to get agrip, he said
the wrong thing a thewrong time. "We're not going to dump it in the swamp.”

"Going vertica?' Lieutenant Gulyas asked. Because he was a couple of months senior to Jasco, held
taken over as XO when Sawato waskilled, turning his platoon over to Staff Sergeant Hazheir, its senior
surviving NCO. It didn't redlly require more. Second Platoon had been hit hard, both in the ambush and
before, and was aready down to hdf itsorigina complement.

"Yep," Pahner responded, looking up. The treesin the areaweren't the giants of therain forest they'd
traveled under for weeks. They were lower, more like large cypresses, with branches that spread out to
choke the light and red vinelike projections that reached up from their roots to search for oxygen.

"Start setting up dings. Well ding the armor off one piece at atime, then ding the rest of the gear in
bundles." The company had plenty of issue climbing-rope. The lineswere rated to support an eighty-ton
tank, but the forty-meter length that each team leader carried weighed lessthan akilo. There was more
than enough to lift al the gear.

"What about the troops?' Roger asked. "Where are they going to deep?”

"Well, that's the tough part, Y our Highness," Kosutic told him with agrin. "Thisis how you separate
the Marines from the goats.”

"Besdes the usua method—with acrowbar,” Gulyas said, completing ajoke asold asarmies.
* * %

"T'isredly suck." Poertenadidn't even bother to try to get comfortable.

"Oh, it'snot al that bad," Julian said as he adjusted the strap across his chest. The ebullient NCO
was coated from head to toe in black, stinking mud, and exhausted from the day'stravel, so hismanic
grin had to be false. "It could be worse."

"How?" Poertena demanded, adjusting his own rope. The two Marines, along with the rest of the
company, weretied with their backsto trees. Since they had no choice but to deep on their feet, the
ropes around them were designed to keep them from dipping down into the chest-deep muck. Astired
asthey were, therewas adigtinct possibility that they wouldn't wake up if they did.

"Well," dulian replied thoughtfully asthe skies opened up in atypical Mardukan deluge, "'something
could betrying to eat us."

Pahner had the sentries walking the perimeter and shining red flashlights on each individud. It was



hoped that a combination of the movement and the light would drive off the vampire moths. Of course,
there were a so the swvamp beasts to worry about, and it was always possible that movement and light
would attract them, but there wasn't agreat deal he could do about that.

Allindl, it looked like being avery bad night for the Marines.

"No, Kostas," Roger said, shaking his head at the item Matsugae had produced. "Y ou useit."

"I'm fine, Y our Highness," the vaet said with atired smile. The normally dapper servant was covered
inblack dime. "Redly. Y ou shouldn't deep in thismuck, Sir. It'snot right.”

"Kostas," Roger said, adjusting his chest rope so that he could keep hisrifle out of the muck but il
gettoit quickly, "thisisan order. Y ou will take that hammock and ding it somewhere and then climb into
it. You will deep theentirenight init. And you will get some goddamned rest. I'm going to be on the
back on that damned pack beast again tomorrow, and you won't, so | can damned well spend a night
sitting up. God knows I've seen enough ‘white nights carousing. One more won't kill me."

Matsugae touched Roger on the shoulder and turned away so that the prince wouldn't seethetearsin
his eyes. Without even redlizing it, Roger had started to grow up. Findly.

* % %

"Now that was something | never thought I'd see," Kosutic said quietly.

The sergeant major had managed to rig aline so that she was out of the water, dangling in her
combat harness. She didn't know how long she could manageit, but for the time being at least she was
off her legs. If she did deep, shefigured she was going to look like something from abad horror holovid:
adead body dangling on ameat hook.

"Yep," Pahner said, just as quietly. Hed dung himsalf againgt atree like the rest of the company. He
had a hammock packed as well, but hed bundled O'Casey into it. There was no way he was going to
useit unless every member of the company had one. And Roger, apparently without prompting, had
come to the same decision.

Amazing.

CHAPTER THIRTY-3 X

"Wake up."

Julian shook the private by the arm. The bead rifleman dangled limply from thetree, her facegray in
the predawn light, and pried one eye open. She looked around at her wet, indescribably muddy
surroundings and groaned.

"Please. Kill me," she croaked.

Julian just shook his head with alaugh and moved on. A few momentslater, he found himself looking
up at the sergeant mgjor, spinning dowly on the end of her rope and snoring. He shook his head again,
thought about various humorous possibilities, and decided that they wouldn't be good for his hedlth.



"Wake up, Sergeant Mgor," he said, touching her boot asit siwung into range.

The NCO had her bead pistol out and trained before she was fully awake.

"Julian?" she grunted, and cleared her throat.

"Morning, SMg," the squad leader chuckled. "Wakee, wakee!"

"Time for another glorious day in the Corps," the sergeant mgjor replied, and pulled an end of the
rope to release the knot. She splashed into the water, still holding her bead pistol out of the muck, and
came up coated in afresh covering of mud. "Morning ablutions are complete. Timeto rock and roll.”

"Sergeant Mgor, you are too much," Julian laughed.

"Stick with me, kid," the senior NCO told him through her brand new mud. "We're gonna see the
galaxy.”

"Meet exotic people,” Pahner said, untying himself and stretching in the early dawn light.

"Andkill them," Julian finished.

* * %

After changing socks, the company moved out on cold rations and vague dreams of dryness. Pahner,
recognizing the danger to the Marines feet, started cycling the company up onto the flar-ta two at a
time. Even with the company's reduced manpower, however, it would take most of the day to get
everyone up for abrief respite. And it would be brief.

Asthe morning progressed, there was no sign of abreak in the swamp, nor of the sort of increasing
depth that might Sgnd ariver ahead. In fact, the humans could see no change a al in their surroundings,
but the pack beasts seemed to be getting less and less happy about continuing.

Findly, when one ba ked, Pahner dogged up to D'Len Pah.

"What's wrong with the beasts?* he asked.

"| think we might bein the territory of atul-grack,” the mahout answered nervoudy. "They're very
frightened.”

"Atul-grack?' Pahner repeated as Cord's nephew Tratan waded up, and the young tribesman
darted waving al four amsin agitation.

"Wemust go back!"

"What?' Pahner asked. "Why?'

"Yes," the mahout said. "We should turn around. If there are atul-grack around, we arein grave
danger.”

"Well," the human said, "are there, or aren't there?'

"I don't know," Pah admitted. "But the beasts act asif they're afraid, and the only thing that would
frighten flar-ta is atul-grack."

"Would someone please tell mewhat the hell an atul-grack is?' Pahner demanded in frustration.

His answer was a deafening roar.

The beast that exploded out of the swamp was a nightmare. Solid and low, like a damnbeast, the
gray and black-striped mongter was at least five times aslarge—nearly aslarge asthe ephantine flar-ta
. Its mouth was wide enough to swallow a human whole and filled with sharklike teeth, and it printed

across the swamp like atornado, water fountaining skyward from every impact of its six broad feet, as
the company's wegpons opened up on al sides and the pack beasts erupted in pandemonium.

Roger rolled off of Patty's back as she hot-footed away from the charging carnivore. He came up
sputtering, covered in mud, but he'd managed to keep the rifle out of the swamp.

Dogzard had followed him, spinning through the air out of a sound deep and splashing into the water
beside him. The sauroid planted her amphibian hind feet in the muck and shot her head above water just
long enough to determine the problem. Then she promptly ducked back under and swam away at top



Speed. Shewas a scavenger, not afighter. And certainly not afighter of atul-grack.

The carnivore was intent on pulling down one of the flar-ta asitsdinner. It was being bracketed by
grenades and hit on either side by dozens of rounds from the bead rifles, but it charged on, ignoring the
pinpricks, and Roger redlized that it was charging dead at Captain Pahner, who was diding out of itsway
asfast as he could whilefiring abead pistol at it one-handed.

The prince put the dot of the holographic sight on the beast'stemple, led it alittle, and let fly.

* * *

Sergeant Mg or Kosutic stood up, coughing and spluttering. One of the pack beasts tails had hit her
hard enough to harden her chameleon armor and throw her ten metersthrough the air and into atree. She
spun around in place and immediately spotted the bellowing carnivore that had started the ruckus. The
friction-ding of her bead rifle was il attached, and she raised the weapon, then froze and checked. A
twig frantically inserted into the barrel came out dry, so she switched to armor piercing and took careful
am at the head of the beast.

The two shots sounded as one, somehow echoing clearly in alull asthe rest of the company was
reloading. Armand Pahner abandoned dignity and comfort for survival and threw himself into along,
shallow dive out of theway as the beast did to ahdt where hed been standing in an al-envel oping bow
wave of water, muck, and shredded swamp vegetation.

He was back up dmost ingtantly, pistol in atwo-handed grip, but the emergency was over. The beast
was down and quivering, itstail thumping adow, splashing tattoo. The back of the tiger-striped beast
overtopped thetall Marine by at least half ameter, and he looked over at Roger, who was shakily
reloading.

"Thank you, Y our Highness," he said, putting his pistol away with a steady hand.

"Denada," Roger said. "Let'sjust get the fuck out of this swamp.”

"Yoursor mine?' Kosutic asked. She stepped up to the beast and emptied half a magazine of armor
piercing into itsarmored head.

"Uh." Roger examined what was |€ft of the evidence. It surelooked like his 11-millimeter had done
the main damage. "Mine, | think."

"Yeah, well," the NCO said as she carefully inserted another magazine, "you shoot it; you skiniit."

* k% %

The good news about the thing Mardukans called an atul-grack and the humansjust cdled a
bigbeast was that they were very solitary, very territorial hunters who required at least one high, dry spot
intherr territory. 1t took awhile, but Cord's tribesmen found it.

And theriver.

The large mound was clearly artificia, part of adike systern which had once contained the Hurtan
River within its banks. The artificid idand supported the remains of a burned gazebo, just afew charred
sticks succumbing to the Mardukan saprophytes, and the barest outlines of aroad paraleling theriver it
overlooked.

The Hurtan wasn't ahuge river by any stretch, but it was big enough. And the current was noticesble,
which was unusud in the swamp.

"Noway," D'Len Pah said. "Flar-ta swim, but not that well."

Thelr raised devation dso permitted aview of thelow mountains or high hillswhere their intermediate
objective lay. They seemed to be within easy reach, no more than one day's march.

If, that was, they could get acrosstheriver.

"We could go upriver,” Roger suggested. "L ook for acrossing point. Was there aford?' he asked
Cord, who shook his head.



"Afery.”

"We could build araft. . . ." Pah Started.

"Huh-uh," Pahner said, cutting everyone e se off. Hed been staring at the river and itsfar bank
thoughtfully.

"Bridgeit?' Kosutic asked.

"Yep," the company commander replied. "And well belay the pack beasts across. Pah,” he turned to
the mahout, "the beasts can cross on their own, but they have a problem with the current. Isthat it?"

"Yes," the mahout said. "They're good swimmers, but we can't ride them while they swim, for if we
fal off, well drown. Swept downstream, without us to guide them, they might panic and drown aswell.”
He clapped histrue-handsin agitation. "Y ou don't want usto lose any, do you?'

"No, no, no," Pahner said soothingly. "But we will crossthisriver. Right here.”

* % %

"Why tee pock do | haveto do t'is?' Poertenademanded as he took off his boots.
"Because you'refrom Pinopa," Kosutic told him. "Everyone knows Pinopans swim like fish.”

"T'a's sereotyping, t'at is," the armorer snapped. He struggled out of hisfilthy chameleon suit and
stood in hisissue underwear. The flexible synthetic materiad made for an adequate svimsuit. " Just
because I'm from Pinopadoesn't mean | can swim!™

"Can't you?' Julian asked in an interested tone. "Because if you cant, it's going to be funny as hell
when wethrow you in."

Dogzard sniffed at the two of them, then walked down to the water's edge. She sniffed at it inturn,
then hissed and walked away. Somebody else could swim that river.

"Well, yes" Poertenaadmitted.

"Fairly wdl, right?" Kosutic asked. She did have to admit that it was stereotyping. There could bea
Pinopan who couldn't swim. It would be like someone from the planet Sherpa, which wasbasically one
giant mountain chain, being afraid of heights. It could happen, but it would be like being afraid of oxygen.

"Wdl, yes" the armorer admitted again, sourly. "1 was on aswimming team in high school an' you've
gotta believe tee competition was pocking pierce. But t'at's not tee point!" he continued in protest.

"Right. Sure. Anything you say," Julian soothed as he tied arope around the diminutive Pinopan's
wais. "One sacrifice to theriver gods, coming up!™

* * %

Roger shook his head at the good-natured wrangling going on below histree and took hisrifle off
safe. Theriver appeared placid, but no one intended to settle for appearances.

Therifle normaly mounted athree-round magazine to save weight, given how heavy the big magnum
rounds were, but the manufacturer also offered aten-round detachable box magazine as an option.
Roger had never understood why anyone who could hit what he was aiming at would need ten
rounds—unless, of course, he wastrying to kill main battle tanks—but two of the ten-round boxes had
come with therifle, and held brought them aong without redly thinking about it.

Now that he was down on Marduk, he'd discovered that his original contemptuous opinion of the
option had undergone considerable modification, and he snapped the firgt, fully loaded ten-round box
into place, then did an eeventh round "up the spout” before he closed the bolt. He a so had additional
standard magazineslaid out on the broad branch in front of him, abox of ammunition opened on his belt,
and Matsugae stood ready to reload empties for him on thefly, but even dl of that wasn't enough to
banish hisfear that he might run out of ammo asthe day wore on.

Marine sharpshooters were scattered in other trees along theriver, but more and more, it was Roger
the company depended on when an accurate shot was needed. The time heldd spent big game hunting was
coming to thefore, asheinvariably placed his big bone-smashing bulletsin vulnerable spots.



Julian climbed into the tree next to his and Matsugae's and unlimbered his bead rifle.

"Y ou redlly ought to have one of these," the NCO noted, gesturing with his chin a the ammunition
scattered across the tree limb. "Fifty in amagazine beats three—or even ten—all hollow.” The sergeant
pulled one of the dua magazines out of the bead rifle and replaced it with onefilled with armor piercing.
"And now I've got ahundred.”

"Tdl youwhat," Roger said good-naturedly as he flipped his"smoke pole’s’ selector switch from bolt
action to semi-auto. "What do you want to bet that | get more of whatever comes a ong than you do?"

Julian consdered himself afair shot, but he recognized it as atough bet to win. The prince, for dl his
other faults, was no douch with that big-gamerifle. The entire company had seen ample proof of that, but
the Marine couldn't resst.

"Okay. Fifty credits?'
"Three hundred push-ups,” Roger retorted. "Fifty credits doesn't mean athing here, and it's peanuts
to me on Earth. But three hundred push-upsis three hundred push-ups.”

"Done," Julian agreed with asmile. Watching asthelittle Pinopan gingerly lowered himsdlf into the
water. "But who's gonnajudge?’ he asked.

* * %
"One hundred and twenty-six," Julian grunted. " One hundred and twenty-seven . . ."
"Comeon, Julian," Sergeant Mgor Kosutic said. "He beat you fair and square.”

The sound of bugling flar-ta and the occasiona crack of abead rifle could still be heard in the
distance as the elaborate bridge system was disassembl ed.

After Poertena had taken the lead line across, the company had swung into gear with avengeance.
Thefirst rope bridge was being tautened within twenty minutes, and a security team went sSvarming
acrossit. In another haf hour, two more rope bridges were in place, and the flar-ta were being belayed
across.

Thefirst bridge was asmple affair: two taut ropes, one above the other and about a meter and a half
gpart, strung between trees on ether side of theriver. The ropes were tightened by tying ametal ring into
the side over the river and then running the end of the rope through the ring. A fire team then pulled the
rope astaut as possible, and a quick release knot wastied into it. Another rope was run above thefirst,
and then the two lines were lashed together. The resulting bridge was crossed by holding onto the top
rope while shuffling across the lower one.

The flar-ta crossing was, inevitably, abit trickier.

That was what the two additiond bridges were for. Unlike the personne bridge, they weresingle
lines, and the Marines attached meta clipsto them, then ran arope from one clip to ading around each
pack beast's middle. Another rope was run from the pack beast to the far shore, and athird ran from the
beast to the near shore.

Even if the entire company had grabbed onto the far rope, there would have been no way they could
have managed the beast's crossing with raw muscle power. But asit turned out, asmpletrick permitted
asnglefireteam of fiveto pull the beast acrosstheriver.

Theropeto the far sde wasfirst bent around atree, then back on itsalf. The team’'s members held
the doubled up rope in their hands as the beast was coaxed into the water, and as dack came into the
rope, they pulled it through. But whenever the big beast balked and tried to draw back, they clamped
their hands around the rope. The steadiness of the tree and the friction of the clamped rope prevented
even the powerful flar-ta from backing up.

Oncethey werein theriver, the beasts started to swim. Theline run to the taut "bridge" kept them
from being swept downstream, and the dternate heaving and belaying of the team on the ropes drew
them across whether they wanted to crosstheriver or not.

In the meantime, the expected wave of carnivores arrived. The Mardukan crocodiliawere just



pleased as pieto have adl those big, toothsome flar-ta comeinto their area, and they decided to
welcome them with open jaws. Roger and company, however, had asurprise for them.

Roger was glad he'd brought a couple of cases of ammunition down from DeGlopper. Hed thought
it was ludicrous to bring more rounds on the expedition than held ever shot in hislife, but heand his
faithful loader Matsugae shot out dl the rounds they had in the tree plus a hundred more Roger had
asked Despreaux to get for him before the last flar-ta was out of the water.

Not al of them hit, of course. Even he missed the occasiona shot, but at one point there had been
fifty carcassesfloating in view, more than two-thirds of them with an 11-millimeter entry wound. That had
been the worst point—after the smell of the blood had gotten downriver and attracted the fast-swimming
swamp beasts.

Roger, followed silently by Cord, walked up as Julian grunted, "One hundred and fifty-seven . . ."

"| think that's adequate, Sergeant Mgor," the prince said. He stood hisrifle up against atree and sat
on the ground.

Thefar side of theriver had turned out to be higher and drier, for which the company was giving
elaborate thanks. Already, in the midst of congtructing afortified camp, uniformsand alegedly
waterproof rucksacks were being dried out.

"Weve dl had atough few days," Roger added. He picked up the rifle again and broke open the
action to clean it, but that was asfar as he could get. "God, I'm tired."

"Let me clean that for you, Sir," Corpora Hooker offered. The lance corporal held out her hand for
therifle. "I've got mineto clean, anyway."

"Oh, thank you, Corpord, but wereal tired,” the prince demurred. "I'll get it."

Dogzard waked over to where he sat and sniffed to make sure he was okay after the river crossing,
then spun around and curled up againgt hisside. Thelizard was growing like aweed. Sheld gained a
least fifteen kilosin the last two weeks, and it was al Roger could do to prop up her weight.

"Let her takeit, Your Highness," Kosutic said. ™Y ou probably need to go coordinate with the Old
Man while | finish ensuring that the Sergeant here learnsto keep his mouth shut.”

Roger had opened his mouth to protest, but shut it with aclop and alaugh.

"Very well, Sergeant Mgor. They say 'Never argue with the Gunny.' | presume that goes double for
asergeant mgjor." He handed therifle to the lance corporal. "Thank you, Corporal.”

Helooked at Julian, who gasped: "One hundred and seventy-eight . . . "

"And to you, Sergeant Julian,”" the prince said with atwinkle, "good luck."

* * %
" ... canexpect anincreasein atacks on thisside of theriver," Lieutenant Gulyas said.

The briefing was taking place in the command tent. The sdeswererolled up to let in abit of breeze,
but the troops till kept their distance. Sometimesit was better to get the word through officia channels
rather than asarumor.

"Do we stay here and let them concentrate to hit uswhile we're dug in?' Roger asked, flicking abug
off hispad. "Or do we move on, hoping to cut down on the contacts?' Even with the sun till high, the
gray light through the perpetua overcast was dim under the trees. He squinted at the pad, then rolled up
thelight level. Better. Still not great, but better.

"They can probably figure out that we're headed for Voitan without any difficulty,” Pahner said. "And
there's something to be said for |etting them cometo usin aprepared position. But thisisn't the sort of
location I'd want to defend.”

Theareawas aflat, heavily forested plain, higher than the swamp, but till proneto flooding. The flat
plain, however, did not provide anything in theway of terrain featuresto use in defense. The company
could, and had, cut down most of the secondary growth treesto improve their perimeter and fire lanes,



but that was about it.

"If we reach Voitan," Cord said, deliberately, "well have many placesto defend. Not only should
there till be wdlsin places, but the quarries behind the city offer numerousfortifiable spots.”

"What do you think, Captain?* Roger asked, yawning. Everyone was exhausted, including him. He
just needed to drive on.

"I think that in the morning we pull out carefully, then make the fastest march possible to Voitan.
Well pile the packs on the beasts again and force the pace. | doubt they expected usto cross the swamp
here. They probably have a crossing place they use, and if they've begun to assemble to hit us, they!ll
probably be assembling there. Unfortunately for them, we were too stupid to use the 'good' crossing.”

"Sowemake arun for Voitan," Kosutic said.

"Right." Pahner consdered the situation for amoment. "If it's as close as Cord thinks, then we should
arrive by mid-afternoon.” Thelong Mardukan day would work in their favor for once.

"Andif it'snot?' Kosutic asked.
"Then wewill have exhausted oursalvesfor nothing,” Pahner told her grimly.

* % %

Matsugae sampled the stew and gave the mahout who was stirring it athumbs up. He waked on to
where aMardukan female was turning strips of meat battered with barleyrice meal on alarge meta sheet
over afire. He pulled one of the strips off and blew on it to cool it enough to taste without burning his
mouth. Again, he smiled and gave the cook athumbs up.

The captain had backed the camp up against theriver, and the company had spent the remainder of
the afternoon digging in and cleaning up. Matsugae, for his part, had spent the same time working hard to
put together a decent medl for thefirst timein three days. Many of the swamp beasts had been lassoed
or hooked and dragged to shore. Although there was good flesh @l over the carcasses, there were three
or four particularly good cuts, and with dl the bodies floating in the river, the mahouts had ended up
taking only the skins and the very best of the mest.

Mogt of the mahouts were preparing the skins. The swamp beasts werefairly rare, and their skins
brought a high price. The company, possibly Roger alone, had shot the cost of two or three pack beasts
in one afternoon.

Matsugee grinned. The mahouts had been picking up the skins of al the beasts that the company shot
along the way. The captain had nearly offered them to the drovers as afree benefit, but Matsugae had
convinced him not to do that. The mahouts were being paid astraight rate, just asthey would for any
caravan. The skins, however, even after processing, were the property of whoever shot the beasts they
came from. Give the mahouts abonus for their work, certainly, but the skins of those predators were
vauable. The beasts that had harassed them would help pay the company's way, and that gave the valet
asmple sense of pleasure.

The dog-lizard wandered into the outdoor kitchen and sniffed at the strips on the fire. The Mardukan
fema e tending them shooed her away, so she wandered over to Matsugae, looking pitiful. The beast had
grown steadily since Roger adopted it. It was nearly the Size of adamatian now, and its growth showed
no sign of dowing. In addition, itstall wasthickening. The flar-ta, which were smilar to the dog-lizard in
many ways, stored up reservesin their tails, or so the mahouts claimed. Certainly, they were skinnier now
than when the company had left Q'Nkok. Apparently, unlike the pack beasts, the journey had been good
for the dog-lizard.

Matsugae consulted histoot and smiled as he tossed the dog-lizard the last bit of damncroc tail.
Nearly timefor dinner.

"Kogtas, that was wonderful, asaways." A yawn interrupted Roger's compliment, and he grimaced.
"&x.ry."



"Don't worry about it, Y our Highness" Pahner said. "We're dl beat. | hopelike hell we don't get hit
tonight. | don't think Bravo of the Bronze could hold off atroop of Space Scoutstonight.”

"| think you underestimate them, Captain," O'Casey said. The chief of staff had begun to adjust to the
brutal regimen of thetrip, shedding fat and putting on muscle. When she got back to Imperia City, she
intended to recommend shipwreck on ahostile planet full of carnivorous monsters and bloodthirsty
barbarians as a sovereign method for attaining physical fitness. Now the former tutor smiled warmly.

"Y our troops have been just magnificent. Her Mgesty will beincredibly proud when wefindly get back.”

"Well," Pahner said, "we have along way to go before we find out. But, thank you, Councilor. That
meansalot to me, and it will actually mean something to the troopers aswell. We don't just fight for pay,
you know."

Roger shook his head degpily.

"I never consdered dl thelittle stories around me al the time. Do you know Corporal Hooker's first
name?' Roger asked as he fed Dogzard a scrap of gristle from the damncroc.

"Of course, Your Highness. Ima."

"She said her dad had a sick sense of humor," the prince confirmed in atone of outrage. "'l offered to
have him thrown out an airlock."

"He'slong dead," Kosutic said, taking another fingerstrip of damncroc tail. " Snorted himsdlf to death
on dreamwrack."

"Ah," Roger said with anod. "And Poertenawanted to go to college on aswimming scholarship .. . ."

" ... but hegot beeat out inthefinals," Pahner finished. "There's more to leadership than wearing the
right tabs on your collar, Y our Highness. Knowing the details of the troopsisimportant, and for knowing
theredly intimate details. . ."

" ... you have sergeant mgjors and gunnery sergeants,” Kosutic said with afrown. "Andras wifewas
expecting when weleft, and | doubt we'll be back before she'sdue. | don't supposeit will matter one
way or the other, though; we're undoubtedly written off as dead.”

"That . . . sucks,” O'Casey said.

"Being aMarine sucks," Pahner told her with aquiet smile. It wasrare for the academic to swesr.

"Then why do you do it?" she asked.

"It's something I'm good at. Somebody hasto do it, and better someone who's good at it. Not
everyoneis." The captain looked pensive for amoment. "It's. . . bad, sometimes. When you redlize that
what you'reredly good at isether killing other sentientsin person or leading othersin the killing of them.
But everyonein the Regiment is an exceptional Marine. And reasonably presentable. And utterly loyd . .

"But therésmore," Kosutic said with agrin. "That describes a surprising number of Marines. And
even asurprising number that can make it through RIP. It'sabig Corps, after dl.”

"Yes" Pahner said, teking asip of water, "thereis more. Every member of The Empress Own has
some odd skill that the selection board thought might conceivably be of use. Y ou don't get inif the only
thing you know iswhat you've learned since Basic."

"I knew Poertena could swim that river,” Kosutic told the prince. "But | wasn't about to tell him that |
knew he was an Olympic-class swimmer," she added with alaugh.

"Y ou mentioned Corporal Hooker," Pahner said soberly. "ImaHooker was an air car thief beforea
judge gave her a choice between the Marinesand along jail sentence.”

"What the hdll is she doing in The Empress Own?' O'Casey asked with a gasp as she choked on a
mouthful of wine.

""She can open and be driving an air car she's never seen asfast as you can open your own and drive
away with akey,” Kosutic said serioudy. "If you think that's not a skill the Empress might need someday,



you're sadly mistaken.”

"Sheisdso utterly loya to the Empress,” Pahner told the chief of taff. " She actualy has one of the
most stable loyalty indexes |'ve ever seen. Better than yours, | might add, Ms. O'Casey. The Marines
took her out of ahellish existence and gave her back her honor and purpose. She's somehow transferred
that . . . redemption to the person of the Empress. She's definitely one of the oneswho's going to end up
inGold."

"How strange,”" the academic murmured. She felt asif shedd stepped through the ancient Alice's
looking glass.

"Sowhat's your skill, Captain?' Roger asked.

"Ah, well." The CO amiled as he leaned back in the camp chair. "They make exceptionsfor
captans”

"He'staught himsdlf to be a pretty fair machinist, and he can rebuild an ar car from the ground up,”
Kosutic said with agrin at the captain. ™Y ou only thought they made an exception for you. He dso does
decent interior work."

"Hmph! Better than yours.”

"What isyours, Sergeant Mgjor?' O'Casey asked after amoment had passed and it was obvious
that the sergeant major wasn't going to be forthcoming.

"Wdl, themainoneis. . ." Kosutic paused and glared baefully at Pahner . . . knitting."

"Knitting?" Roger looked at the grim-faced warrior, unable to keep the laugh completely out of his
voice. "Knitting? Redly?'

"Yes. | likeit, okay?'

"Itjust seemsso. . "

"Feminine?' O'Casey suggested.

"Well, yeah," the prince admitted.

"Okay, okay." Pahner grin. "Let me point out that it's not just knitting. The Sergeant Mgor isfrom
Armagh. She can take ahunk of wool, or anything Smilar, and make you an entire suit, giventime.”

"Oh," Roger said. The planet Armagh was adow-boat colony of primarily Irish descent. Like many
dow-boat colonies, it had backdid after reaching its destination and stabilized at apreindustrial
technology level before the arrival of thetunne drive. And unfortunately, also like many, it had broken
down into factiona warfare. The arriva of thefirst tunnd drive ships and the subsequent absorption of
the planet into the Empire of Man had reduced the blood feuds, but it hadn't eiminated them. It had been
suggested that nothing short of carpet bombing the surface with nukes and sowing it with salt would get
the resdents of Armagh to stop fighting amongst themsalves. It was practically agenetic imperative.

"Hey, it'snot that bad," Kosutic protested. "Y ou're safer in downtown New Belfast than you are
walking around in Imperid City. Just . . . stay out of certain pubs.”

"Some other time, I'll ask you what it was like being a priestess of the Fallen One on Armagh.
Everywhere| turn there are fascinating stories like this” Roger said. "It'slike taking off blinders.” He
yawned and patted Dogzard on the head. "Get up, you ugly beast." The sauroid lifted her red- and
black-striped head off his lap with adisturbed hiss and headed for the tent door. "Folks, I'm exhausted.
I'm for bed.”

"Yes," Pahner said, standing up. "Long day tomorrow. We should al rest.”

"Tomorrow,” Roger said, getting up to follow Dogzard.

"Tomorrow," O'Casey said.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

"We have found the nest of the basik outlanders!” Dand Far shouted. "Tomorrow we shall sweep
down upon them and rid our lands of them forever! Thislandisourd!”

The shaman clan-chief of the Kranoltaraised his spear in triumph, and the horns of defeated enemies
clatered againgt the stedl shaft. It had been long years since the Kranolta gathered in anything like the
numbersinthisvaley. The crushing of theinvason by these"humans' would be the high point of histime
asclan-chief.

"Thisland isours!™ the clan gathering echoed with ablare of horns. Many of them dated from the fall
of Voitan, when the horns of champions had been common.

"l wish to spesk!”
The statement took no one by surprise, and Dana Far grunted silently in laughter asthe limping
warrior stepped to the front. Let the young fool say his piece.

Puvin Eske was now the"chief" of the Vum Deetribe of the Kranolta. As such, hewasthe
representative of the tribe which had supplied the mgjority of the mercenariesto the N'Jaa of Q'Nkok.
But now histribe consisted only of many hungry femaes and ahandful of survivors of their ambush of the
human caravan. The tribe would be gone before the next full moon; the jungle and its competitors would
seeto that.

Puvin Eske was half the age of most of the leaders gathered for the council. Many of them had
participated in the battles to take Voitan, long, long ago, and they remembered those days of high glory
for the clan clearly. Few of them, however, saw the truth of the clan asit was, despite their complaints
over theloss of spirit among their younger warriors.

"Wefaceagrave decison," the young chieftain said. Only afew days before, he would have been far
too hesitant, too aware of hisyouth, to speak in opposition to the clan elders. Now held looked into the
face of Hell. After fighting Imperia Marines, no circle of weak, old men would bother him. " Our clan,
despiteits high standing, hasfatered in my years. Every year, we have become fewer and fewer, despite
the fertile lands we took from Voitan—"

"What isthis'we,’ child?' one of the eldersinterrupted in a scoffing tone. Y ou weren't even athought
in your weekling father's head when Voitan fel!"

There were rough chuckles at the jest, but Dand Far raised his Spear of Honor to call for order.

"Let the 'chief' speak,” the old shaman said. "L et the words be spoken in public, not in the darkness
at the back of huts."

"| asked," the scarred and burned young chief continued, "are we not fewer? And the answer is,
'Yes, weare And | tell you this: the reason we are fewer isthefal of Voitan. Welost many, many of the
host in the battle againgt V oitan. Now we recover dowly. Indeed, we seem to be fatering rather than
recovering. | had many playmatesin my years, but my son playsaone.

"Now the Vum Dee and Cus Mem are amemory. We brought the pride of our tribe against these



'humans,’ and the warriors of Cus Mem joined us. We attacked them all unawares, with no warning.”

He had, infact, argued with his own father against the decision to attack. The runners who'd brought
thetale of thefall of the House of N'Jaa had a so brought word of the terror of the humans weapons.
Hearing that, and fearing for thetribe in its aready crippled state, the young warrior had argued against
taking losses among the flower of their warriors, but his arguments had been rejected.

"Y es, we surprised them,” he continued, "yet still we lost a set of setswhile the humans might have
lost ahand pair."

The Kranolta's problems, although Puvin Eske didn't know it, were dispersion and death rate. The
native sophonts had only two reproductive periods per Mardukan year. With the dispersion of the
Kranoltato fill ahuge hunting areavery sparsely, the males of the tribe had been able to range at will in
their hunting quests. Unfortunately, this meant that they weren't dways around brooder femaeswhen
their seed quickened.

Coupled with these missed opportunities to breed were the tremendous casualties taken in capturing
Voaitan. A snglemae could only implant asingle female with eggs during mating season. With the multiple
"pups’ that thisnormally produced and a biannua reproduction, norma death rates were taken care of .
But the death rate the Kranolta had suffered in capturing the city hadn't been anything like "normd," and
despite the increase in hunting range, child death rates hadn't declined since,

All of which meant that the clan was recovering very dowly, if & dl, fromits"victory."

"If welosethe greater part of the clan's warriors to these terrible wegpons,” Eske continued, holding
up an arm cooked by plasmafire, "we shal be ended as a clan. Some few tribes might survive, but even
this| doubt."

"Who shdl spesk to this?' Dand Far asked. He himsdlf would have spoken againgt it, but animage
of impartiality wasimportant. Besdes, the answer was a massed roar, and he pointed to one of the other
veterans of Voitan. Let him put the young puppy in his place

"The only thing that the loss of Vum Dee shows isthat they were and are gutless cowards, as proven
by thesewords!" Gretis Xus shouted. The old warrior limped forward on painful scarswon not just in the
destruction of Voitan but in constant skirmishing against the other city-states that bordered histribe.
"Vum Dee has sat onits behind since thefal of Voitan. But the Dum Kai have continued to battle against
the shit-gitters. We are not so weak and gutless asto accept thisintrusion. | say that Vum Deeisno
longer true Kranoltal™

Xus words drew aroar of approva, not just from the gathered tribe chiefs, but from the ring of
warriors behind them. Puvin Eske heard it, and bent his head in sorrow.

"I have spoken my words. As| spoke them to my father, who is no more. Puvin Shee, who wasthe
first over thewadls of Voitan; who wore the horns of the King of VVoitan on hisbelt. Andwho | saw cutin
half before my eyesby fire from warriorsit was nearly impossble to see.”

Heraised his head and regarded the other tribes.

"Vum Deewill be eaten soon enough by other tribes and the jungle. But if the Kranolta go forth to
battle the humans, so also shdl the rest of the Kranolta be eaten. Y ou say the Vum Dee, whose fathers
led the Kranolta over the walls of Voitan, whose warriors were the spear of the Kranoltaall the way out
of our ancient triba lands, whose own flesh was the clan-chief of the Kranoltafor the war againgt Voitan,
are not true Kranolta? Very well. Perhapsit istrue. But tel methisfive days hence, for then it shall
indeed be true. For five days hence, there shdl be no Kranoltal”

Thewarrior turned and walked out of the circle of hostile faces. Many glared, but none tried to stop
him. None would dare even now to touch a chief at the clan meeting. Let them wait the days.

Dand Far took center place again asthe Vum Dee chief and his decimated retinue | eft the circle.

"Arethere any other objections?' he asked. " Seeing none, | call for an attack against these humans as
soon as we can reach them. They will move out on the morrow, probably for Voitan, but we shall



intercept them before they reach there. They move dowly through the jungle, and it will be easy. They are
only shit-gtters, after dl."
* % %

"Movel"

Julian shouldered the private aside, hit the Sixth setting on hismultitool, held it at arm'slength asit
flicked into a 130-centimeter blade, and grunted with effort as he brought the mono-machete down on
the thick liana. The girder-thick vine parted with acrack and swung towards him, and he grunted again as
it hit him in the ssomach—then yelled in fear as he had to roll out of the way of a descending pack beast
paw.

The point gave him aglance of thanks and hurried to get in front of the pack beast again.

The company moved through thejungle at atrot. It was virtualy impossible to maintain that pace, but
they were doing it anyway. For the most part, the flar-ta were breaking trail, but occasiona larger
obstacles had to be cleared the hard way. That meant the point squads were kept busy hacking through
the thicker lianas and finding ways around the occasiona deep valeyswhich had begun to appear, none
of which was designed to make people who'd survived the first ambush happy at the distraction from
keeping an eye out for future ambushes.

The ground was rising towards the hillsthey had glimpsed by the river. Somewhere on the edge of
that range of low mountains were the ruins of the city of Voitan, perched, according to reports, on the
shoulder of asmal peak. And somewhere—either at those ruins, or in the jungle—they were going to be
hit again by the Kranolta. Better for it to be in the ruins, where there were placesto defend, than in these
open, defensaless woods.

Roger legpt asmall falen trunk that hadn't yet been smashed to splinters by the caravan of flar-ta
and helped the squad leader to hisfeet.

"No lying down on the job, Julian,” he said, and continued on without a pause. Cord, who'd just
caught up with the prince, clagpped his handsin frustration and trotted off in pursuit.

Julian wasn't sure if the prince wasjoking or not. The tone had been dead serious, but it could have
been avery dry joke. Very dry.

The NCO shrugged and reformatted his multitool to fit into its pouch. If they survived, he might figure
it out; if they didn't, it wouldn't matter anyway.

* * %

Pahner nodded to himsdlf as histoot flashed atime aert.
"Second Platoon, onto the pack beasts. First Platoon, point!”

Humans, especiadly Marines, could amost certainly have outrun the flar-ta over time and in open
terrain. Inthe jungle, it would have been atoss-up, at best. The company aready had severd badly
gorained or broken ankles, and the strain of jumping logs and dodging limbs s owed them badly.

But the Marines got a breather by cycling the platoons onto and off of the big beasts. It was hard on
the flar-ta, and Pahner hadn't needed the mahoutsto tell him that they would haveto rest for at least a
couple of dayswhen they reached Vaitan, but it was the only way to ensure that the troops would bein
any reasonable sort of shapeif it dropped into the pot.

Pahner saw the prince pull himsalf up the ropes onto the flar-ta he'd christened Patty, and nodded.
Roger had stated that for purposes of rotation he wasin Second Platoon, and he'd apparently stuck to
that. Which was good. The kid was coming aong.

"Captain!" Gunny Lai cdled. "Weve got movement front!"
* * %
Cutan Mett heard the tramping sounds of aherd of flar-ta and waved hiswarriorsto ahat. They
were the vanguard of the Miv Qist tribe, and he felt their hungry anticipation asthey redlized that the
honor of firgt contact with the invaders was about to be theirs.



* * %

"Fire on the contact," Pahner said. Normally, he would have waited for more than a sensor reading.
That was not only doctrine, it was aso common sense.. . . normaly. But not here. Whether it wasa
bolting damnbeast or the vanguard of the attackers, it wastimeto "plow the road.”

"Roger," Lai responded.

The Imperid Marine M-46 was aforty-millimeter, belt-fed, gas-operated grenade launcher. The
advanced composition of the grenades filler gave them the destructive force of a pre-gpace twenty-kilo
bomb, but despite any advancesin explosivefillers, the chemical-powered launcher had an old-fashioned
kick likethat of aparticularly irritated Terran mule. Ripping off an entire belt in amass of fire, asthe
prince had done afew days before, was the action of an idiot or someone who was very good with the
wesgpon and big enough to handle the recoil.

Lance Corpord Pentzikiswas neither afool nor particularly massive. So when given the order to
"flush" the detected Mardukans, the experienced Marine settled the big weapon into her shoulder, made
sure the forty-round belt fed over her shoulder without akink, and started adow, aimed fire.

The rounds impacted with a deep jackhammer sound that raised the hackles on experienced
troopers necks, and the remainder of First Platoon spread out around her as she fired grenades into the
area where the sensors had detected movement. Moments later, the ground and trees flashed white.

* * %

Mett shouted as the trees around him started to come apart in eruptions of thunder and lightning, and
glintersflayed the warriors of Miv Qidt.

"Forward!" he bellowed. "Thisland isours! "

There were timeswhen ImaHooker fdlt like adistilled potion of fury. Whether that was nature or
nurture—the father who'd given her her name had been crud in many other ways—she neither knew nor
cared. All that she cared about were the occasional moments when the Imperia Marines gave her an
outlet for it.

Like now.

Asthe scummies burst out of the conceding foliage, she snugged the bead rifle into her shoulder,
placed the laser targeting dot on the body of the leader, and flicked her rifle to its three-round burst
Seiting. Timeto get some back from the universe.

* % %

Pahner glanced at histactica display and made adecision.

"They'retrying to close the route," he snapped over the command circuit. "First, stay in place,
screening our flank. Aswe pass, roll in behind us. Everybody but sharpshooters off the pack beasts.
Third to the point, Second in the body. Pick up the pace Marines. Let's go!"

Roger started to dide off Patty and got dapped on the leg by Sergeant Hazheir.

"Stay up there, Y our Highness!" the acting platoon sergeant said. ™Y ou're probably who he meant by
sharpshooters.”

Roger laughed and nodded.

"Okay! " heydled asthe staff sergeant did off the beast and trotted forward. "I'll try to remember
who the good guysarel”

* * %
Corpora Hooker put another burst into the vegetation and cursed. The bastards were figuring out to
stay behind cover.
"Behie! Flush those bastards for mel™ she snapped, highlighting the cover with her target designator



for the grenadier.

"Roger!" Pentzikis had just finished attaching anew belt and pivoted dightly, |etting the launcher's
sensors search for the target. "I need more grenades; I'm short.”

"Roger," Edwin Bilai acknowledged. The NCO shot at a patch of gray and was rewarded by a
scream. "Gelert! Get to the pack beasts and bring back three strings of grenades!™

"On my way, bossl" The newbie private put aburst into the vegetation in front of him and reared up
to run for the passing beasts. He thought he knew where he could find the ammunition.

Ima Hooker popped out her first magazine and had just started to reload another of the half-kilo
plastic packs when a scummy reared up from behind alog and hurled its javein.

"Heads up!" she shouted, seeting the magazine, and took aim.

The spinning HE grenade beat her to the shot, exploding ameter above the Mardukan's head and
turning it into red jely, but the burst dso threw two more targetsinto her view. Thefury within her
howled like an enraged beast, for she'd seen the result of her momentary distraction, and she unleashed
her rage and flicked the three-millimeter bead gun onto full automatic and cut the unfortunate nativesin
half.

"Bastards! " she screamed, and swept the muzzle onward, seeking still more targets and fresh
vengeance.

Sergeant Bildi ran to the rifleman, but he knew he wastoo late. The private from St. Augustine
scrabbled at the muck and loam of the jungle floor, choking on the blood that poured out of his mouth.
Bildi pulled off the private's hemet and tried to roll him over, but the javelin pinned him to the forest
floor, and the movement jerked a scream through the bright, scarlet flood.

"Ah, Chrigt, Jeno!" The NCO's handsfluttered helplessly over the wounds. Bullets didn't trandfix their
targetslike specimensin some dien entomologist's collection, so al histraining meant nothing. "Ah, God,

"Movel" Dobrescu was suddenly at hisside. The warrant officer had dready learned dl he cared to
know about wounds like this one. He figured the kid had about one chance in twenty, max, but it was
worth going for.

"It'sgot to come dl the way through,” the medic went on as he pulled out a monomolecular bone
cutter. The scissorlike device diced open the chameleon suit and snipped the javelin shaft flush with the
private's back effortlesdy, with aosolutely minimal movement, yet even that tiny twitch evoked another
scream.

"Now comesthefun part,” Dobrescu added through gritted teeth. "Gelert,” he said firmly, applying a
self-sedling bandage. "Listen to me. | got one way to save your life, and its gonna have to go quick. We
aregoing to flip you onto your back. Y ou're probably going to pass out from the pain, but don't scream.
Dont."

Even as he spoke, he was running a drainage tube with frantic haste. The wound was going to have
to drain somewhere, and if it drained into the lungs, nanites or no nanites, the kid was going to drown in
his own blood.

Gdert wastwitching and the blood was going everywhere as the company passed them by. Stopping
for one casualty would get them all killed, but if Dobrescu couldn't get thiskid evacuated soon, the
company's advance was going to leave him behind the caravan.

"Bildi, I'm gonnaneed adretcher party.”

"Who thefuck isgoing to carry it?' the NCO demanded as fresh firing started to the front and
another cry of "Medic!" cut through the bedlam. "We're getting hammered.”

"Find someone!" the warrant officer barked. He wondered for amoment if he should just write the

kid off and get him lashed to apack beast until they could bag and burn him. But if he could get the holes
patched and the bleeding dowed, the fast-heal nanites sometimes could perform miracles. Fuck it.



"And while you're finding somebody, were going to need security!”

"Roger," Kosutic answered. "Shit!" She looked over her shoulder. " Captain! "

"What?" Pahner never looked away from his HUD. Second Platoon had just passed through in the
legpfrog and reported that they were hitting signs of buildings and rock outcroppings. If they madeit into
the city, it was going to be by the skin of their teeth, and he could hear the howling of the Kranolta horns
behind him. It was asif the Huntsmen of Hell had been loosed on their trail.

"Dobrescu istrying to get Gelert stabilized to move. Hes dready out of Third's coverage!™

That was enough to pull the captain away from his display, and he looked up in disbelief. The
sergeant maor looked asroyaly pissed as hefdt, not that being in agreement made ether of them fed
any better.

"Dobrescul™ Pahner keyed his communicator. "Get your ass out of there—now!"

"Captain, | have Gelert dabilized. | think | can save him."

"Mr. Dobrescu, thisisin order. Get your ass out of there!" He checked hisHUD and redized that
none of the private'sfire team had moved out. " Bilali!™

"Sir, we're pulling out asfast aswe can rig a stretcher,” the NCO responded.
"Sergeant—!"
The company CO chopped off his furious command. Long, long ago at the Corps NCO combat

leadership school, he'd been told something which had stood him in agood stead for fifty-plus Standard
years. Never give an order you know won't be obeyed. He never had, and he didn't intend to start today.

"WEell bewaiting for you in Voitan, Sergeant.”
He knew held just written off their only medic, who was aso an irreplacesble pilot, and afull fire
team, but that was better than losing the entire company trying to cover them.

Thelineof flar-ta was pounding up adope and through a ruined gateway partialy choked by the
rubble of the gatehouse. The area beyond wastoo large to hold for long—afifty-meter-wide plaza
surrounded by overgrown hegps of masonry—but it was agood placeto raly.

"Hold it up on the other sde," he called over the general company frequency. "Third Platoon on the
gate, First and Second in support. | want a headcount.”

He stepped up onto aliana-bound pile of masonry that had probably been thewall of ahouse, and
looked around. A quick count showed him that al of the pack beasts had made it through, most of them
with bead rifle or grenade launcher-armed Marines on top. Then he took another look at the riders.

"Where," he asked with deadly cam, "is Prince Roger?'

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Bildi triggered another burst and the group of scummies disappeared behind their log. He had them



pinned for the time being, but he was a'so low on ammunition.

"Sarge," Hooker called, "you got any ammao? I'm dry."

He cursed silently. Hooker aways put her rounds on target, but she always used too many of them.

"I'm about out here, too," he answered.

"I've got some," Dobrescu said. "Take 'em.”

The medic had the patient fully prepped and was working on afield expedient stretcher: the trunks of
two stout young saplings with the wounded private's chameleon suit stretched between them. It would be
heavy and awkward and nearly impossible to get up to the city, but it was the only chance the wounded
trooper had.

"Shit!" Hooker spun to the west. "I've got movement between us and the Company!"

"Cam down, Hooker," came the prince's voice. "We're coming in.”

* % %

Roger was poditive that held killed not only himsdlf, but Matsugae and O'Casey aswell. Eleanora
was shaking like aleaf, but she still managed to hold up her end of the heavily-loaded standard-issue
sretcher. Matsugae was smiling, as usud, as he carried the other end, but the expression was arictus.

"Roger," thevdet told him, "thisisquiteinsane.

"Y ou keep saying that." Roger ducked down behind atree. "Doc, you're going to have to take the
other end for Eleanora on the way back."

He gripped the butt of the grenade launcher between hisarm and rib cage, stood up, and ripped out
adgtring of fifteen grenades. The end of the string traveled upward and off target, but most of them
hammered into the areawhere the scummies had taken cover. The shrapnd and splinters of shattered
branches scourged the cowering natives like flying knives, and drove them to their feet, screaming.

While Bildi and Hooker blew their flushed targets apart, Roger gected the mostly-used belt and
picked another off the stretcher. The stretcher was covered in belts, aswere his shoulders, and more of
them bulged hisrucksack.

"We'd better move, Doc.”

"Got it!" Thewarrant officer dumped the munitions off the stretcher. "Bildli, Hooker, Penti, get
loaded."

Roger kept an eye on the woodline beyond the smashed lane where the flar-ta had thundered
through the jungle while the remnants of the fire team gathered up the ammunition the civilians had
humped in to them and Dobrescu got Gelert strapped into the stretcher.

"Thank you, Sir," Bildi said. "But thisis goddamn stupid.”

"My blood for yours, Sergeant,” the prince replied. "Why the hdll should you try to save my lifeif I'm
not willing to reciprocate?"

* * *

"Break out the armor! " Pahner shouted furioudy over the generd circuit. "Roger, where the hell are
you2"

* % %
"Ah," Roger said as Matsugae and Dobrescu lifted the stretcher. "Our master'svoice.”

Pentzikis was s0 nervous that she broke into giggles and put afew rounds into the woodline from the
twitch.

"We'refucking dead," shegiggled. "If the goddamn scummies don't kill us, Captain Pahner will!"

"I don't think s0." Roger lifted another belt of grenades out of hisrucksack and draped it acrossthe
top. "Persondly, | refuseto dietoday.”

* * %

"Come on, you stupid hunk of crap!™



Julian watched the power levelsrisein hishelmet HUD. The suit wasn't even on completdly, but he
could fed the crash of grenades through the hedls of his armored boots.

Despreaux hooked on his gloves, working with furious haste as the crack of bead rifles got closer. A
moment later came the furious blast of another string of grenadesin the distance, and she knew that
Roger, a least, was Hill dive.

"Youll mekeit,” shesad.

"I know I'll makeit. But will | makeit before Pahner decidesto just kill usand start over with
scummies as bodyguards?!

"It'snot our fault Roger went haring off!" Despreaux protested, furiouswith the prince.

"No, but after we save oursalves, Pahner isgoing to kill us. We were supposed to be watching the
litleshit.”

"Now that's not fair,” the female sergeant snapped as she hooked up the gravity feed to the stutter
gun. The quad-barreled bead gun hooked to an ammunition storage box on the back of the armor, but
despite the mass of roundsin the box, it could till run through its ammunition in asurprising hurry. And
they had only so many boxes. "Roger wastrying to save awounded Marine," she went on. "And watch
your anmo.”

"I will," Julian said. "And hewas. But he's il alittle shit. If he getskilled, I'm gonnafrag hisass”

"You're up!" Despreaux made the last connection and flipped hisvisor up to give him someair. Until
the things came online, the armored suits could be sweltering.

"Still waiting for the God damned compuiter to settle down,” Julian snarled. Why the damn thing took
s0 long to load was dways amystery to the Marines. It was worse than a pad.

"Julian?" Pahner roared from his perch on the rubble.

"Waiting for warm-up to complete, Sir!" Julian yelled back, looking around histroops. He couldn't
even do his status check until the damned computer completed dumping its memory or pulling its cheek
or whatever took s0.. . . 0. . . S0 modder pocking long. Finaly, the damned light turned green.

"Up!" He shouted, and raised one hand, thumbs up. A moment later, two more hands came up, then
athird. But that wasit.

"What thefuck?' Hed lost Russall earlier, but that still left ninein his squad. " Status check!"

"Red lights," Corpora Aburiareported tersaly, stepping up to Cathcart and looking into his helmet.
The plasma gunner was yelling behind his visor, and the team leader lifted it justintimeto hear . . .
motherfuckingcocksuck . . ."

"Weve only got four, Sir," Julian told Pahner over the captain's private channdl.

"Poertenal”

* * %

"How you doin' for ammo, Behie?' Roger yelled as he laid down another string and a screen of lianas
vanished in the explosions. A javelin had come from beyond that screen, and Roger had become amajor
proponent of peace through superior firepower. A ghastly shriek sounded even through the thunder of
grenades, and something thrashed and bled in the bushes. "Fuck with a MacClintock, will you?' he
ydled.

"I've got five beltsleft, Sr!" The grenadier popped a single round into a suspicious looking bush,
exercigng an economy of ammunition expenditure His Highness seemed condtitutionally unable to match.
"Y ou might want to conserve your anmunition alittle, Sir."

"We can conserve ammo when were dead,” heretorted. "Move, I'll cover you."

The grenadier just shook her head and darted from behind the fallen tree sheld been using for shelter.
The stretcher team—the struggling doc and Matsugee, with the prince's chief of staff holding a bottle of
drip fluid—was nearly twenty meters ahead of them, closely protected by the bead gunners asthe



grenadiers covered the retreat. Sheld aready tried to argue about who should move out first and who
should stay behind in amovement. And lost. She was done arguing.

She ran to where Hooker sheltered behind another falen tree. They'd cursed all day long at the
obstacles the passage of the flar-ta had thrown down, but now they were lifesavers.

"Move, Sir!" Pentzikis shouted, and fired around into another likely looking clump.

Roger pushed himsdlf up with both handsand turnedtorun.. . . just asamassveflight of javelins
erupted out of the brush.

"Oh, fuck," the grenadier said mildly. She/d become expert at judging the flight of the spears, and she
redlized they were al aimed at their previous positions. Hers. . . and the prince's.

Roger didn't even think—not conscioudy, anyway. He smply bolted straight towards the source of
that massve flight, grenade launcher blazing. There was no way he could outrun the flock of javelins, but
he might be able to run under them.

Their angle of flight, partially because of the dope of the ground, was high, and the speed held found
30 useful on soceer fiddsfinaly cameinto its own somewhere ese. Asthe sted-tipped rain fdll dl around
and behind him, he charged forward, grenade launcher spitting ametronome of fire.

* % %

Julian and histhree armored companions passed the stretcher team, bounding by in run mode at
nearly sixty kilometers per hour. They could have gone faster on better ground, but not on atrack torn
by flar-ta and covered in fallen trees.

"Man, Bildi," Julian said as he passed. "Y ou are fucked.”

"What the hell was | supposed to do?" the squad leader demanded, falling back to cover the
gretcher team. "Knock him over the head and throw him on the Stretcher?”

"Probably," the squad leader snarled, then tripped over one of the falen trunks and plowed into a
tree that was &till sanding. " Shit! "

"Y ou okay, boss?' Gronningen caled. The big Asgardian had his M-105 plasma cannon trained
outward. The company hadn't expected to be using them so quickly, so they hadn't been ingpected with
the same care as the M-98s. On the other hand, they were an older and more robust design which had
never given any trouble. Yet.

"Yeah, yeah," Julian growled, scrambling to hisfeet. Theimpact had done far more damage to the
tree than to his now sap-coated armor. 1t would take more than asixty kilometer per hour impact to
damage ChromSten. "I'll beright there," he added as another flurry of grenades exploded ahead of them.

* % %

Roger dropped the empty grenade launcher and pulled his sword over his shoulder. The sensal in
school was dways talking about The Book of Five Rings, but the prince had never bothered to read it
al. Another of thoselittle acts of rebellion he was beginning to regret. Still, he remembered the technique
for battling multiple opponents: reduceit to one at atime.

Nice to know, he thought, surveying the fifteen or twenty Mardukansfiltering out of the brush with a
variety of swords, spears, and other sharpened artifacts. Now, how the hell do you do it?

Some of them were wounded, afew quite serioudy. Mogt of them, however, were just fine. And
seemed redly upset about something. Worse, the clear notes of hundreds of hunting horns sounded,
coming up the hill behind them. All indl, it looked to be just alittle dicey. Maybe they would leave him
aone because hisforehead didn't offer any trophies? Right.

The first Mardukan charged, holding a spear at waist height and screaming to wake the dead. Roger
parried the spear down and to the side, let the momentum carry him through a spin and took off one of
the scummy's arm as he passed. Then the rest of the group charged, and he picked out the weakest: a
Mardukan with a bloody shrapnel wound on one leg.

Roger charged the wounded warrior, parrying another's spear and carrying the sword into ahigh



parry of the wounded Mardukan's own blade. A butterfly twist, and the katana-like weapon came down
and across, opening the Mardukan from shoulder to thigh as Roger passed through the closing circle.

Hefound himsdlf severa meters from his opponents, gazing at the group of warriors. Hed laid out
two of them for nary ascratch, and the Kranolta seemed to be reeva uating the Situation.

Roger was doing the same. He was fully aware that so far held survived on luck and afew tricks, but
these Kranolta didn't seem to be very well trained. There were standard counters for both of the attacks
he'd used. Cord knew them, and held taught them to the prince, but none of these tribesmen seemed
awareof them. If al of them werethisinept, he might Iagt, oh, five more minutes.

But redigticdlly, unless something broke soon, he was dead. Unfortunately, if he turned tail and ran,
those spears could fly faster than he could run. So far, nobody seemed inclined to smply pincushion him
and be done with it, and aslong asit was hand-to-hand and more or less one-on-one he had a chance,
however smdl.

Let'shear it for Homeric customs, he thought.

One of the scummies stepped forward and drew aline on the ground. Roger looked at it and
shrugged; he had no ideawhat the gesture meant. He thought about it, then drew aline of hisown.

The scummy clapped hisfase hands and stepped over his own line and fell into aguard position.

Ashedid, Roger thought of hispistol for thefirst time. There were only four spearmen; the others
carried only swords. He could draw his pistol and kill dl of his missile-armed opponents before the first
spear could fly—he'd proven that conclusively in QNkok—and he amogt did it. It wastheright thing to
do, and he knew it. Theidea of aprince of the Empire of Man fighting some four-armed barbarian with a
sword on aneo-barb planet on the ass-end of nowhere was something from arealy bad adventure
novd. Andif, by somefluke, he survived the experience, Captain Armand Pahner would persondly
break hisneck for it.

He stepped over theline.

Ashedid, the scummy charged, sword held over hisright shoulder. The wegpon was one of the
Mardukan two-handers and weighed nearly ten kilos. If Roger tried to block it, it would smash through
hisparry asif it weren't even there, so he waited patiently, sword at low guard, until the scummy began
his swing. Then he darted in close to his towering foe, his sword held practicaly overhead.

* % %

The clash of sted was frighteningly loud as Hooker pounded into view. At every step, sheld expected
to see the prince's dead body, for the ground was a pincushion of javdins. Instead, she found him inthe
midst of ahalf-circle of yeling scummies. She nearly tripped over adead Mardukan as she skidded to a
stop, but she managed to keep her feet . . . and not open fire as a dozen more scummiestrotted up to
join the shouting crowd. She knew ingtinctively that if shefired, the prince was dead.

* % %

Roger panted and looked at the next scummy in line. Already, three bodies had been pulled out of
the de facto arena, and he was beginning to learn the rules. The line held drawn was asafe point. Aslong
ashestayed on "his' sde of it, they wouldn't attack, and if they were on the other side of their line, he
couldn't attack in turn. However, the one time he'd waited too long to come out to meet an opponent,
they'd gotten agitated. Obvioudy, he couldn't just Sit and wait for rescue.

Hedidn't look around as he heard running feet behind him, but from the stiffening of some of the
Mardukans, it had to be aMarine.

"There'saline behind me on the ground. Don't crossit!”

"Yes, Sir." He recognized Hooker's voice and hoped the angry little Marine would keep her cool.
"Armor'sonitsway."

Roger nodded and flexed his shoulders. Hed long since dropped his rucksack, ammunition harness,
and anything el se that threatened to weigh him down. His sparring with Cord had taught him much that



had, so far, kept him dive. Asamass, these scummies might be the mogt terrifying thing on this part of
the planet, but asindividuas, they were dmost woefully ill-trained. On the other hand, it had been along
day aready, and he was getting tired.

"Tell them to get herefast, but keep their cool," he said as another set of boots pounded up behind
him. Then helooked at the scummy. "Come on, you four-armed bastard. I'm getting bored.”

* * %

Julian passed the Mardukan shaman, hurrying towards Roger's position. The NCO wasn't sure
exactly what the old scummy was saying, but it sounded alot like cursing. The old geezer, who was fast
enough on open ground, was having a bunch of trouble with the falen trees, which was obvioudy the
reason Roger hadn't included him on thislittle jaunt.

"Glad to see you're as happy with him aswe are," the Marine yelled over his externa speskersashe
thundered by.

"Il kill him," Cord snarled. " A or no ad, | swear | will!"

"Okay by me, but you'll haveto getinline" Julian said as he passed out of sght. "A long line"

* % %

"I'm gonnakill him," Pahner said, dmost calmly, as Biladi and the stretcher team pounded into view.

"Bildi?" Kosutic asked rubbing her ear.

"Roger. Maybe Bildi, too."

The team leader marched up to the company commander and saluted.

"Sir, Sergeant Bildi reporting with party of one.”

"And that oneisn't the Prince, | see" Pahner said coldly. "1 am far too enraged at the moment to deal
with this. Get out of my sght.”

"Yes, Sir." The sergeant walked over to where the medic was working on Gelert.

"Don't go baligtic, Armand,” Kosutic whispered. "We have along way to go."

"I keep telling mysdlf that," Pahner replied. "And I'm trying not to. But if we lose the Prince, finishing
thejourney isnext to pointless.”

Kosutic could only nod at that.

* * %

Roger stepped back across hisline and turned around.

"Who isthe leader here?' he asked.

Over ahundred scummies had gathered to watch the contest by now. So far, Roger had won each
match handily. A gouge on his helmet indicated the closest anyone had cometo hitting him, and severa of
his own supporters—including Julian and his armored companions—had assembled with Hooker behind

him. So far, the scummies had |ft his cheering section gtrictly aone while they concentrated on the main
event

A handful of seconds passed, and then a single Mardukan stepped carefully onto the blood-soaked
ground. He was older than most of the others, much scarred, and wore a necklace of horns around his
neck.

"I am the senior tribe chief. | am Leem Molay, chief of the Kranolta Du Juga.”

"Well," Roger flipped the sword sdewaysto flick off the blood pooling onit, "I am Prince Roger
Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock, of the House MacClintock, Heir Tertiary to the Throne
of Man. And | finaly have enough firepower to turn your pissant little tribeinto mest for the atul ." He
took arag from Hooker and began wiping down his blade as Cord came scrambling acrossthe falen
treetrunksat last. "I don't intend to kill you one by one until I'm exhausted, and | don't intend to stand
here jawing until darkness. So | propose atruce.”

“Why should welet you live?" the chief scoffed.



"Julian?' Roger hadn't been able to see who wasin the suits, and held long before turned hisradio
off. Listening to Pahner bitch had gotten on his nerves.

"Yep," one of the suits answered over its external speakers.

"Leem Molay, how many of your warriors do you want daughtered to prove that you should let us
wak away?' Roger sheathed his cleaned sword and took his reloaded grenade launcher from Pentzikis,
but hisicy eyesnever |eft the Kranolta chieftain.

"Let meask it thisway," hewent on camly, tilting his head to the sde. "Which half do you want usto
kill to prove our point?"

"If you could truly kill usal, youwould!" the chief retorted. "We are the Kranoltal Even Voitan could
not stand before usl We will wipe your pissart little tribe from theselandd™

Roger inhaed sharply through his nogtrils. The stench of dead Mardukans barely affected him at this
point; he wasfar too deep into that dark world of battle.

"Watch carefully, old fool," he hissed.

The impromptu challenge matches had occurred on an open spot on the southern edge of themain
battle zone. The Mardukans, for the most part, had been appearing from the northern woodline, so the
southern one would make a better neutrd target zone.

"Sergeant Julian.” The prince gestured to the south. "Demondration, please.”

"Yes, Your Highness," the squad |eader replied over his externa speskers. Hed directed the
response a the Kranolta, and histoot automaticaly trandated it into the local didect. "Gronningen, make
these fine people aclearing to bury their dead in."

"Aye," Gronningen acknowledged, and turned to the south. " Shaman Cord, you might want to cover
your eaxs."

The M-105 was amuch heavier system than the M-98. That meant that, despite the dll-pervasive,
humid dampness of the jungle, thefirst shot from the plasma cannon Ieft atrall of flickering firesona
ruler-straight line from the big Asgardian to the plasmabolt'simpact on atreein the middle of the area
Roger had indicated. Where it shattered a divot into the woods.

The cannon's " CRAAACK! " was the loudest sound any of the Mardukans, even the survivors of the
firgt brush with the company, had ever heard. It set their earsringing, and the therma pulse dried the
surface of their mucus-covered skin, burning severa of them painfully. And that wasjust from the
secondary effects.

Twenty meters of the jungle giant which had been the gunner'starget Smply vanished asalightning
bolt carved from the heart of astar devoured it. The massive trunk shredded explosively for another five
to ten meters above the impact point, and splinterslonger than Roger wastall shrieked through the air far
more lethdly than any Kranoltajavelin. Thetop of the tree flipped away into the burning jungle beyond,
and the vegetation around it was turned into afindy divided, drifting ash surrounded by a dozen other
burning, fdlen trees.

And then Gronningen fired another round. And athird.

With those three rounds, he'd cleared a section of jungle fifty meters on aside and ringed with
smoldering vegetation. Within that semicircle of hdlfire, the ground steamed and smoked.

After amoment's stunned reflection, the chieftain turned from the destruction and asked the question.

"Why?"

"Because | don't intend to fight my way into Voitan. Wewalk into the city unmolested, or wekill
every scummy in sight. Y our choice”

"And on the morrow?' Molay was beginning to understand Puvin Eske's objections to this attack.

"On the morrow, you do your damnedest to kill al of us. Good luck. Y ou had your chanceto kill me
asanindividud . . . and couldn'. | suggest that you go home. If you do, we. . . I, Prince Roger Ramius



Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock, will let you live.

The Kranolta chieftain laughed, athough, even to himsdlf, the sound was hollow. Or perhapsit was
only theringingin hisears.

"Y ou think much of yoursaves, humans. We are the Kranoltal | mysdf was one of thefirst over the
wallsof Voitan! Don't think to impress me with your threstd™

"We are The Empress Own," Roger replied in avoice of iron, "and The Empress Own does not
know the meaning of failure." He smiled grimly, baring histeeth in that way which bothered most species
except humans. "Werardly know the meaning of mercy, ether, so count your blessngsthat I'm willing to
show it to you thisonce."

The Mardukan glanced again at the flaming clearing and clapped histrue-hands.

"Very well. Wewill let you go."

"Unmolested,” Roger said. "Tothecity.”

"Yes," the old Mardukan said. "And on the morrow, we will come, Prince Roger Ramius Sergel
Alexander Chiang MacClintock. And the Kranoltawill kill you al!"

"Then you'd better bring abigger army!" Roger snarled, turning his back, and switched on hisradio.
"Julian, take the back door."

"Oh, yeah," the squad leader said. "Bet onit."

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Mogt of the company was already gone when Roger walked through the gates. The hill ascended
through the ruined city to acitadel on the upper dope, and it was obvioudy there that Captain Pahner
had decided to make his stand.

Not everyone had been sent on to the citadel, however. A security detachment conssting of most of
Second Platoon covered the gates, and Pahner sat waiting on his mound of rubble.

Roger walked up and saluted the captain.

"I'm back," he said, and Pahner shook his head dowly and spat out his gum at the prince's feet.

"Firgt of dl, Your Highness, as you've pointed out to metime and again, you don't sdlute me, | sdute
you."

"Captain—"

"l won't ask what you were thinking," the Marine continued. "1 know what you were thinking. And |

will admit here and now that it has a certain romantic attraction. It will certainly play well to the
newsfeeds when we get home."

"Captain—"
"But it doesn't play well to me," Pahner snarled. "I've spent Marines like water to keep you dive, and
having you throw that away on astupid little gesture redlly pissed me off, Y our Highness.™



"Captain Pahner—" Roger tried again, beginning to get angry.

"Y ou wannaplay games, Y our Highness?' the officer demanded, findly standing up. The two were of
aheight, both of them nearly two meters, but Pahner was by far the more imposing, amodern Herculesin
bulk and build.

"Y ou wannaplay games?' he repested in adeadly quiet voice. "Fine. I'm amaster of playing games.
| resign. You're the fucking company commander.” He tapped the prince on the forehead with onefinger.
"You figure out how to make it across this goddamned planet without running completely out of
ammunition and troops"

"Captain—" Roger was beginning to sound desperate.

"Yes, Sr, I'll just toddle dong behind. What the hdll, thereé's not adamn thing | can do anyway!"
Pahner'sface wasturning atruly darming shade of red. "'l am redlly, redlly pissed at Bildli, Y our
Highness. Y ou know why?*

"Huh?" Roger was confused by the sudden non sequitur . "No, why? But—"

"Because he can't forget he's agoddamned Marine!" Pahner barked. 'l was aMarine before his
mother was born, but when | came to the Regiment the first time, do you know what they told me?'

"No. But, Captain—"

"They told meto forget about being aMarine. Because Marines have all sorts of gresat traditions.
Marines dways bring back their dead. Marines never disobey an order. Marines always recover the flag.
But in The Empress Own, thereés only one tradition. And do you know what the tradition of your
regiment is, Colond?'

"No, | guess not, but, Captain—"

"Thetradition isthat thereisonly onetask. Only one misson. And we've never failed at it. Do you
know what it iS?"

"To protect the Imperid Family,” Roger sad, trying to get aword in edgewise. "But, Captain—"

"Doyouthink I liked leaving Gelert behind?" the captain shouted.

"No, but—"

"Or Bildi, or Hooker, or, for God's sake, Dobrescu? Do you think | liked leaving our only medic
behind?"

"No, Captain,” Roger said, no longer even trying to rebut.

"Do you know why | was willing to |ose those val uable people, troopers I've trained with my own
hands, some of them for years? People | love? People that until recently you didn't even redlize existed?'

"No," Roger sad, findly redly ligening. "Why?"

"Because we have only one job: get you back to Imperid City aive. Until Crown Prince John'skids
reach their legal mgority and Parliament confirmstheir placein the succession, you—God help us
dl—arethird inlinefor the Throne of Man! And whether you believe it or not, your family isthe only
damned glue holding the entire Empire of Man together, which iswhy it's our job—the Regiment's
job—to protect that glue at any cost. Anything that standsin the way of that has to be ignored.
Anything!" the captain snarled. "That's our misson. That'sour only mission. | thought abouit it, and

determined that | couldn't persuade them to retreat and abandon Gelert. But the company probably
would have been lost if we'd settled into ameeting engagement on that ground. So | ran,” he said softly.

"| abandoned them to certain death, cut my losses, and beat feet. For one reason only. And do you
know what that was?"

"Tokeep medive" Roger said quietly.

"So how do you think | felt when | turned around and you weren't there? After sacrificing al those
people? And finding out it was for nothing?"

"I'm sorry, Sir," Roger said. "l didn't think."



"No," Pahner snapped. "Y ou didn't. That's just fine, even expected, in abrand new,
wet-behind-the-ears lieutenant. The ones who survive by luck and the skin of thelir teeth learn to think,
eventudly. But | can't take the chance on your not making it. Isthat clear?’

"Yes" Roger replied, looking at the ground.

"If weloseyou, we might aswell dl cut our throats. Y ou redize that?'

"Yes Sir."

"Roger, youd better learn to think," the Marine said in a softer tone. "Y ou'd better learn to think very
quickly. I nearly took the entire company back out to get you. And we would al have died on that dope,
because we couldn't have extracted you and then withdrawn successfully. We would have died right
here. All of us. Bilai and Hooker and Despreaux and Eleanoraand Kostas and all the rest of us. You
understand?"

"Yes." Roger's voice was amost inaudible and he waslooking at the ground again.

"And whaose fault would that have been? Y ours, or Bildi's?"

"Mine." Roger sighed, and Pahner looked at him unblinkingly for severd moments, then nodded.

"Okay. Aslong aswe have that straight,” he said, and waited again until Roger nodded back.

"Colond," hewent on then, without asmile, "I think it's time we gave you another 'hat.' " He reached
out again and tapped the prince on the forehead once more, more gently thistime. "I think you need to
take over as Third Platoon leader, Colond. | know it will be astep downinrank, but | reglly need a
platoon leader over there. Areyou up for it, Colond?"

Roger took his gaze off the ground at last, looked up at him, and nodded with dightly misty eyes.

“I'll try."

"Very well, Lieutenant MacClintock. Y our platoon sergeant is Gunnery Sergeant Jin. He'san
experienced NCO, and | think you could learn alot from listening to hisadvice. | remind you that platoon
leader is one of the most dangerous jobs in the Corps. Keep your head down and your powder dry."

"Yes, Sir," Roger said, and produced another salute.

"Y ou'd better get up there, Lieutenant,” the captain said soberly. "Y our platoon ishard at work
digging in. | think you should familiarize yoursdlf with the Stuation as soon aspossible.”

"Yes, Sr!" Roger sdluted yet again.

"Dismissed," Pahner said, and shook his head as the prince trotted up the ruined road towards the
citadd. At least hefindly had Roger unambiguoudy dotted into the chain of command, athough he hated
to think how the Regiment's CO was going to fed about the expedient to which held been driven. Now if
he could only keep the young idiot aive! Platoon leader redly was the most dangerous post in the Corps;
which didn't mean that it wasn't less dangerous than watching Prince Roger ricochet around like an
unaimed rifle bead on hisown.

He watched the prince for afew more moments, then decided that he should hurry himsdf. He
couldn't wait to see Jin'sface.

"Gunnery Sergeant Jn?'

"Yes, Your Highness?' The gunnery sergeant turned from specifying positions and fidds of firewith
Corporal Casset and glanced at the prince. "Can | help you?"

The city of Voitan had been vast, but the citadel was the sSmplest of congtructions. It was built into
the dope of the mountain, backed up to acliff which had been quarried sheer, undoubtedly for building
materid for therest of the city. A seven-meter curtain wall ranin amore or less semicircle from dliff to
cliff and surrounded athree-story inner keep. The curtain wall wasthick, three meters across at the top
and tapered outward asit descended, with aheavy bastion built right into the cliff face at either end. The
only entrances to the bastions were through smal doors on the inner side at the level of the top of the



wall. The origina doorswerelong since gone, but temporary doors were aready being constructed. The
upper stories of the bastions had been of wood and had burned down long ago, as had the upper story
of the keep, but the lower storieswere built into thewall, and the interior partitions were stone. These
had withstood not only the Kranolta assault but aso the ravages of time and even the unceasing ondaught
of the Mardukan jungle.

Slitsfor javelins and spears were arrayed on the "wall-levd,” pointing outward. No inner first-story
ditsfaced the top of thewall, but upper-leve ditsdid just that, designed so that if the top of thewall
were taken, fire could be poured into the attackers. There were dso dits at the level of the bailey, so that
if the attackers made it over the wall they could be attacked as they assaulted the keep.

The keep itsalf was alarge, burned-out, vine-covered shell. The upper story, like those of the
bastions, had been constructed of wood and was now charcod. The rear of the keep, however, was dug
deeply into the hillside, its roof supported by cleverly constructed stone buttresses, which provided a
large, cavelike areathat could be used to shield the pack beasts, wounded, and noncombatants. The
flar-ta, kept from stampeding by chains stapled into the naked rock, were on the ground level, while the
wounded and noncombatants waited on araised shelf on the north side, dong with Julian and the other
power-armored Marines.

There were spear dits at the keegp's bailey level, but the only exterior door was on the second floor,
up astaircase. Vines covered the walls, and trees had grown up through the flagstones of the bailey, but
other than the vegetation and the damage to the gates, the gray stone of the fortress was intact.

Third Platoon, which was till more or less at full strength, had been assigned the left side of thewall,
while First and Second shared the right. Teams from both groups were working feverishly to construct
barricades to replace the broken and decayed gates, and Sergeant Jin had been noting the locations of
the platoon's troopers and their fields of fire. It wasimportant to ensure that al possible approaches were
covered and that the heaviest fire could be directed at the point where the enemy would be most likely to
attack in force.

With that in mind, Jn had placed his grenadiersin locations covering the primary avenues of
approach. Hed dso pointed out to them the locations that the enemy was most likely to use for cover.
There were, unfortunately, alot of those. The citadel overlooked what had once been a densely
populated city, and the shells of buildings till loomed above narrow, twisting streets. That would have
been enough to mask the gpproach of any attackers by itsdf, but the ruins were dso massively
overgrown with vines, creepers, small trees, and jungle ferns, producing what were effectively
well-screened trenches up to the foot of the citaddl wall. Those would be the particular target of the
grenadiers, snce they were the only troopers whose wegpons would allow them to drop indirect fire
behind obstacles.

The platoon aso had two plasma cannon. Given the failure of the power suits and the fact that this
would be a stationary defense, the heavy cannon had been set up on their tripods. Jin intended to use
them only against the heaviest concentrations of enemies, both because the Marines had developed a
healthy distaste for the possible repercussions of firing them and because of the need to conserve their
precious ammunition.

He was going to be without Julian and histeam of suit-users. The inoperable suits had been lashed
back onto the pack beasts, with their cursing users still trapped insde them, and carried out into the
citadel. The gear was now scattered on one Side of the bailey with Poertenaworking onit, but the
personnel whose suits did work were going to be used as areserve for the company asawhole. So it
was with too few troops to man the section of wall held been given, with his heavy troopers missing, and
the possibility, however remote, of losing haf his platoon to exploding plasma cannon, that the gunnery
sergeant found out he had anew responsibility.

"I'm your new platoon leader," Roger said.

"Pardon me?" Jin looked around. Corpora Casset was standing with his jaw dropped, but other than
the corpora (and the pissed-off and tired looking shaman standing behind the prince) no one else had



heard Roger's announcement. "Isthis some sort of joke, Y our Highness?!

"No, Gunnery Sergeant, it isn't,” Roger said carefully. " Captain Pahner has asked me to ‘wear
another hat.' He's appointed me to be your platoon leader.”

"Oh," Jnsaid. Hedid not add "joy," for some unknown reason, but after amoment he went on with
dightly glassy eyes. "Very well, Y our Highness. If youll give meamoment, I'll walk you through the
defenses and explain the placements. | would ask for your comments and suggestions after that.”

"Very well, Gunny. And, | think 'Sir' would be gppropriate. Or 'Lieutenant.’ I'm not redlly aprincein
thisassgnment, as| understand things.”

"Very well, Your . . . Sir," the sergeant said, shaking his head.

"Captain, weve gotten our people into position, and—"

"Shhh!" Pahner's hand waved Lieutenant Jasco to silence as the captain turned his head from sideto
Sde

"Pardon me, Sir?' the lieutenant said after trying for amoment to figure out what he was looking at.
All the lieutenant could see wasthe idiot prince taking to Gunny Jn.

"Shhh!" Pahner repeated, then grunted in satisfaction as he finally managed to get the directiond
microphone onto the conversation just as Jn realized what his company commander had doneto him.

Lieutenant Jasco maintained a straight face as Captain Pahner did something the lieutenant would
haveflatly denied was possible. He giggled. It was an amazing sound to hear out of thetall, broad officer,
and Pahner cut it off dmost immediately. He listened for afew more seconds, then switched off the mike
and turned to Jasco with aseraphic smile.

"Yes, Lieutenant?' he asked, still chuckling. ™Y ou were saying?"

"Weve gotten dl of our peopleinto position, Sir. When do you think they're going to attack?'

"Lieutenant,” Pahner looked at the sky, "your guess on that isas good asmine. But | think they'll wait
until morning. It's getting late, and they've never hit usat night. I'll come by your postionsin abit. Go get
with your platoon sergeant and figure out a chow rotation for right now."

He could smell Masugae starting something on afire.
* * %

Roger sniffed and looked towards the keep where Kostas had dinner well under way. The valet
might just have put himsalf in harm'sway to rescue a nobody trooper, but it didn't seem to have affected
him at al. Hed ssimply gone back to organizing the camp. Maybe there was alesson to learn there.

Roger turned and swept his gaze over the troopers ill working al around him. Now that the basics
had been done—setting up the heavy wegpons, assigning fields of fire, putting up sandbags where stones
had fallen from the battlements of the citadel wall—the Marineswere improving their individua positions.
Despite the intense heat, even more focused here inside the stone walls, the troopers worked without
pause. They knew it would be too late to improve their chances of surviva after the Kranolta hit.

Despreaux walked over to him, and he nodded to her.
"Sergeant,” he said, and she nodded back and tossed him the small object in her hand.
"Nicefolks."

Roger caught the item and blanched. It was a very small Mardukan skull, one side crushed. The
hornswere barely buds.

"Therésabig pile of bones over inthe bagtion,” she continued. "That was part of it. It lookslike the
defenders made some sort of stand.”
Roger looked over the wall at the crumbled city below. He had enough experience now to imagine

the horrors the castle's defenders would have observed asthe rest of their city went up in roaring flame
and massacre. And to imagine their despair as the gate crumbled and the Kranolta barbarians poured



through. . . .
"I'm not redlly very happy with these fellows,” he said, setting the skull gently on the parapet.

"I've seen worse," Despreaux said coldly. "I made the drop on Jurgen. Pardon meif I'm
humanocentric, but . . . it wasworse.”

"Jurgen?' Roger couldn't place the name.
Despreaux's sculpted profile hardened, and amusclein her jaw twitched.

"No place that mattered, Y our Highness. Just agtinking little fringe world. Bunch of dirt-poor
colonigts, and asingletown. A pirate ship dropped in for avisit. It was a particularly unpleasant bunch.
By the time we got there, the pirates were long gone. The results weren't.”

"Oh," Roger said. The attacks on border worlds were so common that they hardly ever made the
newsin the Home Regions. "I'm sorry.”

"Nothing for you to be sorry about, Y our Highness. Just something to remember; there's bad guys
out there al thetime. The only people who usualy see them are the Fleet and the Marines. But when
things get screwed up enough, thisisn't so uncommon. The barbs are ways at the door.”

She touched the skull gently, then gave him another cool nod and walked back to where her squad
was digging in. Roger continued looking out over the city, stroking the skull with athumb, until Pahner
walked up.

"How'sit going, Lieutenant?"

"Justfine. .. Sir," Roger said digtractedly, still gazing out over murdered Voitan. "Captain, can | say
something as 'His Highness ingtead of 'Lieutenant'?"

"Certainly," Pahner said with asmile. "Y our Highness."

"I don't think it would be agood ideato leave an existing force in our rear, do you?'

"Y ou're talking about the Kranolta?' Pahner glanced at the skull.

"Yes, Captain. How are we fixed for power for the suits?’

"Wadl," Pahner grimaced, "since we only have four of them up, not bad. Days and dayswith just four
of them. But we need to get the rest up to have ahopein hell of taking the spaceport.”

"But we have enough for a pursuit, don't we?'

"Certainly.” Pahner nodded. "And you have a point about leaving remnantsin our rear. | don't want
to haveto fight off ambushes from hereto the next city-state.”

"Good." Roger turned and looked the captain in the eye. "I don't think that the cause of civilization on
thisworld would be advanced by leaving asingle Kranoltadive, Captain. | would prefer that that not be
the case after tomorrow."

Pahner regarded him steedily, then nodded.

"Sowould I, Your Highness. Sowould I. | think tomorrow well be building a samadh. To the honor
of the Corps.”



CHAPTER FORTY

Roger looked out from the citadel wall asthefirst overcast light of dawn stole across the dead,
jungle-devoured cityscape.

The company had been up for nearly an hour, getting breskfast and preparing for these first moments
of early morning light. Thistime, Before Morning Nautical Twilight, had been considered the most
dangeroustime of al for millennia. It wasthe time preferred for a"dawn attack,” when deepy-eyed
sentrieswere at their lowest ebb and attackers could dip up under cover of darkness but attack with the
gathering light.

The Marines answer was the same one armies had used for centuries: get up well before time and be
awake and dert when the moment of "stand to" came. Naturally, as had aso been the case for centuries,
there were some complainers.

Roger wasn't one of them. He'd been up for hours the previous night, reviewing his actions of the day
before and worrying about what was to come. For dl that he'd been fighting monsters and the occasional
skirmish or ambush al the way across the continent, thiswould be hisfirst true battle. Today the Kranolta
would cometo kill the company, and someone would lose, and someone would win. Some of them
would die, and some would live. While it seemed likely that casuatieswould be light, there was il a
risk. There was even arisk that the humans would lose, and then word of the treachery aboard the
DeGlopper would never reach Earth. Roger had smiled at himsalf when he reached that point in his
ruminations. It was amusing to redlize that the main thing he thought about was that the word wouldn't get
back to his mother, not that he himsalf would be dead.

Sergeant Mg or Kosutic padded up silently behind him and leaned on the lip of the adjoining
embrasure.

"Still quiet,” she said, and glanced over a Cord who stood silently at Roger's back. Since the events
of the day before, the old shaman had attached himself firmly to his"master," and wasrarely to be found
more than five meters away.

The sergeant mgjor had been up from time to time the night before. Not worried, just running through
the practiced actions of an experienced warrior checking on changes. Still, sheld become dightly
perturbed as every sentry throughout the night had reported more and more fires. The tactical computers
were having a hard time pinning down numbers, but each fire sent the estimates up and up. The current
balance of forces didn't look good.

"l wish we had somerazor wire," she said.

"Do you think it will cometo that?' Roger asked in surprise. "They've only got spears, we have
plasma cannon.”

"Y our Highness—| mean, Lieutenant,” Kosutic said with asmile, "therés an old ory, probably a
space story, about agenerd and acaptain. They were fighting someindigsand an air car cameinwith a
spear sticking out of the side. The captain laughed and asked how they could |ose against people armed
only with spears. But the generdl looked at the captain and asked how she thought they could win against



peoplewilling to fight an air car with only a spear.”

"And themord is?' Roger asked politely.

"The mord, Lieutenant, isthat thereis no such thing as a deadly wegpon. There are only deadly
people, and the Kranolta—" her hand waved over the battlements at the broken city "—arefairly
Oeedly.”

Roger nodded and looked around, then back into the sergeant major's eyes.

"Arewe?' he asked quietly.

"Oh, yeah," Kosutic said. "Nobody who getsthrough RIPisadacker in afirefight. But . . . there's
gonnabealot of those scummies, and thereain't many of us™" She shivered dightly at the smell of
woodsmoke from the thousands of firesin the jungle. "It's gonna get interesting. Satan damn meif it ain't.”

"Well get the job done, Sergeant Mgor,” the prince said confidently.

"Yeah." Kosutic looked at the sword hilt jutting up over his shoulder. "I suppose we will."

Captain Pahner strolled up, checking the positions, and looked out at the mists curling around the
ruined city.

"Beautiful morning, fellas" he remarked, and Roger chuckled.

"1t'd be even more beautiful if haf 'my' platoon werein armor, Captain. What's the status?'

"Well," Pahner said with agrimace, "it isn't pretty, ‘Lieutenant.’ Poertenafound the fault, whichisa
mold eating the contacts coating of the joint power conduits. Y ou can't remove the coating; it'sa
dissmilar metdlic contact. The problem seemsto bein anew ‘improved verson.”

"Oh shit," Kosutic chuckled grimly.

"Yeah." Pahner nodded with agrim smile. "Another improvement. The suitsthat hadn't been
‘upgraded’ are okay. But that's just the four."

"What are we going to do?' Roger's eyes were wide, for Pahner had stressed repeatedly that they
had to have the suits to take the starport.

"Fortunately, the contacts tend to wear out, so each suit has a parein its onboard spares
compartment. The ones sealed up in the storage packets are okay, but . . ."

"But there's only acouple of spares per suit, normally.” Kosutic shook her head. " So we're down to
four sets of armor for everything except taking the spaceport.”

"Right." The captain nodded. "We can cannibalize from suits that we lose the usersfor, or that go
down with other problemswe can't fix. So we can put HisHighnessin asuit if thingslook particularly
bad. But until then, it'sjust "'The Four Horseman." "

"| guessthat will haveto do," Roger said with a shrug, then changed the subject. " So what's the plan
for today, Captan?’

"Well," Pahner replied with hisown shrug, "we wait until they have the mgjority of their forcesin
close, then engage with al the firepower we have. | won't say that | agree or disagree about whether they
should be wiped out as atribe, but we can't afford to have alarge force following us to the next
city-state. So they have to be diminated as an operational threet at least.”

"Canwedo that?' Over the night, Roger's ardor had cooled, and he looked at the scattered
weapons positionsworriedly.

"Againg what I'd estimate the maximum threat to be, yes," Pahner said. "Therésabig difference
between barbarian warriors and soldiers, and today these Kranoltaare going to discover that.”

"What's your estimate?' There were hundreds of firesin the jungle according to the taccompin
Roger's helmet—just under athousand, in fact.

"I'm estimating a maximum of five thousand warriors with some camp followers. Morethan that is
redly hard to maintain logigticaly.”



"Hve thousand?' Roger choked. "There are only seventy of ugd"

"Don't swest it, Y our Highness"" Kosutic gave him acold smile. "A defensve position like thisgives
us aten-to-one advantage dl by itslonesome. Add in the firepower, and five thousand isn't an impossible
number." She paused and looked thoughtful. "Tough? Y eah. But not impossible. Were gonnaget hurt,

though.”

"Well makeit through,” Pahner said grimly. "That's the only thing that matters.”

"What did Cord think of those numbers?" the prince asked, looking over his shoulder at the shaman.
Despite the Marines confidence, it still seemed like alot of scummiesto him.

"The Kranoltaare said to be as numerous asthe starsin the sky," the shaman said quietly. "They
cover the ground like the trees.™

"Maybethey do," Pahner said, "but that's not what you could cdl ahard and fast number. And it's
redlly difficult to support more than five thousand in these sorts of conditions. | don't seeany sgnof a
baggagetrain, for example.”

"Andif it is more?" Roger asked dubioudly.

"Morethan the sarsin the sky?' Pahner smiled wryly. "If it's more than five thousand, well . . . well
just handleit. The important part isto survive and damage them badly enough that they decide that
fucking with Imperid Marinesisashort road to Hell."

* k%
"Oh hell," Corpora Kane whispered.

The humans had been working in shifts throughout the night to prepare their defenses, and she stood
on one of the recently congtructed platforms within the burned-out bastion, monitoring the sensor remotes
planted dong the approaches to the citadd. That gave her the dubious pleasure of an advanced ook at
the approaching horde, and a horde it was. She took one more look at the numbers estimate, blanched,
and keyed her radio.

" Sergeant Despreaux, could you step over to the west bastion?”

* * %

The company command group had gathered atop the curtain wal gatehouse, watching the gathering
horde on their visor HUDs. Captain Pahner's maximum estimate had unquestionably been exceeded.

"How the hell could they have gathered fifteen thousand warriors?' Pahner demanded irately. He
couldn't seem to decide whether he was more incredul ous or more offended that the Kranolta had not
abided by hisprofessona estimate.

"Between fifteen and eighteen, actually, Sir," Lieutenant Gulyas corrected, looking at the readout on
his own helmet heads-up display.

"Should | have Poertena start warming up the other suits?' "Lieutenant” MacClintock asked.

"No," Pahner said, thinking furioudy.

"We could engage them at longer ranges,” Lieutenant Jasco suggested. " The plasma cannon would

range from here, and they've got the punch to burn through the undergrowth. Hell, for that matter, they
could blow through most of those walls without much swest.”

"No," Pahner said again, shaking his head. He pulled out astick of gum and popped it into his mouth
without any sort of ritud.
"Thisisgonnaget red interesting, boss," Kosutic said, taking another ook between the battlements.

"Pull the plasma cannon off thewalls," Pahner said abruptly. "Put them in the bastions ready to move
up. Put one on each of the bottom floors, and the rest at wall level. When we cometo grips, it's bead
riflesonly. No grenades, no plasma.”

"But—" Lieutenant Jasco said. "Sir, well losethewalld™

"Yep," Pahner agreed with agrim smile. "Better make sure the door to the keep is heavily reinforced.



And tell dulian his people stay put in there until | tell him different. And make sure those damned pack
beasts are tied down!" If the e ephant-sized flar-ta got loose in those close confines, it would doom
anyone who wasn't in armor.

"I'll take care of that," Jasco said, heading out the door.

"Get those plasma cannon moved back," Pahner continued to Gulyas. "Remember, at least one
downgtairsin each of the bastions. We havefive, so two upstairsin Third Platoon's bastion, and one
downgtairs. One up, one down in the east bagtion.”

"I'monit," the lieutenant replied, aready leaving, and Pahner turned back to the oncoming Kranolta.
"| till don't believethis." He shook his head. "Where do they get the food?"

"They've had word of our coming for sometime now," Cord pointed out. "Undoubtedly they heard
through rumors from Q'Nkok, and with that warning, the warriors would have gorged and gorged for
days, then set off with packs of food for Voitan. We were [ucky to arrive before the main host.”

"They were probably waiting for uswherever the crossing of that Satan-damned swamp was,"
Kosutic agreed, nodding her head. "Good thing we didn't know where it was, or we'd be dead in the
jungle”

"They can't stay together long,” Cord admitted. "Only afew days, at most. But they don't intend to
day long; only long enough to kill us™

"Andif wejust hold them off," Roger continued, "they'll be waiting for us every few kilometersin the
jungle”

"Which iswhy we have to do more than drive them off," Pahner confirmed. "And we will."

"Let'shope s0," Roger said. "Let'shope s0."

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

All through the long morning, the enemy gathered in aswarm just insde the ruined outer wall of the
city. The mass of natives blew their horrible trophy horns and pounded drums, taunting the humans
hunkered down in the citaddl. Findly, when their numbers were fully gathered, they started in good order
for the citadd.

Pahner, watching the approach from the gate bastion on the HUD fed by the remotes, nodded as he
surveyed their formation. The lead group carried scaling ladders, and about athird of the way back from
the front of the formation amass of warriors with ropes carried alarge ram. They'd prepared well, he
decided, but then, they'd taken this city before.

Of course, they've never tried to take a city away from The Empress Own, he thought grimly.

"Third Platoon, when that ram gets to a hundred and fifty metersfrom the gate, takeit out with
plasmafire”

Roger watched from a position on thewall. The heavily reinforced firing point had been prepared for
one of the plasma cannons, o it wasa"safe" spot from which to watch the approach of the enemy. It



seemed folly to wait for the Kranoltato overrun the company before using heavy wesapons, but he was
taking Pahner'slead. He keyed his microphone and passed on the order.

Corpora Cathcart was dmost over the failure of hisarmor, but he was till pissed about being taken
off thewall and told to hold hisfire. So when the word came down to engage the ram, he was happy to
oblige

The designers of Voitan'sorigina defenses had faced only muscle-powered wesgpon threets, and that
had dictated the clear areas they had alowed asfire zones. The citaddl's approaches had been paved
and flat for gpproximately a hundred and fifty meters from the curtain wall gatehouse, and just abit over a
hundred meters from the rest of thewall. The city's buildings had begun beyond those ranges, and the
wrecked, decaying, luxuriantly overgrown ruins of those buildings were what cut up the company'sfire
lanes and would have deprived it of the full use of its range advantage even if Captain Pahner hadn't
opted to let the barbarians close. But those ruins were also liberaly seeded with remote sensors, and
Cathcart had been using them to watch the big log approach.

Now herolled his plasmacannon over to a handy spear dot and mentally licked his chopsashe
positioned it carefully. The cannon was designed for use as either a crew-served weagpon or from a
powered armor mount. In its crew-served configuration, its mount included retractable wheds, which
wereredly quite useful in Stuationslike this. He got the gun lined up, and hit the switch to take it off the
whedsand drop itsfiring platform firmly into place.

"Everybody stand back. There'sliable to be some backblast.”

Thebarrdl of the weapon was aigned with the exterior of the mini-fort as he hunted until he spotted
the ram again. It had advanced another fifty meters as the lead € ements approached the wdll. Infact, it
wasin direct line of sght from his position now, and he punched a button and grunted asthe entire ram
was outlined in red on his sighting screen. The computer recognized it as atarget and began to track
automaticaly.

There were quicker waysto do thingslike this, but he had plenty of time, and it never hurt to do the
job right. He designated the entire ram as atarget, then designated three specific target pointsalong its
length before he took his eyesfrom the display to look carefully around his position one last time. Hewas
behind the blast shield, but anyone else nearby might be caught by backscatter as the plasma charge
exited the spear dit. Fortunately, everyone waswell under cover . . . helped, no doubt, he reflected, by
memories of exploding plasmarifles.

"Hreinthehold"

The three plasmacharges hit like the micro-nuclear explosionsthey were. They didn't splinter the
ram; they vaporized it, dong with every one of its carriers and every Kranoltawarrior within forty meters.
Beyond that immediate kill zone, there were actualy some survivors, dthough the mucus-covered
Mardukans suffered horribly from the flash burns of therma bloom. The entire horde bellowed in shock,
but they hadn't been totdly surprised, for the story of Julian's "demonstration” had spread among them.

Worse, from the humans perspective, the narrow, twisting streets, choked with rubble, and
encroaching jungle wreckage, split the Kranolta advance into channdlized tentacles, exactly asthe
Marines had feared. Had the horde been amore organized force, that might have wreaked havoc with its
attack, but the barbarians lack of organization actually worked in their favor in thisinstance. They were
scarcely discommoded by the confusion of their gpproach to the citaddl, even asthe Marineswere
denied the full advantage of their wegpons range.

That was one main reason Pahner had sdlected his chosen deployment plan. If the scummieswere
prepared to accept sufficient casudties, they could close with the citadel whatever his people did, so hed
decided to make avirtue out of hisweakness.

Thetrickiest element of hisbattle plan wasthe need to inflict sufficient casudtiesto enrage the
barbariansinto pressing the attack without hurting them badly enough to convince them to do the
intelligent thing and back off until Smple starvation forced the Marines to abandon their defensive position



and run agauntlet of endless ambushesin thejungle. Not that this particular bunch of barbarians seemed
to require much in the way of enraging, he reflected as they surged forward around the huge, half-fused
hole the plasma cannon had torn in their ranks.

Cathcart's shot had also acted as an effective start for the rest of the company'sfire. The citadel's
elevated position helped some, but the furthest out aiming stake was barely a hundred and fifty meters
from the curtain wall. That was short range for abead rifle. . . and meant the scummies had only a
soccer field and ahalf to cross.

"Firel" Gunnery Sergeant Jn sngpped over the platoon net, and set the example himsdlf. Thefirst
wave of burst fire from the company tumbled awindrow of the ladder-carriersin piles, but the mass of
natives smply kept coming asthe following ranks picked up the ladders and charged the wdlls.

* * %

Pahner nodded. The enemy was coming on more or less as expected, although the ladderswere a
surprise. There were even more Kranolta than the taccomp had estimated, though, and that was causing
afew jinksin the plan. They were dso much heavier on the west flank; Roger's sde. It might be agood
ideato thin them out a bit.

"l want two grenade volleys" he cdled. "Aim into the middle of the mass, about seventy-five meters
out. | want to cregte a break in the assault.”

"Roger," Lieutenant Jasco acknowledged. Hed taken over command of theright wall while
Lieutenant Gulyaswasin the keep.

The grenadiersfiled out of the bastions and got into position as the bead riflemen on the parapets
continued to pour aimed fire into the attacking Mardukans. The grenadiers readied their weapons and
awaited the word as Pahner followed thetiming. Right . . . about . . .

"Now!"

The twelve remaining grenadiers fired upon his command. For most of them, it wasthelr first clear
look at the enemy, but the numbers coming at them didn't throw off their aim. The twenty-four grenades
arced out into the mass of the Mardukans, dropping behind sheltering walls and hegps of rubble which
had blocked the bead fire, and detonated. The double string of explosions ripped holesin the Kranolta
army, and hundreds of the four-armed natives writhed in shrieking agony as shrapnd from the
mini-artillery scythed through their packed ranks.

"Agan," Pahner cdled. "Down fifty meters”

Again the belt-fed launchers pat out their packages of death, tearing the ranks of the enemy apart.
But still the natives closed up over the mangled bodies of their comrades and came on, blowing their
horns and bellowing war cries.

"Okay," Pahner said, satisfied. "Back under cover.” He pursed hislipsand whistled. " "When you're
wounded and left on Marduk's plains—'"

Most of the grenadiers filed back into the bastions, where the hagtily constructed doors were wedged
in place. The few who stayed on the wall picked up their bead rifles and opened fire again. The enemy
was about to assaullt.

"Sir," Lieutenant Jasco said, with agrunt that carried clearly over the com, "I've got more ladders
coming up than I've got hands to push down. | need some support here.”

"Same here," Roger reported, and Pahner heard the ditinctive sound of stedl meeting flesh over the
princesradio. "We're about to lose the wall!”

"Too soon,”" Pahner whispered, peering through the dit that overlooked Roger's position. There were
aready Mardukans on thewall, in close combat with the Marines, and he saw Roger lop the head off
one, while Cord speared another.

"Cdll out your grenadiers and plasmagunners! Push them off thewalls!" he ordered. HEd held the



grenadiers and plasma gunners under cover to protect them from the anticipated wave of javelinsfrom
the Mardukans, but very few javelinswere flying. Instead, the Kranolta concentrated with fanatical
determination on getting over the walls and coming to close grips with their smaller opponents. When are
they going to follow the plan? he wondered with agrim mental chuckle. Guess they've learned a little
about the disadvantages of matching javelins against bead rifles at range. Too bad it'sreally true
that no plan survives contact with the enemy!

The fresh infusion of Marines and a barrage of grenades pushed the enemy off the walls, and Pahner
was relieved to see no prone bodies and only afew Marines nursing wounds.

"Switch out weapons. Put the wounded in the bastions.” He looked out the dit facing the enemy, who
seemed to be getting back in shape rather quickly. "And get ready for another attack!"

* * %
"Insde, Despreaux.”" Roger thumbed towards the bastion.

"I'm not hurt that bad, Sir." She hefted her rifle with her left hand, and started to try to reload it
one-handed.

"l said, get in the bastion!" Roger snatched the weapon out of her hand. "That's an order, Sergeant.”
Her jaw clenched, but then she nodded.

"Yes, Sr!" She sdluted with her left hand.

"And get Liszez to replace you."

"Aye," she answered, and he nodded and turned towards the gate.

"Kameswaran! | thought | told you to get your assinto the bastion!"

* * %

Jmmy Dalton stroked the butt of the bead rifle and shook his head. There sure were a shit-load of
the damned scummies.

The plasmagunner had carried abead rifle through about half his service, so he was familiar enough
with the operation of the weapon. But hed aso inherited Corpora Kameswaran's ammo harness, and
that was unfamiliar. Everyone had his own idiosyncras es about what went where, and the corpord's
were more idiosyncratic than most.

Dadton ran his hand across the positions of al the gear and shook his head. Just had to hope he didn't
need any of the Suff inahurry.

The prince came up and looked out of the mini-bunker the private occupied.

"Looks like they're getting ready to come back."

"Yes, Your Highness" The private wished he had his plasmarifle; that would dow them up. "When
do we open fire?'

"When Gunny Jin givestheword." The prince grinned. "Even | dont fire until the gunny saysit's
okay!"

"Yes, Your Highness" The plasmagunner ran his hand across the ammo harness again and shook his
head. They'd made it onto the wallsthe last time. Why not open fire further out?

The prince seemed to read hismind.

"Thisis hard, waiting for them to come to us. But it would be worse worrying about being ambushed
from here to the sea. We need to suck them in and kill them al, Immy, not just drive them off."

Dalton hadn't thought the prince even knew his name.
"Yes, Your Highness"

"I'm not Prince Roger right now, Jmmy. I'm just your platoon leader. Cal me Lieutenant
MacClintock."

"Yes, Your—Lieutenant," the private said. Asif he didn't have enough to worry about.



* * %

Most of the ladders were sill at the base of the wall, s0 the Kranolta came on at an unburdened run
in the second wave.

"Firel" Jin barked as they passed the hundred-meter stake and picked out his own target—one
covered with horn trophies. "Take that, you bastard,” he whispered, as the chieftain and two followers
fel away from the burst of fire.

Roger pulled out another magazine and inserted it even as he maintained fire. The double magazine
system was made for stuations like this. His accuracy was somewhat degraded during the switch, but as
long as hefired into that incredible mass of targets he was bound to hit something.

The Kranolta packed the ground before the wall as they reached its base and the ladders started
coming up again. They were more tangled than in the first assault, but alittle thing like that was nothing in
the chaos at the wall's foot. Thousands of them were packed dozens deep, each and every one of them
determined to be the very first over the battlements.

"Grenades, Gunny?' Roger heard his own voice over the radio and was surprised by how calm he
sounded. He triggered another burst into the back of the mass; leaning out over thewall to fire directly
down éat its base was hazardous to hedlth.

"Yes, Sir," Jn approved and called the order. A dozen grenades sailed into the close-packed
Kranolta, exploding with deedly effectiveness, but the close press of bodies actualy lessened their effect
by absorbing blast and fragments, and the holes they opened closed rapidly asthe feet of fresh waves of
tribesmen pounded their |ess fortunate fellows into paste.

Roger charged forward asthefirst ladder came up in his sector. He and PFC Stickles managed to
heaveit back over the Sde with a descending scream from the scummies on it, but three more cameupin
thetimeit took to push one off. The Kranoltawere pushing forward again through sheer weight of
numbers and there were nowhere near enough humansto cover the full length of thewall.

"Grenades! " Pahner barked. "All you've got!"

Roger ripped one of the hundred-gram cylinders off hisbelt with hisleft hand, thumbed the activator,
and tossed it over thewadll just asthefirst scummy appeared at the top of aladder. The prince put two
rifle beads into the attacker one-handed even as he threw two more grenades, but by then the Kranolta
were over thewall.

His magazine clicked suddenly empty, and he tossed therifleinto "his' bunker and waded in with the
katana as he had before. This battle was a complete madhouse, with dozens of screaming barbarians
clambering over the parapets, their false-hands holding the ladders and both true-hands filled with
weapons. Trading parries with a scummy who was better than usual, Roger found himself back-to-back
with Cord and redlized they were practically aone. Most of the Marines had retrested into the bastions,
but there were afew human bodies scattered along the wall.

"Cord!" Roger ducked a swing and opened the attacking Kranoltafrom thigh to breastbone. "We
haveto get off thewal!"

"No doubt!" the shaman shouted back, and speared another attacker. The barbarian dropped, but
Cord suddenly found himsdlf facing three replacements, and they did not appear to be taking turns.
"How?'

Roger was about to reply, when his eyes widened and he spun and lunged at Cord. He tackled the
much larger shaman hard enough to drive both of them into hismini-bunker . . . just astheflight of
grenades from Third Platoon's bastion landed.

The grenades temporarily cleared the wall, turning the Kranoltawho'd scaled it into hamburger. Most
of the Marines chameleon-suited wounded were unaffected by the air-burst grenades, but the unarmored
barbarians were daughtered.

Fragments dso tore into Cord's legs. Roger had thrown himself across the shaman's torso, preventing



instant death, but the native was horribly injured, and Roger himself was considerably the worse for
wear.

Hewas sumbling to hisfet, earsringing, vision doubled, and more than half stunned, when he felt
himsdlf lifted and thrown across ashoulder.

"Okay," Despreaux snapped. She seemed, he noticed, to be upside-down. "Are you done playing
hero, Hero?'

"Get Cord," he croaked. It had to be either St. John or Mutabi carrying him, he decided; nobody
elsewas big enough.

"Already done," she said, taking one corner of the shaman's stretcher. Wounded Marines were being
dragged off dl along the wal while others recovered their wegpons.

The last thing Roger remembered was an upside-down scummy coming over the parapet, with hisax
raised over Despreaux's head.

* % %

Pahner listened to the reports and nodded.
"One more time on the walls. But make sure everyone makes it back to the bastionsthistime.”

Helooked out at the seaof scummies and shook his head. The jam-packed mob looked asif it
hadn't been reduced at al, but that was an illuson. They'd dready lost amost afifth of their forceto the
wall assaults and the grenades. Now it wastimeto start the red killing.

"Blow the gate.”

Thetimber barrier replacing the ruined gates had been carefully constructed. The original purpose of
the emplaced demalition charges had been to permit asdly by the armored suits, but the explosives
designed to let Marines out worked just aswell to let Mardukansin.

Theloss of their ram had reduced the Kranolta at the gate to clawing and hacking at the timbers.
Their howls of frustration had been clearly audible even through the din of battle . . . and so were their
ghrieks of agony as the demo charges explosions mangled them and blew them backwards. The warriors
behind them paid them no heed, however, except to stream forward over their writhing bodies,
screaming exultant war cries asthey fanned out acrossthe bailey. The gate was down; the fortresswas
theird

"Oh, Captain, that was mean," Julian whispered as he peered through thefiring dit at the open
gateway. He watched the tide of scummies split, some charging for the keep, and othersfor theinner
gtairsto the bastions, and then he poked his bead cannon through the dlit.

There were anumber of available munitionsfor the wegpon. Besides the standard ten-millimeter
ceramic-cored, steel-coated beads, there were both armor piercing and "specia actions’ munitions. The
armor piercing beads were designed to be effective againgt any known suit armor, and against most
armored vehicles, aswell. The"gpecid actions’ munitions were mixed. Some were crowd-control
devices. sticky ballsto coat riotersin glue, knockout gas, or puke gas. And some of them werefor close
quarter conditions where the object was pure, unmitigated daughter. The company didn't have many of
those with them, but this was just about the perfect time to use the one magazine he had.

He stroked the stock of the bead cannon with aferal grin.
"Cometo Poppa,” he crooned.

* % %

Pahner gazed down into the courtyard from the gatehouse's upper story, camly masticating hisgum
and waiting. He blew a bubble when First Platoon reported that spears were being thrust into the ground
floor dits of its bastion. He nodded when the keep reported that the Mardukans were chopping at its
door, and he steepled his fingers when the sound of ax blows started beneath his own feet. Then he
nodded again.



"Fire," he said, and stepped back from the spear dit.

* * %

Julian had aready programmed hisvisor HUD to show the round's footprint, and he aimed hisfirst
shot carefully. Theten-millimeter cylinder wasfired at very low velocity, reatively speaking, but the
ingtant it exited the barrd, it blossomed like some hideous flower to deploy its twenty-five depleted
uranium beadsin abeautiful geometric pattern like ahigh-tech spider'sweb.

Strung with monomolecular wire.

The advanced adaptation of the ancient concept of chainshot was lethal ddmost beyond belief, yet it
never made it across the courtyard. Its designers wouldn't have believed that was possible, for thewire
diced through wegpons, limbs, and bodies dmost effortlessy. But only almost. If enough flesh and bone
was crowded together in its path, eventualy even wire asingle molecule thick would find sufficient
resstanceto stop it.

Thiswiredid, but not before it had torn over athird of the way across the bailey and diced every
nativein its path into neetly severed gobbets of flesh. The destruction sprayed blood and bits of
Mardukan in every direction, and so did the second shot in Julian's magazine. And the third. And the
fourth.

The paved courtyard was an abattoir, filled with Kranoltawho'd finally seen sufficient concentrated
daughter to slem even their frenzied advance for just amoment. The survivors were frozen in momentary
shock and dishdlief, likelifesize sculptures coated in the blood of their hideoudy dismembered fellows.

Sculptures which were cooked an instant later by plasma cannon.

There werefour of the weapons at ground level: one in each bastion, and two mounted in armored
auitsin the keep. Some of the natives had begun poking spearsinto the firing dits before Pahner gave the
word, but afew blasts from bead rifles had cleared the Kranolta away. Now al four plasma gunners
thrust the muzzles of their wegpons outward, amoment after the "specia actions' cartridges had scythed
acrossthe bailey, and filled the courtyard with actinic Slver fury.

The charges from the cannon werefive times as powerful asthose from mere plasmarifles, and the
volcanic impact of four of them within the confined space of the bailey flashed dl of theremaining
vegetation into flame and cooked every Kranoltainside the gates.

The remaining plasmacannon on thewall level opened up smultaneoudy. Ther blasts of slver fire
werelessintense and concentrated than in the confined space of the bailey, but that made them no less
effective. They turned the Kranolta attacking the bastions into charred sstumps and flaming torches. The
hydrophilic Mardukans were particularly susceptible to burns, and the silver degth of the plasma cannon
was pure horror to them asit swept the top of the wall.

The handful who survived threw themsdves shrieking from the wall's height, accepting broken bones
or desth itsdlf—anything—to escape that ravening, hideous furnace.

Pahner stepped back up to the spear dit and looked out over the areain front of the citaddl. Thetrue
horror within the bailey and atop the walls had been invisble to most of the enemy outsde the fortress,
and itsimpact had been logt on them, for al their attention was concentrated on gaining entry themsalves.
As hed expected, the horde continued to push forward into the citadel, although with dightly less haste.

"Check fire," he said camly, face and voice leached of al expression as he gazed down upon the

unspeakable carnage.
No need to rout them. Not yet.

* % %

"Pull back, you old fool I" Puvin Eske shouted. " Now will you believe us? Thisis the degth of the
dan!”

"Great rewards require great sacrifice,” the clan leader said. "Do you think we took thistown before



without loss?!

"No," the chieftain sngpped. "We obvioudy lost everyone with any sense! I'm taking the rest of my
people to the camp. We will prepareto try to hold off the humans when they come forth to take our
horns. And may the forest demons est your soul!"

"Y ou shdl be cast out of the clan,” the elder said camly. "Coward. We shdl ded with you after the
victory."

"Go into that hell yoursdlf, coward,” the younger Mardukan hissed. "Then cometell me of 'victories
m

Eleanora O'Casey wore one of the "spare” helmets and the same uniform asthe Marines, but unlike
them, she'd never been trained to bresk down the net's clipped transmissions or the military technobabble
which comprised them. For her, the mgority of the burststhat came over her radio were cryptic "Tango
a two-fifty" conversationswhich, unfortunately, her trandator software was uselessfor deciphering, so
she generally depended on some friendly Marine to interpret for her.

In this case, however, the only available trandator was Poertena. Which crested its own problems.

"What's happening?' she asked the armorer. She, Matsugae, and three of the pilots sat on apile of
ammunition boxes hafway back into the cave that made up the mgority of the keep'sinterior. The
noncombatants shared the space with the wounded, Doc Dobrescu, the mahouts, and nineteen nervous
flar-ta. Flar-ta reacted in a predictable animal way to nervousness. It was a hot, smelly existence.

"Tee scummies, they off teewadll," the diminutive Pinopan said with ashrug, "but they getting ready to
‘tack again. Tee Cap'n isgonna say somethin’ soon.”

"How isRoger?" Matsugae asked quietly. He had his own helmet and had heard the terse report of
the princesinjury.

"Hefine" Poertenasaid. "Jus shock. He befine"

"I'm pleased to hear that,” Matsugae said. "Very pleased.”

"Great," Pahner said, nodding as he listened to the transmission. "Gresat. Get him to Doc Dobrescu as
soon as possible. | know you don't dare now, but as soon as we open that door, | want him in the keep.”

Helooked out the dit at the reforming enemy and shook his head. Bravo Company had redly
whittled them down that time, but the barbs were still coming back for more, and he sent histoot the
command that opened the generd frequency.

"Okay, people, they're coming back for another round. We took some wounded that time, so we're
alittlethin on thewalls. | want platoon sergeants to select your best walking wounded for bead riflesand
send out everyone €l se you can to stand by as grenadiers. They don't seem to be bothered by casualties,
0 I'll cdl for firealittle further out thistime.

"Grenadiers, when they start coming through the gate, | want you to fill the bailey with their dead. |
think they'll fill come onin, so when they start coming up the stairs or over the wals, retreat to the
badtions”

Hethought of trying to say something stirring, but the only thing that came to mind was "once more
into the breach, my friends," which was both technicaly inaccurate and too thesatrica for him. Findly he
just keyed the mike.

"Pahner, out."

* % %

There was silence over the com for severa seconds, except for the occasiond laconic transmission of
firing points and targets. But then Julian's distinctive voice came over the Third Platoon net.

"Okay, Second Squad. | know | can't be up there with you, but | want you to remember that . . . that
... youre members of The Empress Own, damnit." There was a cracked sob, and he choked out the



next words. "l want you to do me proud. Remember: long, wildly uncontrolled bursts”

A tide of laughter welled up over the net. Gunnery Sergeant Jin was faintly audible, protesting the bad
radio discipline, but it was dmost impossible to understand him through his own barking belly laughs.

"Remember," the squad leader continued with another sob. ™Y ou're Marines, and The Empress
Own! Werethe best, of the best, of the best. Well, maybe not the last best. That would be Gold
Battdion, actudly, but—"

"Juliannn,” Jnwailed, "stoppp!”

"And, | justwanttosay . . . if these are our last momentstogether . . ." the NCO continued.

"Company, stand by to open fire!" Captain Pahner's voice crackled over the generd frequency,
oblivious of the transmissions on the platoon net.

"Gronningen,” Julian said, with another choking sob, to the biggest, ugliest, most Straightlaced private
in the entire company, "I just want you to know: | love you, man!"

Eleanoralooked up in surprise and fear as one of the armored plasma gunnersfel over on her Sde,
bent nearly double. The academic started to get up to try to render assistance, but Poertenaheld up his
hand to stop her as he switched frequencies on his helmet radio. She watched in fear as his expresson
did from worry through annoyance while the plasmagunner first tried to get to her knees, and then fell
over again, twitching. O'Casey couldn't imagine what could have happened to the woman, but then the
armorer began to laugh. He did down from his perch on the ammunition boxes, holding his sides, and the
civilian's eyes went wide as Doc Dobrescu opened his mouth and began to howl with laughter of his own.

"Third Platoon!™ Pahner barked as aburst of bead fire went flying off into the distance and agrenade
volley rolled through the enemy'sranks like asurf line of fire and death. " Sergeant Jin! What the hdll is
happening down there?'

"Ah..." Jnreplied, then burst into laughter. " Sorry," he choked out. "Sorry, Sir, ah .. ."

A wildrip of bead firelashed out from Third Platoon's position and diced into the Kranoltalike a
hypervelocity bandsaw. Then another. The Mardukans went down like whesat before a regper, and
Pahner heard the distant sound of amost maniacal laughter from the parapet.

"Sergeant Jn! What the hell is happening down there?" He couldnt fault the effectiveness of the
platoon'sfire, but it wasn't like they had ammo to spare.

"Ah—" It was dl the gunnery sergeant could say as hetore off his own wildly uncontrolled rip of
automaticfire. . . and dissolved into helplesslaughter of hisown.

Pahner started to bellow furioudy at Jin, but the firing quickly got itsalf back under control, and he
clamped hisjaw tightly. Then hetilted his head to the side and flipped to the platoon frequency just in
timetohear " ... no, man, redly. | love you!" followed by hysterica laughter as Gronningen explained
exactly what was going to happen to the NCO when he got his extremely heterosexud fingers around
Julian'sthroat.

"Juliannn!" Pahner began, then paused as he redlized that not only wasthe firing steadier, but he
could actudly see smiles on the faces of the troopers on the parapet. Some of those smiles might be a
little crazed, but it was obvious that &t |east one platoon had stopped contemplating the likelihood of
degth in the near future.

"Buuut, Caagptain!" the NCO whined.

"And," sobbed Jin, who waswell known for hisown interests, "I've gottatell the Sergeant Mgor |
love her, tooo!"

"Okay, people,” Pahner said, shaking his head but unable not to do alittle laughing of hisown. "Let's
settle down and kill us some scummies, okay?"

"Okay, okay," Julian said. "Sorry, boss."



"I'm gill gonnackill your ass, Julian,” Gronningen growled. A burst of fire echoed over the open link.
"But I've got other thingsto do in the meantime.”

And so Bravo Company, Bronze Battalion of The Empress Own, went into battle against
overwhelming odds.. . . with an uncontrollable chuckle onitslips.

Mordeisto the physicd astenisto one.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

"Arethese stupid bastards ever going to redize that they're beaten?' Pahner wearily asked no onein
particular.

Damage from repeated plasma blasts had finally forced him to abandon the gatehouse, which was
now apile of rubble, and moveinto the Third Platoon bastion. The Kranolta had taken unspeskable
losses throughout the long Mardukan day, but till they insisted on charging the castle. And in so doing,
they'd whittled their opponents down to practicaly nothing.

Of the seventy-two members of The Empress Own who'd survived theinitial Kranoltaambush,
barely hdf were il on their feet. Pahner had come to the point of regretting his decison to immure
Poertenaand Cord's nephews in the keep. They were safe there, but he could have used them on the
wdls

He shook his head. There were still severa thousand Kranolta out there, and they'd stopped trying to
take the keep. The last wave had avoided the smoldering killing ground of the bailey and hurled itself
solely against Second Platoon's portion of thewall and its bastion. The attack had crashed in behind a
meassive javelin launch, and Second Platoon had taken terrific casuaties before it could best off the
assault.

Asadways, the Mardukans |osses had been enormoudy higher than the humans. Unfortunately, the
Marines could kill hundreds of the barbarians for every one of their own casudties and il lose. It was
insane. Whatever happened to the company, the daughter of the Kranoltas warriors had aready been so
extremethat the clan itself was dmost certainly doomed to extinction, but they didn't seem to care. Or
perhaps they did. Perhaps they knew their people had already been effectively destroyed this
bloodsoaked day, and al they wanted now wasto drag down and kill the dienswho'd dain them.

Whatever they were thinking, they were dso lining up for yet another attack on Second Platoon, and
he lifted the visor of hishemet to scrub hiseyesin exhaustion.

He could shift some of Third Platoon over to Second's areg, but if he did that and the scummies hit
Third's bastion smultaneoudy, they would sweep away the reduced defenders. No. The only option was
to order Third to fire everything it had into the flank of the assault. That hadn't stopped the last one, but
maybe it would work thistime. Something had to break these bastards.

He shook his head again as the scummies surged forward. The ground was so thickly covered with
their dead that they literally had to climb over driftsand hills of bodiesjust to reach thewall, but they
didn't even seem to notice. They just came on through the hail of bead and grenade fire from front and



flank until they hit the wall. Then the ladders went up again, and the Kranolta swarmed upward.

The plasmacannon in the keep and Third Platoon's bastion could bear on them asthey topped the
battlements, but the gunners had to be careful. Not only was there the danger that they might inflict human
casudtiesin the wild melee atop the wall, but one twitch to the side, and the plasma bolts could blow the
door right out of the other bagtion.

Now that door rang to the sound of axes again, and bead gunners from Third Platoon's bastion
picked off the axmen carefully. Again, aburst of beads in the wrong spot would do the scummies work
for them.

Only three of Third Platoon's spear dits overlooked the other platoon's doorway. Againgt any
rational foe, that should have been enough, but these were Kranolta. A beed rifleman stepped back with
ajammed rifle, and for the flicker of time required for someone to replace him, asingle scummy was able
to survive long enough to drive three more blowsinto the hastily assembled timber barricade.

The barrier had finally taken dl it could stand. It crumbled, and awild, hungry scream of triumph
went up from the Kranolta as they saw their chance at last.

Pahner dropped down to the plasma cannon and dapped the gunner on the helmet. He pointed to the
open doorway and the line of scummies clawing towardsit againgt asolid wall of bead fire,

"Hreitup!"

"But, Captain—" the gunner began. The angle to the doorway was acute, and it the odds were better
than even that none of the plasmabolt itself would carry through it. But they were just barely better than
even, and evenif the bolt itsaf didn't, blast, fragments, and therma bloom through the doorway and its
covering spear ditswould be more than sufficient to turn the bastion'sinterior into avison of Hell.

"Doit!" Pahner snapped, and keyed the generd frequency. " Second Platoon! Duck and cover!™

The gunner shook her head and triggered three rounds into the mass around the doorway, clearing
the narrow walkway. Someone shrieked over the radio as the rounds impacted, but there was no time to
think of that, and Pahner legpt back to his previous perch as the Kranoltarecoiled again.

But they didn't recail far, and the Marine cursed. They'd barely retreated at al thistime, dropping
below the level of the now unmanned wall, which put them just out of the angle of fire from the defenders
clinging to the bastions and the keep. His taccomp threw fresh strength estimates up on hisHUD, and he
swore again. There were gill three thousand or so of them left. Which wasn't very many for aforce which
had begun with eighteen thousand, but his readouts showed only thirty-one of the company till mobile.

We can il win thisthing, he thought. They're wearing us away, but we're wearing them away even
faster. Two more assaults. Maybe three. That's dl we've got to make it through, and—

The enemy's horrible trophy horns brayed as they worked themsalves up for yet another assault, and
Pahner's nerves tightened. But then he heard another sound, an answer to the Kranolta horns. A harsher,
deeper braying came from the west, and Pahner looked in that direction and his heart seemed to freeze.

Another entire army was deploying out of the forests beyond the ruined city. It was barely afraction
of the original Kranolta hogt, but it was a so fresh and unbloodied as it marched to join the assault. The
new warriors were heavily armed and armored, and they were accompanied by flar-ta—the missng
baggage train theinitia Kranoltaarmy had left behind, no doubt. Some of the pack beasts seemed to be
covered in glittering bronze, and as the taccomp projected the new numbers, Armand Pahner knew utter
despair.

The Kranolta reinforcements outnumbered the mangled force at the foot of thewall, and their
addition to the next assault would bresk the Marines back at |ast.

He stared at the degth of every one of his people for perhaps ten seconds, then sucked in adeep
breath. If he and his people were going to go down, he would be damned if they died cowering in these
holeslike Voitan'slast defenders.

"If you can make ahegp of al your winnings. . . ." he whispered then opened the company



frequency. "Bravo Company. All units, prepareto saly. A new force hasjust arrived. If we can hammer
them badly enough in the open fidd, it will give usalittle timeto regroup. Immediately upon returnto this
position, | want everyoneto fal back to the keep. WEll reform our linethere.” Asif any of them were
going to return, he thought bitterly. "All units, arm your wounded and prepareto sdly.”

* * %

"Oh, fuck," Julian muttered as he began to tear at the barrier acrossthe keep door. Likethe curtain
wall gate, the keep doorway had been too large for them to hang a portal that could be easily opened
and closed. Instead, it was barricaded by a pile of braced tree trunks, hammered together by the
armored suits. Taking it down was a permanent operation; putting it back would not be an option.

"It'scool,” Macek said unevenly. "We can do this."

"Sure, sure," Julian said as he ripped down another support with the mechanically enhanced power of
the armor. "Well live until the juice gives out. While we watch the damned Kranoltakill everybody else.
Then well have a choice between opening up or suffocating.”

"WEell kill them at the sametime," the private said. "Well kill most of them that areleft.”

"Sure, but they'll wipe out the company whilewe do it. Which iswhy the Old Man didn't send us out
inthefirg place.

He pulled down the last support and opened up the door to the bailey.

The door to Third Platoon's bastion was a ready open. Nobody wasin sight, yet, but Julian figured
they would be coming out as soon as Captain Pahner gave the word. Second Platoon's door wasjust . .
. gone. Hedidn't want to think about what it must be like insde that tower.

Helooked out over the rubble where the gatehouse had been. From the elevated "porch” in front of
the keep, he could just make out the distant army that Pahner had spotted, and it looked formidable
indeed. He diaed up the magnification on hishelmet, and his jaw tightened. Most of the new force was
armored, and if bronze armor wouldn't do the Mardukans much good againgt therifles, it would let them
hammer the Marines right under when it got down to hand-to-hand. And it would.

He jumped off the platform and onto the rubble in two long "bounces,” then checked to be sure his
chameleon system was engaged. The active system on the suits was more effective than that of the
uniforms and made the armor virtually invisible, athough the suitswere "loud" both dectronicaly and
audibly, which gave advanced enemies many waysto target them. There were ways to counteract that as
well, but not easily or when the suitswere moving fast.

Not that it mattered in this case. The Mardukans weren't going to see anything but aflicker and
bursts of bead fire punctuated with plasmabolts. It should seem like evil demonsintheir midst . . . as
long asthejuice lasted.

The origina Kranoltaforce had moved around the shoulder of the hill and was preparing to hit
Second Platoon again. He thought about triggering a burst of bead fire into them, but waited for orders.
They would be coming soon enough, and he saw Third Platoon filing out of its bastion even asthe army
by the jungle started up the long dope to the battleground. The scummy reinforcements were at least four
or five thousand strong, and their banners flapped in the breeze. Their horns brayed again, and some of
the survivors of the origina Kranoltaforce turned and spotted them. They blared on their own horns, and
waved their wegponsin excitement as the newcomers hurried towards them.

* * %

"Whoisthat?' Dana Far asked.

"I don't know," his second in command replied, but he sounded uneasy. "1t lookslike. . . the host of
Voitan."

"Hah!" It wasthe first good laugh Dand Far had had since this daughter began. But they'd nearly

taken the outer defenses, now. But for the damned fire-wesgpons, they would have aready. The next
push would see them in firm control of the bastion, and from there they could roll up these damned



humanseesly.

"Ghostd" he scoffed. "No, it's some other tribe come to help us against these humans. Perhapsthe
Tdnaor the Boort."

"Nooo," Banty Kar said dubioudly. "Neither use armor. Thelast timel saw such ahost wasin the
fighting for Tan K'tass."

"Ghogts," the chieftain grunted again, but with anervous edge. "All of thoselands are ours, now. We
took them, and we keep them. Even againgt these 'human’ demons.”

"Took them, yes" Kar said as he started toward the walls. "Keep them? Maybe."

"How'sit going, Julian?' Pahner asked over the radio. Third Platoon—what remained of it—had
gathered on the gatehouse rubble while Second and First pulled their dead and wounded out of the
damaged bastion.

"Oh, fair, Sir. Looks like they're getting ready to come back."

"Very wdl." Pahner looked around at the pitiful remnants of his company, and shook his head.
"Swing around to cover our front. Third Platoon, prepare to deploy over the rubble.”

"Itis T'an K'tass!" Banty Kar cried. The Kranolta second in command gestured at the flag that had
just been unfurled atop one of the armored flar-ta. "That's the Spreading Tree!"

"Impossiblel” Far shouted, refusing to believe his eyes. "Wekilled them dl! We destroyed their
warriors, and scattered their people to the winds."

"But we didn't kill their sons," his second grated in avoice of bleached, old bone, and a groan of
despair went up from the Kranolta host as another banner was unfurled and the long-lost symbol of the
Fire and the Iron soared over the battlefield.

"Nor dl the sons of Voitan.”

"Captain," Julian caled, "you might want to hold up. Something just happened with the two forces.
The new onejust raised someflags. | don't know scummiesred well, but | don't think the Kranoltaare
al that happy to see these new guys after dl.”

"Understood,” Pahner replied. "Keegp me advised,” hefinished just asthe Kranolta brokeinto a
chant.

* * %
"Do you hear that?" T'Leen Targ demanded. "That's the sound I've waited to hear most of my life:
the sound of the Kranolta Death Chant!" The big, old Mardukan hefted the battle ax attached to his
stump and waved it high. "Suck on this, you barbarian bastards! Voitan is back! "

"Ayel" T'Ka Vlan shouted back. Thelast of the princes of T'an K'tass grunted in laughter as he
listened to the mournful dirge. "It'stimefor T'an K'tassto collect a debt!”

Much of the force conssted of mercenaries, gathered from all over the lower city-states. But the core
of the army were the sons and grandsons of the cities fallen before the Kranolta. Both Voitan and T'an
K 'tass had managed to evacuate not only noncombatants, but also funds. Those funds had been
scattered in businesses ventures in multiple city-states, awaiting the day when Voitan could rise again.
And thisday, the humans had cleared the way.

"Oh, the demons are feasting well thisday!" Targ clgpped hisremaining true-hand to the ax in ddight
as he surveyed the mountainous piles of corpses. "L ook at the souls these humans have sent on!”

"Andit looksasif they're dill holding out.” Vlan gestured a the smoking citadd. "I think we should
hurry.” He turned to the force at his back. "Forward the Tree! Time to take back our own!"

"Forward the Tree!" the roar came back to him. "Forward the Flame!"



"Hammer those Kranolta bastards into atul food!" T'Leen Targ howled, waving his ax overhead.
"Forward the Tree! Forward the Flame!™

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Despreauix knelt beside the prince in the dim light.

The wounded had been gathered in aline on the ledge on the north side of the cavernous keep, and
the bandaged and burnt Marines were mostly adeep, courtesy of Doc Dobrescu. Their wounds were
horrible, even by modern standards. Most of the wounded seemed to be from First and Second platoon;
despite the protection of their flame resistant chameleon suits, most of them looked like so many pieces
of barbecued chicken, and she shook her head and turned away when she realized that the white thing
gicking out of Kileti's uniform was hisulna

Horrible though it was, the damage would hed. Even the severed limbs would regrow over time, and
the nanites and regenerative retroviruses the Marines were pumped full of were dready hard at work
repairing the gross wounds. As skin grew over burns and muscles mended at impossible speeds, the
limbswould start regrowing, aswell.

There was ametabolic penalty, of course. For the next severa days, the wounded would be able to
do nothing but eat and deep as the nanites worked feverishly to repair the wounds and combat infections.
But in time—short or long, depending mostly on the amount of damage rather than its severity—the
terrible wounds would reduce themsalves to nothing but scars. In time, even those scarswould fade. To
be replaced by new ones, undoubtedly.

She touched the prince's face and picked up the diagnogtic tag attached to his uniform. There were
only afew of those, and she was surprised Dobrescu had used it on him. Or maybe she wasn't. There
were more serioudy wounded—the tag told her that immediately with its readout of hisapharhythms,
blood pressure, pulse, and oxygen—nbut there were none so precious.

She touched hisface again, gently.

"He getsto you, doesn't he?' agravelly voice asked.

She froze and looked up at the sergeant major.

"You look like arabbit in aspotlight,” Kosutic told her with aquiet chuckle. The senior NCO had
propped hersdf up on her uninjured right arm to contemplate the squad leader with aquizzica smile,

"I wasjust checking on Third Platoon's wounded, Sergeant Mgor,” Despreaux said guiltily . . . and
amod truthfully. That had been her rationale for the visit, but sheld redized dmost immediately what she
wasredly after.

"Try to tell the Old Man that, girl—not me!" the sergeant major snapped, shifting her burnt and
mangled left arm into a better position. Or, at least, one that was margindly less uncomfortable. ™Y ou
haven't so much aslooked at any of the other wounded. Y ou've just been making cow eyes at Roger."

"Sergeant Mgjor—" Despreauix began.



"Canit, | said! | know exactly what's going on. It was obvious even back on the ship, if you had
eyes. And | do."

"But. .. | hated him back on the ship," the sergeant protested. "Hewasso...so...."

"Snotty?" Kosutic suggested with achuckle that cut off aruptly. "Shit, don't make melaugh, girl!
Y eah. And you were making cow eyes at him, snotty attitude and al.”

"I was not making cow eyes," Despreaux ingsted firmly.
"Cdl it wha you want, girl," the older woman said withagrin. "I cal it cow eyes.

Despreaux |ooked around almost desperately, but dl the other wounded seemed to be adeep. If they
weren't, they were being incredibly disciplined in not laughing a her. Then shelooked back a Kosutic.

"What are you going to do about it?"
"Nothing," the sergeant mgjor said, and chuckled again at her look of surprise. "Weve got bigger

things to worry about, Sergeant. And so far he seemsto be ether oblivious or beating you off with a
club. I'm not surewhich.”

"Neither am |," the squad leader admitted sadly.

"Look," Kosutic said, "when I'm not fegling like a pounded piece of liver, cometak to me about this.
| don't know if | can do anything, but we can talk. No reports, no notes, no counsding. Just . . . girl talk.
About boy problems.”

"Girl talk," Despreaux repeated increduloudy. She looked at the sergeant mgor, then down at the
line of combat ribbons and the burnt and mangled arm. ™Y ou redlize that that sounds. . . odd.”

"Hey, you've got boy problems," the senior NCO said, pointing at the deeping prince with her chin.
"Think of me asyour older sgter.”

"Okay," Despreaux said, shaking her head dowly from sideto side. "'If you say so. Girl talk.”

"Later," the sergeant mgjor agreed, lying back down. "When | don't fed like pounded liver."

* % %

Thefirst thing Roger noticed was araging thirst. Hard on the hedls of the thirg, though, wasa
headache that put it to shame.

He groaned and tried moving hisfingers and toes. Something seemed to happen, so next hetried
opening hiseyes.

Wéll, he thought, cataloging his sensory impressions, it was hot and close, and there was arock roof
overhead. Therewas aso adistinct stench of flar-ta droppings, and he swore, as he gagged on the
dreadful smell, that he would never complain about grumbly oil again. Hed found so many, many smells
that were worse.

Starting with burnt pork.

He turned his head to the sde and groaned again. He didn't know what had happened to the Marine,
but it been bad. Bad enough that he wasn't too sure, right offhand, whether it was aman or awoman.

"Plasmablast," avoice said from his other sde. Roger turned his head, dowly and carefully, and
looked up into the ugly face of Doc Dobrescu. "Only the bloom fromit, actudly. Not that that wasn't bad
enough.” The warrant officer gazed at his other patient for amoment, then back a Roger.

"Morning, Your Highness"

"My head,” Roger croaked.
"Kindahurts?" the medic asked cheerfully.
"Yesh"

The former Raider leaned forward and administered a stim shot to the prince's neck. In amoment, a
wave of blessed relief flowed through him.

"Ooooh."



"Don't get used toit,” the medic cautioned. "Weve got |ots of wounded. And on that subject, | need
you to get your assin gear, Y our Highness. I've got other people to attend to.”

Roger felt ahand on his shoulder, pulling him up, and looked back to discover that it belonged to
Matsugee.

"Kogtas?' he asked him blearily. He listened, but there was no crash of plasma cannon or crack of
beed rifles. "What happened? Did we win?'

"Yes, Your Highness" the vaet said, propping him up and handing him acup of ddicioudy cool
water. "Welcome back.”

An image flashed suddenly across Roger's memory.

"Despreaux?’ he said sharply.

"Sergeant Despreaux?" the valet asked with a puzzled expression. " She'sfine. Why do you ask?!

Roger thought about explaining the memory of an upraised ax, but decided againgt it. He might also
have to explain the strange, unsettled fedling that the image caused him.

"Never mind. What'sthe stuation?”’

"Wewon, asyou surmised,” the valet told him. "But things are complicated a the moment.”

Roger looked around the fetid keep and blanched.

"How many?" he asked, gazing at the rows of wounded.

"Thirty-eight," Dobrescu replied, coming by checking monitors. "That aren't walking wounded.
TwelveKIA ... including Lieutenant Gulyas, I'm afraid."

"Oh, God." Roger's eyes returned to the burn patient next to him. So many of the wounded seemed
to have terrible burns. "What happened?’ he repeated.

"Plasmafire” Dobrescu said Smply. "Thingsgot . . . alittletight.”

"We need to get them out of here," the prince said, waving ahand around in the stinking dimness.
"Thisisno placeto put ahospitd."

"They'reworking onit, Y our Highness," the medic told him. "WEell have them out of here by nightfall.
In the meantime, it'sthe only roof we've got.”

"Okay." Roger levered himsdlf up with help from the valet. "Make sure of it."

The prince stumbled across the floor to the open doorway and stopped at the view that greeted him.
Theinterior of the citadel was a scene from some demented vision of Hell.

The eastern bastion, Second Platoon's redoubt, was a blackened ruin. The curtain wall on that sde
was till covered in Mardukan dead, and the doors and spear dits were blasted, blackened, and broken.

The gatehouse was nothing but rubble, and haf-fused, till-smoking rubble, at that. And the bailey
was covered in Mardukan dead, piled five and six deep . . . where the piles weren't even deeper. Since
the gate had been the only drain for the torrential Mardukan rains, the courtyard had started to fill with
water. The line of natives who were working to clear the area dready waded ankle deep in the noisome
mess as they bent over the dead, and it was getting deeper.

Roger peered at the natives picking up bodies and bits of bodies in the gruesome, degpening soup.
"Arethosewho | think they are?"
"Kranolta," Kostas confirmed.

"They have wegpons,” Roger pointed out in acroak. He took another sip of water and shook his
head. "What happened?' he asked for the third time.

"Wewon," the valet repeated. " Sort of . Forces from the other city-states showed up right at the end.
They hit the Kranolta from the rear, and drove them back over thewall, where they findly took the
eastern bastion. By then, Captain Pahner had evacuated it anyway, and it was the only cover they could
find. Between the pressure of the new forces and having them pinned down, the Marinesmore or less



wiped them out.

"But quite afew of them had withdrawn to their encampment before the city-state forces arrived.
Only ahandful of their origind army, but enough that they could till have caused lots of problems, so
Pahner arranged a cease-fire. The Kranolta that are left don't have any interest in facing Marines or the
‘New Voitan' forces, but they'll fight if forced to. So the Captain and our new . . . dlies agreed to let them
keep their weapons and bury their dead.”

"What adisaster,” Roger whispered, looking over his shoulder back into the keep.

"It could have been worse, Sir."

"How?" Roger demanded bitterly.

"Well," the vaet said astherain began again, "we could have log.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

"If you hadn't come, we would have log.”

Roger took asip of wine. The vintage was excellent, but then, al of the tent's gppointments were
excdlent, from the finely tooled leather of itswalls, to its hammered brass tables. The cushions on the
floor were covered in a cloth the humans had never seen before, silky and utterly unlike the more
common rough and wool-like materid found in QNkok. Obvioudy, TKd Vlantraveled in syle.

"Perhgps s0." Thelast ruler of T'an K'tass picked up a candied dice of kate fruit and nibbled it. "Y et
even s0, you would have destroyed the Kranolta. That's surely worth something even in the eyes of gods
of themogt distant land!”

Captain Pahner shook his head.

"I'm sorry, Y our Highness, but it isn't. We come from an empire so vast that the Kranoltaand all the
valey of the Hurtan are an unnoticeable speck. I'm glad that you're glad, but the losses we took might
mean the prince won't make it home." He grinned at the Mardukans. "And that would redlly disappoint
hismother.”

"Ah!" Roger exclamed. "Not that! Not Mother angry! God forbid!"

"A formidable woman, eh?' T'Ka Vlan grunted alaugh.

"Rather," Roger told him with ashrug. "He has apoint, though. I'm surethat if | died, Mother would
vigt me beyond the grave to chastise mefor it."

"S0, you see,”" Pahner continued, "I'm afraid | have to count this one as a straight loss.”

"Not redly, Captain,” the prince said, swirling hiswine gently. "We\ve cleared the way. One way or
another, we had to get to the other sde of thisrange of hills, and none of the choices were particularly
good. There's no reason to second-guess this one. If we'd gone south, we would've been walking

through awar, and we would undoubtedly have second-guessed ourselves then and said 'l bet those
Kranolta pussies wouldn't have been this much trouble.”



"WEell, | for onethank you for clearing out most of those 'Kranoltapussies,’ " T'Leen Targ said, with
hisown grunt of laughter. " Already, the ironworkers we brought with us are building the furnaces. We
have gathered dl the surviving masters of the art and their apprentices. Soon thelifeblood of Voitan will
flow once more.”

"Aye" T'Ka Vlan agreed. "And the sooner the better. My own treasury isflowing away like blood."

"Y ou need to capitalize," O'Casey said. The chief of taff had been quietly sipping her wineand
listening to the warriors testosterone grunting with amusement. This, however, was her speciaty.

"Agreed,” Vlan said. "But the family has dready liquidated most of its holdings to fund the expedition.
Short of borrowing, at extortionate rates, I'm not sure how to raise more capita.”

"Sdl shares," O'Casey suggested. "Offer apartia ownership of the mines. Each share has avote on
management, and each gains equity and sharesin the profits, if any. It would be along-term investment,
but not aparticularly risky oneif you're sufficiently capitaized. "

"I didn't understand al the words you just used,” Vlan said, cocking hishead. "What isthis'equity'?

"Oh, my." O'Casey grinned widdy. "Weredly must have along conversation.”

"Don't worry," Pahner told her with ashrug. "We're not going anywhere for awhile.”

* % %

Roger sat up in histent, damp with sweat and panting and looked around him. All clear. Tent walls
faintly billowing in the wind that had come up. Camp gear. Eyes.

"Y ou should be resting, Y our Highness," said Cord faintly.

"So should you, old snake," Roger said. "Y ou don't hedl asfast aswe do." He sat up on the camp
cot and took a deep breath. "It just, you know, comes back."

"Yes, it does," the Mardukan agreed.

"l wonder how . . ." The prince stopped and shook his head.

"How?" the shaman queried, lifting himself up with agrimace.

"Y ou should be flat on your back, Cord," Roger said with another headshake.

"I grow weary of lying about like aworm,” the Mardukan countered. "How, what?"

"Not oneto be distracted, are you?' Roger smiled. "I was wondering how the Marines handleit.
How they handle the fear and the death. Not just ours, God knows | got enough Marineskilled here. But
the Kranolta. We've ended them as atribe, Cord. Piled them up against the wall asif they were aramp.
They . . . don't seem affected by that.”

"Then you have not eyes, Y oung Prince," the shaman countered with agrunt. "L ook at young Julian.
Y our people, too, have the laughing warrior who hides his pain with humor, as did our Denat, hewho |
lost to the atul . Always he faced danger with laughter, but it was ashield to the soul. I'm sure that he
jested with the very atul asit ate him. Or young Despreaux. So young, so dangerous. | am told that she
isbeautiful for ahuman. | don't seeit mysdf; shelacks. . . many things. Hornsfor one. And her shidd is
that face like a stone. She holds her pain in so hard it hasturned her to astone, | think."

Roger tilted his head to the sde and played with astray lock of hair. "What about . . . Pahner?
Kosutic?'

"Ah," Cord grunted. "For one, you notice that though they are capable warriors, they control from
afar. But mostly they have learned thetricks. Thefirgt trick isto know that you are not done. Whilel
wasin the cavern still, Pahner cameto vigit, to see the wounded, and we talked. Heisafont of wisdom
isyour captain. Wetaked of many things but mosily wetalked of . . . song. Of poetry.”

"Poetry?' Roger laughed. "What in the hell would Pahner be doing talking about poetry?*

"Thereis poetry and poetry, my Prince," the shaman said with agrunt. "Ask him about The Grave of
the Hundred Dead.’ Or 'Recessiond.’ Or 'If." " The shaman rolled over to find a more comfortable
pogition. "But ask him in the morning.”



"Poetry?' Roger said. "What in hell would | want with poetry?"

"Eleonora?' Roger asked. The chief of staff was on her way to another of the numerous meetings she
had arranged with the V oitanese forces. She apparently considered herself aone-person socia
reengineering team, or at least the best equivaent available. She was determined that when she left, the
V oitanese would have the strongest governmenta structure available to the Situation. Since that was
probably arationd oligarchy it fit in well with the VVoitanese plans.

"Yes, Ro. .. Your Highness?' she asked hurriedly. Her pad was amost overloaded with notes and
there were only afew days|eft to get everything in place. Whatever Roger wanted had better be quick.

"Have you ever heard of apoem caled The Grave of the Hundred Dead? "

The chief of staff stopped and thought then consulted her toot. "The nameisfamiliar, but | can't quite
placeit.”

"Or 'Recessiond.’ " Roger's brow wrinkled but he couldn't think of the other. "Or something like 'lf?

"Ah!" the historian'sface cleared. "Y es. That one | have. Why?'
"Uh," Roger stopped, caught. "Would you believe Cord recommended it?!

O'Casey laughed merrily. It was atwinkling sound that Roger redlized he had never heard. "Not
without some sort of body transference, Y our Highness."

"| think he heard of it from someone," Roger explained tiffly.
"Set your pad,” she said with asmile and transferred thefile.

There was ablip and Roger looked at the trandation remark on his pad. "Y ou keep it on your toot?"
Roger asked, surprised.

"Oh, yes," O'Casey said as she started back down the path. "I love that poem. There are very few
pre-gpace poets that have even one poem known. Kipling hasto be right up there with the Earl of
Oxford. Y ou might see Captain Pahner. | believe Eva said he has the collected worksin histoot.”

* * %

Warrant Officer Dobrescu tossed the chunk of reddish ore from hand to hand as he gazed up at the
towering wall of red and black.

And, lo, the answers come clear, he thought.

The last two weeks had been good for the company. The troops had been given timeto rest and get
some separation from the terrible lossesinflicted in the battle. Since Voitan was going to be held by
"friendly"” forces, Captain Pahner had decided to leave dl of their dead. If they made it through dive, they
would come back for them. If they fell dong the way, these Marines, at least, would be honored.

The Voitanese had opened avault in their own catacombs, which had been looted by the Kranolta.
The sepulcher had been the resting place of the city'sroya guards beforeitsfal, and therewere ill a
few of their bones moldering in the back. The Marines had been bagged but not burned and laid to rest
aong with their brethren. Sergeant Mg or Kosutic, asthe only registered chaplain in the company, had
performed the ceremony, and if any of the Marines had objected to their honored dead being prayed
over by aHigh Priestess of Satan, they hadn't mentioned it.

The pause had also given the wounded time to recover, and aregimen of heavy eating and bed rest
had done wonders. All but the most critically injured were back on their feet and training, and, from a
purdy selfish point of view, it had given Dobrescu time to scratch afew itches.

Thefirst itch had to do with the local stedl. The point had been made again and again that only the
"water stedls' madein Voitan were of the finest quality. That steelsfrom other areas, even if processed in
what they thought was the same way, did not possessthe "spirit" of Voitan's Damascene stedls.

The second itch had to do with the Mardukan biology. Something had been bugging him ever snce



they landed and ran into D'Na Cord, and the downtime and necessity of working on Mardukan
wounded, as well as human, had given him the opportunity to do alittle studying. What heéd discovered
would startle most of the company, but the warrant thought it was hilarious. He hated it when people
made assumptions.

Timeto go watch some people cringe, he thought with an evil amile.

"So the stedl has a high percentage of impurities," O'Casey said. "So what?'

"It'snot just that it has ahigh percentage,” Dobrescu said, consulting his pad. "It'swhat the impurities
ae"

"I don't know what this'impurity' is," Targ sad.

"That'sgoing to be difficult to explain,” Eleanorasaid with afrown. "It involves molecular chemistry.”

"I'll giveit ashot,” Roger sad. "Targ, you know how when you first smelt the ore, you get 'black
iron.’ The brittle suff, right?"

"Yes" T'Kd Vlan agreed. "It's what was given to Cord's tribe, that broke so easily.”

"You haveto remdt it," Cord put in. The wounded Mardukan was seated behind Roger, aswas
proper, but stretched out on cushionsto save hisravaged legs. "Very hot. It's hard and expensive, which
iswhy black ironis chegper.”

"Okay," Roger went on. "Then when you hegt it in acrucible, 'very hot,’ as Cord said, you get a
materia that's gray and very easy to work."

"lron," Targ said. "So?"

"That'swhat we call ‘wrought iron," and it actualy isamost pureiron. Ironisamolecule. Black ironis
iron with carbon, which iswhat'sin charcod, mixed into it."

"What about stedl?' T'Ka Vlan asked. "And why do | think we need an ironmaster here?"

"Somebody ese can explainit later," Roger said with alaugh. "The point isthat ironisapure
element, akind of molecule. Isthat sort of clear?'

"I hear thewords," Targ replied, "but | don't know their meaning.”

"That would be hard to redly explain without teaching you basic chemigtry first," Dobrescu said.
"You'rejust going to have to take our word for most of thisand I'm not sure how much you can do with
it"

"The point isthat sted isasoiron with carboninit,” Roger said. "But less carbon, and heated to a
much higher temperature.”

"That much iswell known to our master amiths," Targ said, with ahuman-style shrug. "Y et mere heat
and tempering does not produce the water stedl. Evenin exile, our smiths have forged weapons far
superior to those of other city-states, but never the water stedl of Voitan.”

"No, stedl iscomplicated,” Roger agreed. "Especially ‘water stee'—what we call 'Damascene.’
We—well, I—wasredly surprised you had it and of such qudity. It'sunusud at your technology leve."

"| think it'sdriven by their pumping industry,” O'Casey interjected. "They have quite abit of refined
technology dedicated to pumps. Once that startsto spread out a bit, look for an industrial revolution. |
wish they werejust abit further ong. If they were, I'd introduce the steam engine.”

"Let'sstick to the subject, if we can,” Pahner suggested with adight grin, "and reengineer their
society when we can do it with aregiment at our back. Okay?"

"HisHighnessisright,” Dobrescu went on to Targ, ignoring the captain's amusement. "Normal stedl is
specidly formed iron with abit of carbon and high temperature, but you need some other impurities, if
you want good sted, which explains Voitan blades. Thefirgt thing to redize isthat thelocd oreiswhat
we call 'banded iron.'"

"I know," Roger said. "Geology, remember? It'sformed by early oxygen-generating organisms. Prior



to their evolution, atmospheres are mostly reducing, and iron can remain on the surfacein amostly pure

gate. But once thefirst green or blue-green organism occurs and starts producing oxygen, theiron rusts.
Then the oxygen gets used up over millions of years, and thereé's aband of non-rusted ore, then another

band of rusted ore. Right?"

"Right," the warrant officer agreed. "Which makesit some of the best possible taconite, soit's
comparatively easy to work. But, even better, it's contaminated with vanadium, which isone of severd
possible hardening agents for steel. Molybdenum and chrome are a couple of others.”

"Molybe—molby—?" Cord grimaced. "I can't pronounce that."

"Don't worry about it," Dobrescu said. "The point is, Targ, that it redly istheloca ore, and your
know-how, that's special. And | ran atap in on one of your main mines, and it'sal laced with impurities:
vanadium and molybdenum. In fact, I'd give odds that by the time you get back into full swing, you'l hit a
vein that makes the best stedl you've ever seen.”

"Ah, good," Targ said. "We have long wondered what it was that made our water stedl. That's part
of it, surely.”

"Hold on aminute," Roger said, frowning a Dobrescu. "V anadium and molybdenum are important,
yeah, but not redlly critical for sword sted, Doc." The warrant officer blinked at him in surprise, and the
prince chuckled with a humor that was more than dightly sour. "1 won't claim to be an expert on the
topic,” he said, "but no MacClintock can avoid learning at least alittle about ancient wegpons. . . no
matter how hard hetries”

"Oh?" Dobrescu cocked an eyebrow, and Roger shrugged.

"Oh," hereplied. "Vanadium helps produce afiner grain structure in heat-treated steel, which helps
with the tempering process and eliminates some of the problemsin overheating sted. And it helps prevent
loss of temper in rehested metal, so sted with vanadium in it can withstand higher temperatures before
logng itstemper.

"Molybdenum does some of the same thing by helping to transmit the temperature deeper into the
sted, and it aso increases hardness some and hel ps reduce the fatigue factor. But carbon is the most
critical dement in hardening sted.”

Both of Dobrescu's eyebrows had risen during the prince's explanation, and the warrant officer's
surprise was not an isolated phenomenon. Even O'Casey was staring a her one-time student, and Roger
shrugged.

"Hey, likel said, I'm aMacClintock," hetold them.

"According to something | read years ago, though,” Dobrescu said, "vanadium and molybdenum
were what produced Damascene stedl.”

"Almost right," Roger told him. "The ‘water pattern—those white lines on the black
background—are a crystaline damask that's largely the result of those sorts of impurities. But you can
have that kind of pattern on a blade that really sucks. Good Damascene stedl hits a carbon content of
something like one and ahalf percent, if | remember correctly, but even then, thetrick isin the tempering.
There are some beautifully patterned bladesin the Roger 111 Collection that were never properly heeat
treated. | think their Rockwell number was only thirty or so, which would make them pretty usdess as
real wegpons. Y ou need to hit aRockwell of around fifty if you want something to cut through mail and
bone like thisbaby." He touched the katanalying beside him even in T'Ka Vlan'stent

"Redlly?' O'Casey asked, trying to hide her delight at hearing Roger—her Roger!—in professoria
mode. Sort of.

"Y eah. There were different techniques for making the good stuff back on OId Earth,” Roger told
her. "Europeans did it with pattern welding, the Japanese used mechanica construction, but the Indians
probably did it closest to theway Voitan smiths did it, judging from this." He touched the katana again.
"They heated the stedl in sedled clay cruciblesthat alowed theiron to soak up lots of carbon.”



"That is, indeed, how our craftsmen work," Targ said, regarding Roger narrowly. "It is part of our
closdly held craft secrets," he added, and Roger grinned.

"Don't worry, Targ—I don't plan on telling anyone e se. But the humans who used that technique
produced something caled ‘wootz' stedl that happened to have the very impurities the Doc here was
talking about thanksto the local ores. And he's probably right that their presence hel ps account for at
least some of your weapons superiority, but don't et that distract you. The red secret'sin the tempering
and how well you judge temperatures and what quenching techniques you use. Y ou might not get as
pronounced a'‘water' pattern using steelswithout the impurities, but your people would il be turning out
some of the best wegpon-grade stedl in the world!"

"But it isthe water steel which warriors associate with the superiority of our blades," Targ pointed
out. "It showsthe soul of the sted!.”

"Andit'sflat out beautiful, too," Roger agreed. "I'm not saying the nature of your oreisn't important,
just that you shouldn't sell yourselves or your smiths short. The hardest thing of al in making atrue master
blade is the tempering, and you guys obvioudy have that down. For the ress—" He shrugged. "Now that
you've got accessto the right ores again, everyone else will seethat the true ‘water stedl’ is back. |
imagine that's going to do good things for your income while you rebuild the city.”

"True" T'Kd Vlan putin. "It iswhat warriors and merchants will look for when they judge the quality
of our blades, and it iswdl to know what creates it. But where else do we find these ingredients? If we
do start to have problems, we could mine them separately and add them, no?"

"Yes," Roger said with afrown. "The problem isfinding them and separating them. I'd say that for the
time being, you should probably just use what you have. I'll talk to acouple of your ironmagtersif you
want. Between us, Dobrescu and | might be able to explain it and point them in theright direction. If |
recd| clearly, chromeisactually easier to detect and separate.”

"Itisif you have an acid,” Dobrescu agreed. "L ess so, otherwise. And it'stricky to hit the right
proportions and heat treatments. Humans didn't turn out good chromium stedl until, oh, the last century
and ahalf or so before spaceflight, | think. Of course, they didn't have anyone from the outside telling
them how it worked, ather.”

"No, but they had more or less started figuring out chemistry on their own by then,” O'Casey pointed
out, and frowned thoughtfully. "I wonder if we could help them make that jump,” she mused, and Pahner
snorted.

"It sounds to me like we could probably spend ayear or three just trying to remember what we don't
remember about the processes,” the Marine observed. "It would be better to just come back with a
lander filled with sciencetexts.”

"Agreed.” Roger chuckled. "Or, hdll, alander filled with asocia reconstruct team. | don't want to
crack Mardukan society; | like most of what | see. But | do want to bring them into the Empire.”

"We can do that,” O'Casey said. "God knows we've brought in enough devolved human societies
without smashing their forms.”

"Like Armagh?' Roger asked with agrin.

"Well," the chief of aff said, "theré's something to be said for aplanet full of battling Irishmen. Look
at the Sergeant Mgor."

"True, true," Pahner said. "However, to bring back a Soc team, we need to get to the port. And to
gettotheport..."

"Wejust haveto put onefoot in front of the other,” Roger said. "And that means breaking up this
little party.”

"Yep." Pahner nodded. "Targ, Vlan, thank you for coming.”

"Not aproblem,” Vlan said. "We're at your disposa until you leave.”

"Thank you," Pahner said, carefully not raising an eyebrow at the surreptitious sgnal Dobrescu



flashed him. "1 think well see you tomorrow. Until then?”

"Yes" Targ sad. "Thank you. And good night."

Pahner waited until the Mardukans had |eft the tent, then turned to the medic.

"Yes, Mister Dobrescu? Y ou had something to add without the Mardukans present?’

Thewarrant officer glanced at the shaman behind Roger.

"Yes, Sir. But I'm not sure about Cord."

"He stays," Roger said coldly. "Whatever you have to say, you can say in front of my as .

"All righty, Y our Highness," the medic said. "It's about the Mardukans. And about some assumptions
welve been making."

"What assumptions?' Pahner asked warily.

"Oh, it doesn't relate to security, Captain," Dobrescu said with an evil grin. "I'm not sure it matters at
al, actualy. But, you see, we've got their genders confused.”

"What?' O'Casey demanded. Asthe manager for the trandation program it was her job to make sure
that that sort of thing didn't happen, and she arted to bristle indignantly. Then she remembered dl the
times the program had tried to switch gender, and looked at Cord, stretched out behind Roger.

"But. . ." shebegan, and blushed.

"What you're looking at, Ms. O'Casey," the medic told her with an even wider evil grin, "isan
ovipostor.”

"Anovi ... Wha?' Roger asked, checking hisimpulseto turn around and look. Dedling with the
habitually nude Mardukans had dowly inured the humansto the Sze of the natives . . . members, but he
wasn't about to turn around and get all depressed again.

"Gender isadippery term when you start discussing xenobiology,” the medic continued, pulling up a
different entry on his pad. "But the current 'definitive definition isthat the 'male gender isthat which
supplies numerous gametesto fertilize a single gamete. However that's done.”

"| takeit, then, that Cord and his'gender’ do not supply numerous gametes,” Pahner said carefully.
"They certainly look . . . capable of doing 0."

"No, they don't, and yes, they do," Dobrescu responded. " The gender we've been caling 'mae;’
Cord'sgender, that is. . . implants, isthe correct term, between four and six gametes that are functiona
cels, with the exception of amatching set of chromosomes. Once these have been implanted, they're
fertilized by free svimming zygotes resident in the egg pouches of what | suppose should technicaly be
caled 'brooder males." The medic pursed hislips. "There are afew terrestrid species of fish that usea
amilar method, and its common on Ashivum in the native species.”

"So, Cord isactudly afemae?’ Pahner asked.

"Technicdly. However, there are sociologica aspects that make the 'maes fill traditiond femde
gender roles and vice versa. That and the physiology are what have been confusing the program.”

"And me," O'Casey admitted, "but I'll bet you're right. We didn't have much of alanguage kernel to
gart with, and | never tried to get at its fundamental, underlying assumptions. Even if I'd thought about it,
| wouldn't have known how to access them or what to do with them once | had. But given what Mr.
Dobrescu just said about ‘definitive’ definitions, 1'd guess that whoever prepared the kernd in thefirst
place knew that Cord and his gender were technically ‘female." It tried to switch gender a couple of
times, whichisjust the sort of litera-minded lunacy you might expect out of an Al with partid data, and |
wouldn't letit."

"l am not afemale" Cord stated definitively.

"Shaman Cord," Eleanora said, "we're having a problem with our trandator. Try not to pay any
attention to the flipping gender discussions.”

"Very wdl," the shaman said. "I can understand problemswith your machines. Y ou havethem all



time. But | am not afemde.”
"What was the word he actually used there?' Dobrescu asked.

" 'Blec tule"?" O'Casey consulted her pad. "The etymology |ooks to be something like 'one that
holds." ‘One that holds the eggs?'One that broods? | bet that'sit.”

"What about Dogzard?' Roger asked, looking at the faintly snoring lizard.

"Another interesting aspect of local biology," Dobrescu answered. "There are two dominant families
in Mardukan terrestrid zoology. Y ou can think of them as equivaent to reptiles and amphibiansif you
want. Cord isfrom the "amphibian’ type. So are damnbeasts and damcrocs and bigbeasts. They dl have
dimy skin and smilar interna organ sructures.

"But the feck beasts, the dogzards, and the flar-ta are completely different. They have adry
integument with some scaling and redically different internal structures. Different heart chambers, different
somachs, different kidney andogs.”

"SoisDogzard ahe or ashe?' asked Roger in exasperation.

"She," Dobrescu answered. " The 'reptile andogs are set up, sexudly, much like terrestria reptiles.
So Dogzard will eventudly have puppies. Wedll, eggs.”

"So what do we do about the trandator?' Roger asked.

"We don't do anything about it," Pahner said. "We inform the troops of the physical aspects, and
explain to them that the Mardukans are flipped gender, but well continue with our current distinction. As
Elenorajust suggested, the differenceis purely technical, and since none of us are xenobiologigts, | think
we can get away with ignoring it. | can't seethat it matters oneway or the other, anyway, and thisway
we keep from confusing the troops. And the software.”

"Just make sure that they're awvare,” Cord said tiffly, "that | am not a brooder.”

* * *

"He'safemae?' Julian asked.

"Sort of." Roger laughed. "But just keep treating him like hésamae. And hope like hdll the software
doesn't dip up when you get avisudization miscue." The implant-based software had dready miscued
once, with Poertena and Denat. Fortunately, it was aminor wound. The Pinopan would hed quickly, and
the tribesman had accepted the explanation.

"Oh, man,” Julian said, shaking hishead. "I cannot wait to get off this planet. | got so much culture
shock | fed like my dick's stuck in aculture socket."

* % %

Roger touched PFC Gelert on his shoulder as he strode past. The Marine grinned back at him, and
hefted the pear over his shoulder. He obvioudy till found it an odd item for aMarineto carry.

All the Marines were armed with Mardukan weaponry. Thered been thousands of ex-Kranolta
weapons available to choose from, and the New V oitan forces had let no time pass getting the first forges
lit. They weren't up to custom work yet, but they were able to modify most of the wegponsto fit the
smaller humans, so the company was now well armed with short swords—Ilong daggers, to the
Mardukans—and Mardukan-style round shields, aswell as at least one spear or javelin per Marine.

During the three weeks of rest while the company recovered, the Marines had begun their training.
They had nowhere near the ability of the Mardukans, who'd practicaly been born with wesponsin their
hands, but unlike the natives, they were soldiers, not warriors. All of their training emphasized teamwork
and cooperation, not individual, uncoordinated prowess, and they only needed to be good enough for
one platoon to hold ashield wall—which no Mardukan seemed ever to have heard of—while the other
one got out the real weapons.

Roger grinned back at the private and jabbed athumb to indicate the sword over his own shoulder.
The entire company looked better for the rest, dthough afew of the most serioudy wounded were il
going to beriding flar-ta.



Roger tossed a salute toward Corporal D'Estrees. She'd been one of the worst burn cases, and
Dobrescu had eventually been forced to remove her left arm from the elbow down. Now she waved in
return with her pink stump and scratched at the growing bulb of regenerating tissue. It itched like mad,
but in another month or so, she'd be back in gear.

Roger finaly reached the pack beast assigned to Cord. The shaman gestured to the straps holding
himin place.

"Thisismost undignified.”

Roger shook his head and waved at the endless row of grave mounds aong the woodline. Figures
could be seen moving down there, cutting wood for the charcod pits and clearing brush from the beds of
former roads.

"Beglad you're not in one of those."

"Oh, | am," Cord said, with agrunt, "but it is<till most undignified.”

Roger shook his head again as Pahner approached from the opposite direction.

"Wadl, Captain, are we ready?"

"Looksthat way, Y our Highness," the captain answered as a delegation headed by T'Leen Targ and
T'Kal Vlan approached.

"Weé'releaving alot of good people behind," Roger murmured, his smilefading just abit ashe
glanced at the entrance to the city catacombs.

"Weare," Pahner agreed quietly. "But we're leaving them in good company. And to tell the truth,
Y our Highness, | think it's better thisway. | know it'saMarine tradition to bring our dead out with us,
but I've dways thought a soldier should be buried where hefell." He shook his head, hisown eyesjust a

bit unfocused as he, too, gazed at the catacomb entrance. "That'swhat | want if my time ever comes,” he
sad softly. "To be buried where | fal, with my comrades. . . and my enemies.”

Roger looked at the Maring's profile in surprise, but not as much of it as he might have felt before
reading "If." Or the other dozen or so Kipling poems Elenora O'Casey's toot had contained. There were
depths to the captain which the old prince had never suspected . . . and which the new one respected too
deeply to mention out loud.

"Well," he said cheerfully, "I'll bear that in mind if the time comes, Captain. But don't go getting any
ideas! Y ou're gtrictly forbidden to die until you get my roya butt home whereit belongs! Clear?”

"Aye, 'Colond," Pahner agreed with agrin. "I'll bear that in mind."

"Good!" Roger said, and the two of them turned back towards the approaching del egation together.

"I'd say thisisthe farewell committee," K osutic observed, coming around the pack beast. She
gestured at the groups of soldiers gathering along the route out of the rebuilding city. "1 think they're
getting ready for the big sendoff.” She scratched at her own pink skin.

"I'll put on abigger hat," Roger said jokingly, and flicked at abit of leaf on the front of his chameleon
auit. The suit wasindelibly stained in places, but it was till sélf-cleaning, to an extent, and was more or
lessintact. Many of the company's uniforms werein tatters from where they'd been cut off in the course
of hagty firg-aid.

"Well, if you can find one, you can wear it," Pahner said camly.

"Why, thank you for that permission, Sir." The prince grinned. "Should | go look?!

"l wouldn't suggest it at the moment, Y our Highness," O'Casey said tartly. Thelittle chief of saff had
snuck up behind them so quietly that her unexpected voice made Roger start. "I think we need to thank
our benefactors.”

"l suppose,” Roger answered impishly. "Of course, they might have saved our bacon, but we wiped
out the Kranoltafor them," he pointed out, and Pahner smiled again as Targ approached.

"I supposethereisthat,” the captain agreed.



It took an hour, but the company findly broke free of its brothersin arms, after profuse expressions
of eternd friendship and undying mutud fedlty, and started back on thelong trail to the sea.

Marching upcountry.

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

The messenger lay prostratein front of the throne. He couldn't think of any bad newsin what he had
to convey, but that didn't really matter. If the king was in abad mood, the messenger's life was forfeit,
anyway, no matter how important he was.

"So, 'Scout, " the king said with agrunt of humor, "you say that the humanswill come out on the
Pasule sde of theriver?'

"Yes, OKing. They follow the old trade route from Voitan."

"Insure that they bypass Pasule." The monarch picked at the ornate intaglio of histhrone. "They must
cometo Marshad firgt."

"Yes, OKing," the messenger said. Now to figure out away to do that.

"Y ou may go, 'Scout, " the king said. "Bring them here. Bring them to me, or kill yourself before We
lay Our hands on you."

"It shall be done," the messenger said, wiggling backwards out of the king's presence. Cheated
death again, he thought.

* * %

"Cheated death again." Julian sighed as the company broke through the final screen of treesinto
obvioudy civilized lands.
"Yeah," Despreaux sad. "Damn, but I'm glad to be out of thejungle.”

The passage over the hillsfrom Voitan hadn't been terrible. In fact, they hadn't lost even one person
to thejungle floraand fauna, athough Kraft in Second Platoon had been badly mauled by a damnbeast.

The march from Voitan had aso given them time to shake down into their new organization. The
reduced company had separated into just two platoons, Second and Third, and they were getting used to
al the empty files. Not happy about them, but adjusted.

All indl, they were probably in better shape both physicaly and in morae than at any time since
leaving Q'Nkok, and the vista stretching out before them would help even more.

The region was obvioudy long and widely settled. Cultivated fields, interspersed with patches of
woodland, spread for kilometersin every direction, and theriver the old path had been following was
flanked in the middle distance by two towns, one clearly larger than the other.

Captain Pahner waved for the column to hold up asit cleared the jungle completely. The bare track
they'd been following for the last day had suddenly become aroad. Not much of one these days,
perhaps—weeds and even small trees thrust up through the roadbed's cracked, uneven flagstones—but it
showed that this had once been an important route.



The company stopped by the ruins of asmall building. The structure was set on araised mound, one
of many scattered across the floodplain, and its construction had been massive. It looked asif it had been
aguardhouse or border station to receive the caravans from Voitan, and Pahner stepped up onto its
two-meter-high mound to watch the caravan pull to a hdt as the company deployed.

The Marines had been training hard with their new weapons, and it showed. Bead rifles and grenade
launcherswere still dung over their shoulders, but their primary weapons were clearly the short swords
and spearsthey carried, and the small units spread out in acigar perimeter, one swordsman to each
spear carrier. Once Pahner had the shields designed, the formation would be quite different, but that was
going to have to wait. The tower shield was another thing the Mardukans had apparently never
discovered, so he would have to have them built somewhere.

And that somewhere would, hopefully, be here.

He made another gesture, and his "command team"—a grandiose term for asmall group of battered
Marines and civilians, but the only one he had—gathered about him. Sergeant Julian wasfillingin asintel
officer in the wake of Lieutenant Gulyas death, but other than that, it was the same group held faced in
Voitan.

"Okay," he said, gesturing to the two towns, "it looks pretty much the way the V oitan contingent said
it would. This hasto be the Hadur region.” Heads nodded, and he wished—again—for an even haf-way
decent map. According to the Voitanese, the Hadur region took its name from the Hadur River, which
had to be atruly mgjor stream even for Marduk from the descriptions. He had no reason to doubt them,
but he hated trying to fix his position without areliable map. "If were wherewethink we are,”" he went on
with a crooked smile, "that larger town should be Marshad. And that," he pointed to the smaller town
"must be Pasule”

Heads nodded again. Marshad had been the primary destination for caravans from over the hills
before thefdl of Voitan, which had made it awedthy mercantile center. Pasule, on the other hand, was
just afarming town, according to T'Leen Targ.

"I'd dmost prefer to get our toes wet locdly in Pasule before we tackle the big city,” he went on, "but
if were going to get the shields and armor made, it will have to bein Marshad. On the other hand, we
need resupply, too, and Pasule might be a better source for that.”

As he spoke, he looked around the nearer fields, where peasants had stopped their work to gawk at
the force coming out of the jungle. Most of the workers were breaking ground for another crop of
barleyrice, but other |aborers were harvesting the ubiquitous kate fruit. That was good. It meant that both
the fruit and the previous barleyrice harvest would be fully available when it wastimeto buy.

"Yeah," Jasco agreed, with agrunting laugh that sounded amost Mardukan, as he, too, watched the
workers, "these damn pack beasts go through some grain.”

"Sergeant Mgjor, | want you and Poertena to handle the resupply and procurement of the shields.”

"Got it." The NCO made anotein her toot. They'd discussed the possibilities before, of course, but
now that they were actually able to seethelay of theland, it seemed clear that Pasule would be a better,
and probably cheaper, source for the food.

"Weve seen that they can make laminated wood, plywood,” said Roger, who'd been quietly listening.
"We should have the shields made out of that."

"Plywood?" Jasco sounded incredulous, but, then, he hadn't been present to hear the prince discuss
sword making with the V oitanese leaders. "Y ou've got to be joking . . . Your Highness. I'd want
something alittle more solid than that! ™

"No, heisn't joking." O'Casey shook her head. "The Roman shield was probably the most famous
design ever to come out of Terran history, and it was made out of ‘plywood.' The histories always cal it
laminated wood," but that's what plywood is, and it's enormoudy tougher than an equivaent thickness of
'solid' wood."



"They have to have metd or leather rimsto protect the edges,” the prince continued, "but the bulk of
the shidld is plywood."

"Okay." Pahner nodded. "Kosutic, coordinate with Lieutenant MacClintock on the design of the
shields." Helooked around and shook hishead. "I hope | don't have to remind anybody that we need to
maintain aslow aprofile as possible. We can't afford another butt-kicking like V oitan. Hopefully, well be
greeted as heroes for taking out the Kranolta and be able to pass on quickly. But if we get into ahasde,
we haveto think our way out of it. Were way too short on ammo to shoot our way out!”

Corporal Liszez trotted toward the command group with one of the locals. The Mardukan wore a
haversack full of tools and appeared to be some sort of tinker.

"LT?" the corpora said as she gpproached Roger.

"Whatchagot, Liz?" the prince replied with anod.

"This scummy's gabbling something, but the trandator can't make anything of it."

"Oh, great,” O'Casey sghed. "Dialect shift. Just what we needed.”

"Get onit," Pahner said. "We have to be able to communicate with these people.” Thelocd was
gesturing acrosstheriver a the distant city, obvioudy agitated about something. He elther wanted the
company to go there, or else he was warning them away. It could have been either, and Pahner nodded
and gave him aclosed-lip, Mardukan-style smile. "Yes, yes," he said "were going to Marshad.”

Either the smile or the words seemed to calm the local. He gestured, asif offering to lead them, but
Pahner shook his heed.

"WEélIl beadong," he said soothingly. "Thank you. I'm sure we can find our own way."

He smiled again and started to wave the still-gabbling locd politely away, then paused and looked at
O'Casey.

"Do you want to talk with him?"

"Yes" She sounded a bit absent, obvioudy because she was concentrating on the trand ation—or
lack thereof—from her toot. "I'm starting to pick up afew words. Let him wak with usto the town, and
I'm pretty sure | can have most of the language by thetimewe arrive.”

"Okay," Pahner agreed. "I think that's about it. Questions? Comments? Concerns?'

There were none, so the company reassembled and moved on up the road.

* * %

The ancient high road became even more cracked and damaged looking as it entered the planted
aress, despite clear indications of repairs. Heavy deposits of silt had been thrown up to either side,
obvioudy asthe result of post-flood road clearing, which forced the company to move between low,
brownwadlls. In places, thewalls built up to true dikes to protect the barleyrice crops, and in places the
dikes were planted with the tall kate trees.

The peasants harvesting the kate fruit dangled from ropes or perched on tall, single-pole ladders that
were unpleasantly reminiscent of scaing ladders, but they paused in their laborsto gape a the human
contingent as it headed toward the distant city-state. Whether because of the humans' outlandish ook, or
the fact that they came on the road from dead V oitan, the locals reaction to them wasfar different from
reactionsin Q'Nkok.

"Y ou'd think they'd never seen ahuman before," Denat snorted.

"Buncharubes,” Tratan agreed with agrunt. "Ripefor the plucking." Helooked down at the
diminutive human driding dong beside him under his huge rucksack. "What should we teach them firs?

"Poker," Poertenareplied. "Always start wit' poker. Den, | dunno. Maybe acey-deucy. If they redly
stupid, cribbage.”

"They pocked," Cranla said with agrunt of laughter. He waved at one of the harvesters. "Hello, you
stupid peasants. We're going to pluck your merchantsfor al they're worth.”



* * %

Julian pointed a the Mardukan tribesmen with hischin.
"They've taken quite a shine to Poertena,” he said to Despreaux.

"Birds of afeather,” the other squad leader responded absently. "Isit just me, or doesthis place ook
farly run down?' shewent on.

The company was gpproaching afork in the road, where the travel ers had to choose between
Marshad or Pasule. There was another official looking building on amound where the roads diverged,
but athough it wasin better repair, it had obvioudy been converted into an agricultura outbuilding.

"Yeah," Julian said, glancing at the structure. "1 think theloss of the Voitan trade must have hit them
hard."

The company took the left fork and headed for the river. The solid stone bridge which crossed it was
the only structure they'd so far seen which appeared to have been properly kept up. In fact, there'd been
some obvious renovations—the well-fortified guard posts on either bank looked like fairly recent
additions.

The guards on the near bank gestured for the caravan to halt, and Julian looked around as the long
train of flar-ta dragged to stop. An outcropping of the underlying gneiss of the Hadur region rose steeply
on theright side of the road, he noted. The oxbow river took abend around it, and an extension of the
outcropping acted as afirm base for the bridge.

The hill was surmounted by trees and what appeared to have once been asmall park. A well-made
road in very poor repair wound to the summit, but it was obvious that the track was rarely used anymore.
Only athin path cut through the layered sIt and entangling undergrowth on itslower sections. Despreaux
followed hiseye, and shook her head as Captain Pahner argued with the guards on the bridge. They
obvioudy felt that the travelers ought to keep themsalves—and the business they represented—on this
gdeof theriver.

"This place has redlly been hammered,” she observed.

"No shit," Julian agreed. "It lookslike it used to be a pretty nice place, though. Maybeit'll get that
way again with Voitan back in business.”

"WEell see," Despreaux said. "The old Voitan wasn't built in aday.”

"No," Julian acknowledged as the caravan lurched back into movement, "but that guy from T'an
K'tass looked like he was going to try to do it pretty damned fast.”

"That he did," Despreaux said, but her tone was a bit distracted, and she nodded at the sour looking
guards on the bridge as they passed. "Those guys don't look happy.”

"Probably pissed at dl the money they'relosing,” Julian said. "We're about to pump alot of cashinto
the local economy . . . on the other sde of their bridge.”

"We hope," she answered.

The approaching city-state was huge, much larger than Q'Nkok, but it had aseedy air. Once past the
bridge area, the road was once again rutted and cracked from traffic and ill repair. Infact, it wasin
worse shape than it had been on the other sde of theriver, and the peasants plowing the fields to elther
Sde of the roadbed aso seemed lessinterested in the passage of the company.

Flar-ta were useless as draft animals, because they were far too large to move effectively in the
fields. That meant that the only way to plow was to use teams of Mardukansfor traction, whichwasa
remarkably inefficient method. It was aso extremely hard work, but while the plowers on the far sde of
the river had taken the opportunity for a break while they watched the company march by, those on this
sdeadl kept their heads down, concentrating on their tasks. And while the mgjority crop had been
barleyrice on thefar sde of theriver, on thissde most of the fields were being sown with legumesor a
crop the humans didn't recognize. The Marines had encountered the legumes before, and promptly
christened them bullybeans, but they'd never seen the other crop, and the loca s seemed to be planting a



lot of it. At least two-thirds of the fields they could see seemed to be dedicated to producing whatever it
was.

"I wonder why therés adifference,” Julian said, pointing it out to Despreaux, who shrugged and
gestured across the wide expanse of fields. There was another hill barely visblein the distance, but it was
apparent that the local city-state dominated avast area.

"They've got plenty of room,” she pointed out. "Thisis probably just their areafor bullybeansand . . .
whatever that other stuff is.”

"l guess,” theintel NCO said. "But that much change just from one side of theriver to the other?* He
shrugged. "I'm no farmer, but it ssems kindastrangeto me."

"I suppose well find out why they do it eventudly," Despreaux said with ashrug of her own. "But |
wonder what that other plant is?*

* % %

"Dianda," theitinerant tinker said to the chief of gaff. "Itis. .. urdak intowosan . . . likethat," he
finished, gesturing to the chamdeon cloth uniform the civilian wore.

Theloca was named Kheder Bijan. It was obvious he expected some sort of reward from the
company for guiding them to the clearly evident city which theignorant foreigners could never have found
on their own, but the chief of staff was happy to have him dong, anyway. Hed been agood way to
update the language program, and he was amine of information about conditions around Pasule. He was
srangely uninformetive, however, about Marshad.

"Ah!" Eleanorasaid. "Something like flax or cotton!" The software had updated the local dialect well
enough for Pahner to talk their way acrossthe bridge. She was puzzled by the fact that the officids of
Pasule had been more trouble than Marshad's. Theloca guards had smply stepped aside, dmost asif
the humans had been expected.

"Yes," thelocd said. He rubbed ahorn in thought while he considered the best way to explain. "We
make cloth fromit for trade.”

"A cash crop." The chief of staff nodded. "Where are the subsistence crops?’ she asked, looking
around. "I'd think you'd be planting more barleyrice than this."

"Well," Bijan said, fingering hishorn again, "I don't redly understand farming. | fix things.” He
gestured with his haversack. "'l suppose there must be other farms around here somewhere.”

"Who ownsthe land?' Eleanora had been pleasantly surprised to discover that in the Q'Nkok region
the farmers owned their own land, for the most part. The farms were passed down through complicated
culturd "rules’ that moved them from generation to generation more or lessintact. That denied inheritance
to mogt of the "younger sons," but that was a common problem for agrarian societies the galaxy over, and
the important thing was that the farms weren't broken into minuscule lots that were impossible to manage.
Nor were they sold or lost in chunksto form giant latifundia. The Houses of Q'Nkok had been well on
their way to the sort of backward agricultural "reform" which would strip the peasantry of land
ownership, but hopefully the destruction of their power would stop that initstracks. At thisleve of
technology, smdl-scale "yeomanry" farming was as good asit got.

"I'm not surewho ownsit," thetinker said, fingering hishorn again. "I've never asked.”

The chief of gaff blinked, then smiled cheerfully. The "tinker" had blithely nattered on about the
minutiae of the inner workings of the council of oligarchswho ruled Pasule, and the different groups of
independents and sharecroppers who farmed the land on that side of theriver. Now, on the sdethat he
clamed he was from, he suddenly clammed up. She wouldn't have survived aday in theimperia court if
that hadn't set off some aarm bells.

"That'sinteresting,” she said with complete honesty. "I suppose atinker wouldn't redlly care, would
I,E?I
"Not redly,” Bijan said. "l just ook forward to returning to my beautiful city!"



"Nicecity," Kosutic said tugging a an earlobe.
"It'sokay," Pahner replied.

Marshad was larger than Q'Nkok, but smaller than the former V oitan had been, with streets that
wound up the hill from severd gatesin the curtain wals.

The gates were unusud. They were constructed of thick wood, well joined and even caulked, and
their bottoms were lined with copper, which must have cost afortune. There was aso a base upon which
they were, apparently, supposed to seat, but it was shattered, and any meta which might once have
sheethed it was long since gone.

Much of the city gppeared to be in the same dilapidated condition. The wallswere higher than
Voitan's, but in even worse shape. Numerous parapets had falen to liein rubble at the base of the main
wall, leaving gaps like broken teeth in the battlements, and in places the outer stones had worked o,
exposing the rubble interior fill. One section was so badly damaged that it might aswell have been cdled
abreach, and they discovered even more signs of neglect once they entered the city proper.

The areaimmediately inside the gate was clear, but beyond that the city reared up the hill in amaze of
dleysand tunnds. The houses were mostly built of sone, pink granite and blinding white limestone,
erected in acrazy quilt of warrens, with one house on top of another in awidey varying mixture of styles
and qudlity.

The main thoroughfare was wide enough for the passage of the company, but only barely, and the
boulevard was lined with wide gutters which were joined by thin streams leading out of the alleyways.
This lower section clearly wasn't the best placeto live: the noisome stew in the streams which obvioudy
provided the entire city's drainage was a noxious compound of fecal matter and rot that was practicaly
explosve.

Asthey continued inward, the road presented a graphic cross-section of the city. The lower dopes
showed the best qudlity of work, with well cut blocks of feldspar and gneiss cunningly fitted, mostly
without mortar. The surfaces had been coated in white plagter, and the lintels and trim still showed signs
of colorful paints. But now the plaster was patched and falen, with caved-in roofs and shattered corners,
and the once bright paint was pathetically faded in the blazing gray light. There were sgns of flooding, as
well, with brown high-water markswell up the sides of the houses. Many of the buildings were deserted,
but shadows moved in some of the wreckage—furtive inhabitants who clearly only showed their faces
under thefriendly cover of night.

The qudity of the stonework fell as the procession headed up the hill, but the upkeep improved.
More houses were inhabited above the level of the floods, and the warren became truly mazdlike, with
houses piled on houses and built across dleyways which their floors turned into tunnels.

Business was being conducted in this [abyrinth, but with a definitely desultory air. A few vendorslined
the road with sparse offerings of haf-rotten fruits, moldy barleyrice, cheap and poorly-made jewdry, and
assorted minor knickknacks. The obvious poverty of the areawas crushing, and the stench of rotting
garbage and uncleaned latrines hung in the air as young Mardukans sat in doorways, scratching listlesdy
at thedust in the Street.

The dums ended abruptly in alarge square. Its downhill sdewaslined with tall townhouseswhich
had apparently been carved out of the warren beyond at some time in the past. They fronted on a broad,
flat, open areathat was partidly natural and partially Mardukan-made. The centerpiece of the square
was alarge fountain around the statue of an armed Mardukan, while the upper side of the square was
occupied by alarge ornamenta building. The building seemed to climb—uwithout a break, but in amyriad
of differing styles—up to the citadd at the hill's summit. It appeared to be one vast pdace, and a
ceremony was in progress at its entrance.

It was gpparently a public audience. The ruler of the city-state sat in aresplendent throne set up at
the front door of the paace. Aswith the throne in QNKkok, thiswas made of many different inlaid



woods, but the local monarch's throne was aso set with precious metals and gems. The entire edifice
gleamed with gold and slver and the twinkle of the local sapphires and rubiesin their rough "miner's’ cut.

The king was the first Mardukan the company had seen wearing any significant clothing, and he was
garbed in alight robe of lustrous saffron. The outfit was dit down the sides, gathering only at the ankles
and trimmed in bright vermillion. Traceries of slver thread ran through it, and the collar was alace of
dlver and gems.

The monarch's horns had aso been inlaid with precious metas and gems and werejoined by a
complex web of jewel-strung gold chainsthat caught the gray light and refracted it in adull rainbow. Asif
al of that weren't enough, he aso wore aheavy chain of jeweled gold around his neck, dangling far down
his ched.

Arrayed to either side of the king were persons who were probably advisers. They were unclothed,
except for one obvious commander in armor, but their hornswere dso inlaid and gemmed. The display
was an obvious indication of rank, for it grew less expensive and spectacular in direct proportion to the
owner's distance from the monarch.

About six hundred guards lined the steps at the front of the palace, anding at parade rest in two
ranks. They were more heavily armored than the guards in Q'Nkok, with metal thigh-guards and bracers
in addition to breastplates shining gray-slver in the clouded light. They carried the same long spear asthe
Q'Nkok guards, but they aso wore pamate swords, about ameter in length, and despite their carefully
polished breastplates, their purpose was obviousy more than merely ceremonial.

The crowd before the monarch was amixed bag. Most of them seemed to be from the Mardukan
"middleclass," to the extent that the planet had one. They aso had decorations on their horns, but the
displays were generally smple and made of base metas or brass. A few of the poorest of the poor were
mixed in here and there, and it was one of them who was currently making some pleato the refulgent
monarch.

The petitioner wasin full progtration before the king, al six limbs splayed out as he abased himself.
Whatever he was saying was unintelligible at this distance, but it didn't redly matter, snce the king was
gtting half across histhrone and paying virtudly no attention to him.

Asthe company watched, the suppliant apparently finished whatever he was saying, and the monarch
picked akate fruit off a platter and nibbled on it. Then he threw the fruit at the petitioner and gestured to
aguard.

Beforethefirst protest could leave the unfortunate Mardukan's mouth, the guards had seized him and
cut off his head. The head rolled to the edge of the crowd as the stump spurted ared spray and the body
of the sarf dumped into atwitching heap.

There was not a sound from the gathered Marshadans.

* * *

"We may have aproblem here," Pahner observed.

"Oh, my," O'Casey said. A few months earlier, she probably would have lost her bregkfast, but after
Voitan, she was going to have ahard time finding anything that truly shocked her. "I agree.”

"Wdl, if weturn around and leave," Roger said, "which ismy first ingtinct, we will have aproblem.”

"Agreed," the captain said. "Stick to the prepared speech Y our Highness. But | want the up squad
right on you. Sergeant Mgor!"

"Captain?'

"Fall in the company in extended formation, Sergeant Mgor. | want asnappy movement. And drop
the pig-stickers. Rifles and cannon front and center!”

* % %

The caravan devolved into an organized frenzy asthe Marines prepared to "present” their noble lord
to the local monarch. Roger, for his part, rehearsed his speech and checked his pistol, on the assumption



that hewas equdly likely to need ether of them.

"Credentids, credentids,” O'Casey muttered, diving into the packs on the flar-ta caled Bertha.
Somewhere she had the now much travel-stained, vermillion-sealed documents of Roger's credibility,
along with letters from the King of Q'Nkok and the new council of Voitan, but she hadn't expected to
need them so soon. They'd assumed that they would have to dedl first with afunctionary just to find
shdlter, then the king—not the other way around.

"Sngp it, snap it, snap it," Kosutic chanted subvocally. The change from atactical formation to one
intended for parade had to be made as cleanly and professionally as possible. Any trace of disorder
would not only reflect poorly on the Regiment, but would create an opening. If you looked professond,
it stopped nine out of ten fights before they started; the tenth, of course, was Voitan.

The post guide had found a mark, and the squad leadersfdl in on her, with their squadsin turn faling
in behind them. On command, the company—| ess one squad, which was "tight" on the prince—deployed
inadouble linefacing that of thelocd guards. The Marineswere pitifully few in number, but soon enough
thelocals would know what that pitiful few had accomplished at aplace cdled Voitan.

Then let them get idess.

* * %

Roger looked behind him into the unsmiling blue eyes of Sergeant Nimashet Despreaux.

"Weve got to quit meeting like this. People will talk," hetold her, but her demeanor didn't change.

"I'm on pogt, Sir. I'm not supposed to carry on a conversation.”

"Ah." Roger turned back to the front and tugged at his braid as Pahner and O'Casey walked up to
find him. "Sorry. I'll put myself on report.”

"Ready?"' Pahner subvocalized over the com.

"Bravoin position,” Lieutenant Jasco replied dmost as quietly.

"Inner team in position.” Despreaux’s voice was the ghost of awhisper at the back of Roger's head.

"Documents,” O'Casey said, handing them to the prince.

"Then let'sdoit, Captain,” Roger said calmly, and hid asilent snort of menta laughter. The
presentation ceremony they were about to use was the same one they'd planned and rehearsed for
Net-Hauling on Leviathan. The only difference was that the survivors of the company wereon ahair
trigger, and if anything went wrong he was hitting the deck at about Mach 3. Fifty-eight weapons would
turn the square into an abattoir at the dightest Sgn of threat, and anything he persondly might have added
to the carnage would be purely inconsequential.

The group started forward in adow, hieratic half-step which was used for only two purposes: formal
presentations, and funerals. Since Marines did alot more of the latter than the former, they referred to do
it as"The Death March," which, in Roger's consdered opinion, did not bode well in this circumstance.

The crowd before the throne parted to let them through. It was surprisingly silent; the only soundin
the entire square was the dow tap of the humans boots and the distant rumble of thunde.

Roger reached the sticky red stain where the previous petitioner had pled his case and stopped. He
bowed deeply and held out the documents as the iron and shit smell of afresh kill rose around him.

"Your Mgesty, Great Ruler of Marshad and Voice of the People, I, Prince Roger Ramius Sergel
Alexander Chiang MacClintock, of the House MacClintock, Heir Tertiary to the Throne of the Empire of
Man, greet you in the name of my Imperid Mother, Her Mgesty, Empress Alexandra MacClintock,
Empress of Man, Queen of the Dawn, and Mistress of the Void."

Eleanoratook the documents ceremonioudly back from him and stepped forward and to the side.
Dropping to both knees at the edge of the sairs, she held them out, hoping that one of these glittering
idiots would figure out her purpose.

One of the advisers—a senior one, by the decoration of his horns—trotted down the steps and



accepted the documents as Roger continued his speech about the magnificence of Marshad and itsruler,
whose name he had yet to find out.

She backchecked the trand ation and winced. The program had reversed genders on Empress
Alexandra, making her "Emperor Alexander,” which was historically humorous but apain otherwise.
Eleanoralocked that description in for this culture (they were never going to know the difference
anyway), and checked the other gender settings. Sure enough, the program had reversed gender in the
diaect. Fortunatdly, the trandation glitch hadn't come up yet, so she suppressed a snarl and fixed it, then
dumped the patch to the other toots and went back to listening to Roger's speech

" ... bringjoyousnews. Voitan isrestored! The Kranoltain al their fury came againgt uswhen we
entered the fallen city, but that was agrave mistake. Aided by the forces of New Voitan, we defeated
them in aterrible battle and destroyed their war host utterly. Even now the foundries and forges of fabled
Voitan ring once more with the sound of forming metal! Soon the caravans will come once moreon a
regular basis. We arethefirgt, but we shal not bethelast!”

The prince paused in a planned break for the expected applause, but there was only aquiet murmur,
and even that was amost instantly hushed. Roger was clearly nonplussed by the lack of reaction, but he
carried on gamdly.

"We areforeign emissaries on avoyage of exploration, and we are to be met by ships on adistant
shore to the northwest. Thus we ask the boon of permission to pass through these landsin peace. We
aso wish to rest and enjoy the hospitality of your city, and we have brought rich booty from the conquest
of the Kranolta which we wish to trade for suppliesto continue our journey."

He bowed again asthe king sat up. The entire company tensed, athough an outside observer might
have been pardoned for not redizing that it had, as the saffron-clad monarch leaned forward and
examined the documents. After abrief, whispered consultation with one of his advisers, concentrating on
the letter from the King of Q'Nkok, the monarch clapped his hands in agreement and stood.

"Welcome, welcome, Y our Highness, to theland of Marshad, you and al your brave warriors! We
have heard of your exploitsin defeating the Kranoltaand raising Voitan to its ancient and honorable
place! In Our name, Radj Hoomeas, King of Marshad, Lord of the Land, We welcome you to Marshad.
Rest here aslong asyou like. A place has been prepared for you and your great warriors, and there shall
be agreat feast in your honor tonight! So We declare! Let there be merriment and celebration, for the
way to Voitan is open once more!”

CHAPTER FORTY-SI X

"I don't think | understand your reasoning, Sir." Lieutenant Jasco shook his head and gestured around
the sumptuous quarters the officers had been given. "They certainly seem friendly enough.”

"So does aspider, Lieutenant,” Pahner replied. "Right beforeit eatsafly.”

The room was paneled in blond wood, the pale grain cut to expose abstract swirls. The floor was
covered in cushions a shade or two darker than the wood, most of them piled to one side, and the single



window reveded abreathtaking view of the city and theriver, with aglimpse of Pasule and the vast
dretch of cultivated land beyond.

All inall, it was apleasant place. Now if they could just decide whether or not it was a prison.

"Weve been deding with Mardukans for awhile now,” Roger said. "They're not the gentlest people
inthe gdaxy, but they have more regard for life than we saw thismorning.”

"Roger iscorrect," O'Casey sad. "Thistown, the wholelocal culture, gppears atypica. And the
focus of that would seem to be Radj Hoomas." She fingered the silken cover of the pillow on which she
sat. "Dianda. Everywhere you look, you seethisflaxglk. All thefields, throughout the citadd. | bet if we
peeked behind doorways, we'd find that everyone isweaving the stuff.”

"Wadll, okay," Jasco said. "But that doesn't necessarily mean there's anything wrong. There have been
plenty of societies where everyone was aweaver, or whatever. It doesn't make this culture evil "

"No, but it does make it dangerous,” Pahner said definitively. "We need to back off from thinking like
Marines and start thinking like bodyguards again.”

Cord nodded in agesture held picked up from the humans.

"A monarch like this Radj cares only about himsdlf and his needs. And this atul hasobvioudy beenin
power long enough to put his stlamp on the entire kingdom.”

Pahner nodded back at the shaman and looked at Kosuitic.

"What arethe mgor nation methods?'

"Y ou think heé's going to try to assassinate Prince Roger, Sir?" Jasco asked. "Why?!

"Maybe not Roger," the sergeant major rasped, "but if he thinks there's some profit to be made from
killing the guards and taking Roger hostage, he might try." She looked at the ceiling and began ticking
methods off. "Poison, bomb, hand, knife, smart-bot, close-shot, long-shot, heavy weapon, weapons of
meass destruction.”

"This society has hand, poison, and knife," Pahner said. " So we need to concentrate on those.”

"We dready have andyzers" Roger pointed out, "they'll pick up poisons.”

"If they come at us with swords, we respond with guns,” Jasco said.

"And if they come at you with knives?' the sergeant mgjor asked with agrim amile. " En masse, from
every Sde? What then, Lieutenant?'

"Exactly." Pahner turned to O'Casey. "Y ou're going to be handling point on the negotiations again.
Make sure they're aware that Roger hasto have," he paused and thought for amoment, "seven guards at
al times. Seven isamystic number to us humans. Not to be trifled with. So sorry if that's a problem.”

"Okay," Eleanorasaid, making anote on her toot.

"I don't trust him asfar as| could throw Patty,” Roger said.

"Why not, Y our Highness?' Jasco asked, perhapsjust atrifle more dismissively than he redlly ought
to have spoken to the Heir Tertiary to the Throne of Man. "They've given us everything we wanted on a
slver platter, and no wonder. | mean, obvioudly, they're happy they'll be getting the V oitan trade back.
Look at the dumswe passed through on the way up.”

"That's exactly why," Roger said quietly. "Look, | might have been aclotheshorse. Well, ill am,” he
amended with achuckle, looking down at his stained chame eon uniform. "But," he continued serioudy,
"it wasn't the same as this place. Right down the hill from usthere's crushing poverty. In case you didn't
notice, most of those kidswere literdly starving. And the guy who should be working on fixing that is
gtting on hisass at the top of the hegp, sucking on fruit, having hishornsinlaid, and cutting pessants
heads off. And there are dl these fidlds where food could be grown, but it isn't. They're being planted in
flaxslk. So the people are starving, and | don't think that that's the farmers' plan. | think it's the plan of
the son-of-a-bitch we're about to have a'Victory Dinner* with." The prince'sjaw flexed in anger, and his
nostrilstwitched asif they'd scented something foul. " So that, Lieutenant, iswhy | don't trust that Borgia



son-of-a-hitch.”

"Seven guards, Chief of Staff, Sergeant Mgor," Pahner said emphatically. "Fully armed. Especialy at
this'Victory Party.' And extraespeciadly,” he added dryly, "after dl the trouble ‘our friend' the monarch
went to making sure we came here.”

"Yeah," Roger sad. "A ‘tinker.""
"Y ou caught that, too?' Eleanora observed with asmile,
"l wonder what heredly is?

* % %

"Y ou succeeded, Kheder Bijan," the king observed. He took a nibble out of akate fruit and tossed
the remainder on the floor. " Congratulations, 'Scout.' "

"Thank you, O King," the commander of the Roya Scouts replied. The Scouts actudly did some
scouting, especidly when meeting with the informants they maintained among the surrounding tribes, but
he was in fact the commander of the Marshad secret police.

"Once again you have avoided having your head lopped off," the monarch added with agrunt of
humor. "One of these days, you won't be so lucky. That day will be agreet pleasureto me. A day of
comfort."

"I liveto serve, O King." The spy knew he was on the edge of the knife, but that was what gave the
role spice.

"Of courseyou do." Theking gave adisbelieving chuckle. "It isawel-known fact, isit not?!

He turned to the commander of the Royd Guard. The commander had been nothing morethan a
common mercenary before being given his position, and the king had been careful to ensure that plenty of
hatred was directed at him. It was one way to ensure the Guard'stotal loydty, for if theking fell, so
would the Guard.

"Wewill continuewith the origind plan.”

"Yes, OKing," the guard commander replied with abrief glance of fury at the spy. "Theforcesare at
your command.”

"Of coursethey are," he whispered. " And with Our mighty army and the power of these humans, We
ghdl ruletheworld"

* % %

Roger took another bite of the spiced meat. HEd run an anayzer over it and gotten dl the usua
warning about alkaoids, but it wasn't poisonous. It just tasted that way.

The locals used a spice that tasted exactly like rancid fenndl, and it was apparently wildly popular,
because it wasin every dish. Roger picked ahit of the purple leaf off the meat and checked. Y ep, that
wasit. He surreptitiously spat, trying to get the rotten taste out of his mouth, then gave up. At least there
were only fourteen more coursesto go.

The diners were seated on cushions, arranged in pairs and trios around low, three-legged tables. The
courses were borne in by silent servants, and the empty platters were borne back out picked over or
finished off. Most of the diners were members of the Marshad court, but there were aso some
representatives from other city-states. They were neither exactly ambassadors nor smple visitors, but
seemed to occupy some placein between.

Roger was seated with two such representatives near the king. He had initialy engaged themin
desultory conversation, but they'd rapidly dropped into acomplex discussion of trading futures that
drifted first out of Roger'sinterest, and eventually out of the local didect. Since then, the prince had
occupied himsdlf picking at hisfood and observing the dinner party.

Helooked over at Pahner. The captain was seated on a cushion, legs crossed asif he'd been born to
this society, camly chewing and swallowing the horrible food and nodding asif he actudly heard every
word his seat mate was saying. As aways, the Marine was the perfect diplomat, and Roger sighed. He



was hever going to be that good.

Eleanora had stopped egting after only a couple of mouthfuls, but she could excuse that on the basis
of the steady conversation sheldd been maintaining with both her table mates. The chief of staff wasdoing
her usud job of probing every nuance of thelocal culture, dissecting it asabiologist would dissect an
invertebrate.

Hedidn't look over his shoulder, but he knew the Marines were standing &t the ready. They lined the
wall at hisback, weapons at low port and ready for instant useif it dropped in the pot.

Hefdt mildly naked without the additiona presence of Cord, but the shaman lacked the nanites of his
human companions and was gill recovering from the terrible shrapnd wounds held taken in Voitan.
Whatever might happen, the shaman would haveto rideit out from apile of cushionsin the visitors
quarters.

Everyonewas dill as nervous as catsin aroomful of float-chairs. Including, unless he was much
mistaken, Radj Hoomas.

Theking sat at the head of the room, with his back to the large double doors leading into one of his
many throne rooms. He was surrounded, literaly, by guards and hard to observe through the
obscurement of the armored behemoths. From what Roger could see of him, however, he, too, was
picking a hisfood, soeaking occasiondly with the armored commander seated beside him and glancing
nervoudy around the room. It might be avictory party, but the host didn't [ook very victorious.

"The Princeisn't eating!" the king whispered angrily.

"He's eaten enough,” Mirzal Pars responded. The old mercenary clapped his hands and grunted in
humor. "They're so smart, but they don't even recognize miz poison. It may be tasteless, but you can see
the leaves clearly. Everyone knows about it . . . except these humans.” He grunted another laugh.

"But will it be enough?' Radj Hoomas demanded. The plan had to be executed flawlesdy, for the
power of these humans was terrifying to contemplate. Holding onto it would be like holding an atul by
thetail.

"It will be enough. They've dl esten more than alarge enough dose. If we withhold the antidote,
they'll diewithinaday."

"And the guards are ready?"

"Assuredly," the commander chuckled. "They look forward to it."

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

The celebration had moved into the throne room, where the king presided over the conversation
swirling around him from histhrone. Much of the court had excused itsdlf after the dinner, pleading the
excuse of work to complete, and the mgority of the room was sparsdly filled with the prince's party and
the representatives from the surrounding city-states.



Eleanora sipped from a cup of warm, flat water and squinted at the representative from Pasule.

"Theking isthe sole landowner?' she asked increduloudly. Even in the most despotic regimesin
Earth's history, power had been more diffuse than that.

"Y es. Radj Hoomas owns not only the agricultura land, but al of the buildings of the town, and dl of
the houses of the Council outside the city wall." The representative, Jedd Ve, was short for aMardukan,
but he still towered over the chief of staff. Sheld ended up talking exclusively to him after finding him a
mine of information. The"smple trader" from Pasule was astudent not only of commerce, but of
government and history. He was, naturaly, biased towards Pasule€'s oligarchica form of government, but
having Marshad as a horrible counterexample would tend to do that.

"Two generations ago, in the chaos after the fall of Voitan, there was a greet rebellion among the
Houses of Marshad. Three of them were the most prominent, and the king of that time, Radj Kordan,
Radj Hoomas grandfather, alied with one of them against the other two. It was aterrible battle, but the
king finaly prevailed over dl but hissingle surviving dly. Most unfortunately, he was, in turn, assassinated
shortly after the end of the war by a son of one of the defeated Houses. He had intended smply to
reduce their power, fine them heavily, and strip them of guards, but his son, Hoomeas father, killed every
member of the defeated Houses. Then heforced a marriage with adaughter of the single surviving dly,
and absorbed that House, leaving the House of Radj asthe only power in Marshad.”

The representative sipped hiswine and gave alower handclap, a Mardukan shrug.

"Pasule's actions in this were not the best. We supported both sides, trying to drag the war out and
damage Marshad as much as possible. We've dways seen the city asariva, and sncethefall of VVoitan
it's come to war more than once. But when Radj consolidated dl the power under itself, it was clear we'd
made a serious mistake. Since then, Rad] has taken more and more power and treasure, and left lessand
lessfor others.

"The only thing that Marshad exports anymoreis dianda, but it makes atremendous profit onit. The
crop is hard to grow, and takes up valuable land which might otherwise be used to grow food. Naturaly,
Radj Hoomas could care less. The land produces barely enough food to support the farmers; the city
poor are |eft to starve and work the looms.”

"It ssemslike agtuation ripe for arevolution,” O'Casey said. " Surely there's some group that might
riseup?'

"Perhaps” Jedd Ve said carefully. "However, the profits from the dianda trade dso permit him to
support alarge standing army. Mot of it is composed of mercenaries, but they recognize that they need
Rad] in power asthe only way to preserve their own positions. They've crushed the few attempted
rebdlionsesdly.”

"l see," O'Casey sad. Take the army out of the picture though, she mused silently, and things
might change. She glanced at the guards lining every wall. Another, separate contingent formed a
half-moon crescent around the throne, and the ostentatious display of force finaly made senseto her.

"Millionsfor defense, not apenny for the poor. . . ." she murmured with alow chuckle.

"Pardon?" the Pasule asked, but it was only an absent courtesy, for he was looking towards the
throne. Radj Hoomas had caled over the guard commander, and it looked like he might finally be ready
to make the announcement that would permit everyoneto leave gracefully.

Pahner nodded to the prince as Roger waked up to him. The squad parted as the prince neared the
captain, and the Marines expertly swallowed up both officersin a protectivering.

"Roger," the captain greeted him, and glanced at Despreaux. The Marines had been specificaly
tasked with eavesdropping on the king and his guard captain, but the sergeant shrugged her shoulders.
Nothing clear to report.

"Radj is definitdy planning something,” the prince said, tucking astray hair back into line. "But so far,



so good.”

"That's what the jJumper said as he passed the thirtieth floor,” Pahner pointed out. He looked at
Despreaux again. "What?'

"Just something about the guards, Sir," the sergeant said. "M aybe something about poison, too, but
that wasn't clear.”

"Joy," the company CO said.

"I don't like being surrounded like this, Sir," she added. "We could take the king if it dropped in the
pot, but I'm not sure we could keep the Prince dive."

"If that happens, Sergeant,” Roger said quietly, "take the king. That's your primary mission.
Understood?’

Despreaux glanced quickly at Pahner, but the captain only looked back at her without expression.
"Yes, Sir. Understood,” she said.

"Let'sbe on our toes," Pahner suggested as conversation died down and the king climbed to hisfest.
"Looksliketimeto party.”

"We are gathered here tonight,” Radj Hoomas said, "to honor the brave warriors who crushed the
Kranolta and reopened the road to Voitan. Puissant warriors, indeed,” he said, and his voice echoed
hollowly through the wood-paneled hall.

"Puissant warriors, indeed," he repeated, and glanced around at his own massed guards. "l ask you,
Y our Roya Highness, Prince Roger Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock, could your puissant
warriors defeat dl the guardsin thisroom? Before you fell yoursdf?'

"Possibly," Roger replied camly. "Quite probably. And | would be trying very hard to survive.”

Theking gazed at him for amoment, then glanced at one of hisguards. . . who stepped forward,
and, with asmooth motion, shoved his spear into the back of the representative from Pasule. Jedd Ve
screamed in afroth of aspirated blood asthe bitter steel spearhead emerged from his chest, but the guard
only grinned crudly and twisted hiswrist as he jerked hisweapon free once more and the envoy thudded
to thefloor.

"Areyou so confident?" the king asked, grunting in humor.

"What?' Roger asked, with asmile he didn't fedl, as O'Casey recoiled towards the Marines and
away from the twitching corpse at her feet. "Y ou think that the "puissant warriors who defeated the
Kranolta have never seen blood?"

He booted up the assassin program he'd used in Q'Nkok, and as the aiming reticle appeared,
superimposed on hisvision, he dropped it onto the forehead of the laughter-grunting guard captain.

It required more than well-written software to be truly phenomena with an n program. Even
with hard encoding, it required smooth, practiced musclesthat could handle the high twitch-rate strains
placed upon them. But Roger had practiced, and the pistol came up with the blinding speed which had
so surprised Pahner in the QNkok banquet hdl. The weapon smply materialized in hishand, and the
supersonic crack of the bead's passage blended with a meaty thump as the decapitated guard captain hit
thefloor.

The king opened his mouth to shout, his face covered in the bright crimson spray of the captain's
blood, then froze as he found himsdlf looking down the barrel of the bead pistol.

"Now, therésan old term for this," Pahner said quietly, hisown pistol out and trained as he
transmitted furious ordersto hold fast over histoot. The orders had to be in text, because the
subvocalization equipment was part of the combat hel met he wasn't wearing at the moment, and his toot
had to rebroadcast it through the systems of the bodyguards helmets. That meant the orders were
necessarily one-way, but he could imagine Kosutic's distant cursing just fine.

"It's called a'Mexican standoff, " he continued. "Y ou try to kill us, and our company blowsyour little



town to the ground. Not that you personally will care, Y our Mgesty, because you'll dieright here, right

"I don't think s0," the king said with a grunt as guards moved to interpose their bodies between him
and Roger'sweapon. "But | don't intend to kill any humanstoday. No, no. That was never my intent.”

"Y ou don't mind if we doubt your word, do you?' Roger asked, deflecting the pistol's point of am to
the celling asthe tension eased dightly. "And, by theway," he added, nodding to the guards between him
and Radj Hoomas, "well cut through those fucking bodies like they were so much cloth when we sart.
Bodiesaren't going to stop us."

"But doing that would take time and prevent you from killing dl the other guardsthat would be
killing you," the king said. "But, again, that was never my intent.”

"Ask himwhat hisplan is,” O'Casay hissed, now relatively safe between the bulks of Pahner and
Roger. Shewas afair negotiator, but these were not, in her opinion, optimal conditions. In fact, her
mouth was dry with fear and her pams were sweeting. She couldn't imagine how Roger and Pahner were
daying so cam.

"All right, O King, what'syour plan?' Roger asked, carefully not swallowing. If hedid, it would be
obvious his mouth was as dry as the lakebed they'd landed on.

"l have certain desires,” the king said, with another grunt of laughter. "Y ou have certain needs. | think
we could come to mutualy acceptable terms.”

"All right," and Pahner said grimly. "I can seethat. But why in hell did you chooseto open
negotitionslikethis?'

"Well," the king responded, with yet another grunt that thistime turned into abelly laugh, "your need
isfood, supplies and wegpons. Unfortunately, there isno great supply of either in Marshad. My desire,
on the other hand, isto conquer Pasule, where it chancesthat both are readily available. | wasfairly sure
you wouldn't care to conquer Pasule for me, so it seemed advisable to discover anincentiveto. . .
encourage you."

"Anincentive," Pahner repeated tonelesdly.

"Precisdly. | fed confident that your warband will take Pasule for mewhen | tell themit'sachoice
between that and the death of their leaders.”

"Okay, okay," Kosutic said, waving for quiet. "Let'sjust stay cold here, people.”

"We should extract them immediately," Jasco said. "1 know those aren't our orders, but orders given
under duressareinvaid.”

"Sure, Sir," Kosutic sad. "Tell it to the Captain.”

"Wl .. ."

The conversation was taking place in the third-floor "officers quarters' of the visitors area. The pale

yellow room where the prince had prepared for the fateful dinner party was now filled with the temporary
command group.

"Lieutenant,” Julian said, tapping his pad, "we have upwards of a battalion of scummies outsde this
building. They hold the high ground, and our pack beasts. We would have to fight our way out and up to
the throne room."

"The Captain'sright, Lieutenant Jasco,” the sergeant mgjor said. "We wait for the right moment, and
play aong in the meantime. We have to wait until the odds favor us, instead of the other way around. We
havethetime."

"Thisian't right!" the exasperated officer said. "We should be taking down that throne room right
now. Thisisamember of the Imperial Family!"

"Yep," Kosutic said equably. "Surely is. Dangerous one, too."



* * %

Roger listened calmly to the brand-new guard commander's bl oodthirsty pronouncements about what
would happen to any human who did not obey orders. The new, heavily-armored commander explained
at consderable length, and when hefinished, Roger bared histeethin asmile.

"You're next," he said pleasantly.

The guard captain glared at the prince, but the Mardukan's eyesfell before Roger's did, and the
scummy withdrew, closing the door behind him.

Roger turned from the door and looked around. The suite was large and airy, with several windows
which overlooked the back side of the castle. The far curtain wall, he noticed, was covered with
torch-bearing guards watching the shadows for any attempt to escape.

The floor was scattered with the ubiquitous pillows and low tables of the Hadur, and there were
"chamber buckets' for relieving wastes. It was quite pleasant, dl things considered.

"We haveto get out of here" he muttered.

"And you propose to do that, how?" Pahner asked, handing Despreaux back her borrowed helmet.
Unlike the prince, the captain was the very picture of sangfroid.

"Well, | fed liketaking arifle and killing aguard an hour until they either let usgo or figure out to stay
out of 9ght,” Roger snarled, glaring at the guards manning the wall.

"Thereby suggesting retdiation,” the captain said coally. "Until we're actudly in combat, we aren't
decisively engaged. We should maneuver for room until then. Violence & this stage will only limit, rather
than expand, our maneuver room."

"Do you have aplan?' O'Casey asked. "It soundslike you do."

"Not as such,” Pahner said, glancing out the window. The lesser moon, Sharma, wasrising, and its
glimmer could be sensed rather than seen in the darkness beyond the windows. " On the other hand, I've
often found that waiting for your opponent to move reved s the weaknessin his own plans.”

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

K ostas Matsugae watched the line of stooped figures carrying in the sacks of barleyrice. These
Mardukans were the first females, outside their mahouts families, the company had seen since Q'NKok,
and they were clearly being used for thistask because they were both nonthreatening and of subnormal
intelligence. They weredso thin asralls.

The valet nodded and looked around asthe last sack of grain was carried in. The areawhere the
food supplies were being piled was out of sight of the Mardukan guards stationed outside the visitors
quarters, and he quickly opened up a pot and gestured to the Mardukans.

"Thisisstew with some barleyriceinit." He gestured to astack of small bowls. "Y ou can each havea
bowl. Only one, please.”

After the dmost patheticaly grateful females had |eft, he looked up and noticed Julian watching him



from the doorway. The acove to one side of the entrance was technically aguard room, but since there
were nothing but guardsin the building, it had been converted to storage.

"Do you have a problem with my charity, Sergeant?' Matsugae picked up one of the sacksand
headed for the doorway; it was time to start work on dinner.

"No." The Marine plucked the twenty-kilo sack easly from the dight valet's grip and tossed it over
his own shoulder. "Charity seemsto bein short supply in thistown. Nothing wrong with changing that.”

"Thisisthe most detestable town it has ever been my displeasureto visit,” Matsugae said. He shook
his head and grimaced. "It defiesbelief.”

"Well," the sergeant said with agrim smile, "it'sbad—I'll grant that. But it's not theworst in the
gdaxy. You ever read anything about Saint 'recovery worlds?"

"Not much," the valet admitted. "Rather, I've heard of them, but | don't redlly 'know' about them. On
the other hand, | believe the overdl concept that the Saints espouse has somejustice. Many planets have
been damaged beyond recovery by overzed ous terraforming and unchecked mining. That doesn't make
meaSantSymp," he added hadtily.

"Didn't think you were. Y ou couldn't have made it past the loyalty testsif you were. Or, at least, |
hope you couldn't have. But have you ever read any reports about ‘recovery worlds? Unbiased ones?’

"No," Matsugee replied as they reached the kitchen area. A blaze had aready been started in the
large fireplace at one end of the guard room, and a pot hung from aswing arm, ready to be put into the
fire. The room was amazingly hat, like an entrance to Hell, and Matsugae started gathering the ingredients
of theevening med. "Should | have?"

"Maybe." The sergeant set the bag of grain on thefloor. ™Y ou know the theory?"

"They're former colonized planetsthat the Saints are trying to return to 'pristing condition,” the valet
sad as he began measuring ingredientsinto the pot. "They'retrying to erase any evidence of terrestrid life
on them." He smiled and gestured at the pot. "It's stew and barleyrice tonight, for achange.”

Julian snorted, but didn't amile.

"That'sthe theory, dl right," he agreed. "But how are they actudly doing it? How arethey
‘unterraforming' those worlds? And what worlds are they? And where are the colonistswho lived on
them?'

"Why the questions, Sergeant?’ Matsugae asked. "Should | assume that you know the answers,
whereas| don't?"

"Yeah." Julian gave amildly angry nod. "I know the answers. Okay. How are they ‘unterraforming’
the planets? They started with the colonigts. Dirt poor farmers, mostly—none of these are worlds that
produce anything the Saints give adamn about. That'swhy they're willing to drop them. So they have
these people rounded up and put to work undoing the ‘damage’ that a couple of generations have doneto
the planets. Since they were farmers and terraformers—or the descendants of farmers and terraformers,
anyway—Dbefore they were picked up, they were, de facto, guilty of ‘ecologicad mismanagement.' "

"But. .. 7" thevaet beganin apuzzled tone.

"Hang on." The sergeant held up ahand. "1 think I'll answer your question in abit. Anyway, they put
them to work 'reversing' the process. Mostly with hand tools, 'to minimize the impact." And since humans,
just by their excretions, if nothing else, tend to change the environment around them, the 'Saints have to
make sure that any fresh damage is minimized. Which they do by reducing the food supplies of the
workersto under one thousand calories per day.”

"But that's—"

"About haf the minimum necessary to sustain life?" the sergeant said with avicious smile. "Redly?
Gee"

"Areyou saying that they're starving their own colonists to death?' Matsugae asked in adisbelieving
tone. "That's hard to believe. Where's the Human Rights Commission report?”



"These are planets near the center of the Saints own empire,” Julian pointed out. "HRC teams aren't
let anywhere near the recovery planets. According to the Saints, they're completely abandoned and
quarantined, so what interest could the HRC possibly havein them? Besides," he added bitterly, "they
worked their way through the colonists years ago.”

"My God, you're serious,” the valet said quietly. He accepted the help of the obvioudy angry NCO
tofill the pot with water and swung it over thefire. "That'sinsanel”

" 'Insan€ describesthe Saintstoa'T,' " Julian snarled. "Of course, the job is never really ‘complete,
he added with aghasily smile.

"Oh?' Matsugee said warily.

"Sure. | mean, there's dways some damned humanocentric weed cropping up somewhere on these
pristine beauties,” the sergeant said lightly. "That'swhy they gtill have to send humans down there to root
themout.”

"And where do they get those humans?'

"Wel, first therés politica prisoners,” Julian said, ticking off the groups on hisfingers. "Then there are
other 'environmentd enemies,’ such as smokers. And there are general prisonersthat arejust going to be
abother to keep around. Last, but most certainly not least, there are national s from other political
systemsthat have, in the opinion of the Saint higher-ups, no utility,” he finished with asnarl.

"Like?" Masugae asked even more warily.

"Raider insertion teams, for sarters,” the Marine said bitterly. "Wevelogt three in the last year, and
al we get out of the Saintsis ‘we have no knowledge of them." "

lld,]lll

"The hell of itis, that there are dl these rumors that Navint knows where they are.” The NCO sat
down on one of thetri-legged tables and hung his head. "If they'd just tell us, wed go inin an ingtant.
Shit, welve put Raider teams on the planets and documented what's going on—that's how we lost our
peoplein thefirgt frigging place! | know we could get at least some of them out!”

"So these are rumors? That makes sense. | can't believe that sort of thing isgoing oninthisday and

age.

"Oh, get afucking grip, Kostas" Julian snapped. "I've seen the damned pictures from Caypso, and
they look like one of the internment camps from the Dagger Years! A bunch of skeletonswandering
around with wooden tools and digging at dandelions, for God's sake!"”

Thevaet regarded him calmly.

"| believethat you believe thisto be true. Would you mind if | tried to corroborate it?"

"Not at all," the NCO sighed. "Ask any of the senior Marines. Hell, ask O'Casey when we get her
back. I'm sure she's up to speed onit. But the point isthat, bad asthis placeis, humans do ten times
worse to each other every day."

* * %

Poertenawatched the Mardukans carefully. He'd long since stopped regretting his "chesting”
demondtration. There wasn't much point in regret, snce he couldn't put the genie back into the bottle
whatever he did, but it turned out that four arms made for hellacious cardsharps.

Héed first noticed the problem shortly after his brief demongtration to his cronies on the march from
Voitan. Suddenly, where hed been winning fairly consstently at poker, he started losing. Since his play
hadn't changed, it meant that his companions play must have gotten better, but it wasn't until Cranla
fumbled atransfer that he twigged to what was going on.

Even though the Mardukans "false-hands’ were rdatively clumsy, it was easy enough for them to
palm one or two critical cards, and then it was asmple matter of switching them off. He caught them
once on the basis of an ace that was covered in dime; Denat, the tricky bastard, had figured out that he
could embed a card in the mucous on hisarm and even show that his"hands were empty.”



So now, they played spades. There were till ways to cheat, but with all fifty-two cardsin play, it
was trickier. Which wasn't much consolation at the moment, he thought, as Tratan dropped an ace onto
the current trick and cut the Pinopan'sking.

"Be cam, Poertena," the big Mardukan snorted. "Next you'l think these brainlessfemaes are giving
ustips" He gestured at the nearest one, who was dowly shuffling dong in asquat, sweeping the floor
with nothing more than a handful of barleyrice straw while she crooned and murmured tunelesdy to
hersdif.

A group of the smpleminded peasant women had been sent in the previous day to clean and had
stayed. Not surprisingly; they were treated better among the humans than anywhere dsein the city. Butin
the short time they'd been there, while the company waited for word on what the king intended, the
inoffengve little creatures had faded into the background.

Poertenalooked up at Tratan's gesture, and snorted.
"l don't tink s0," he said.

The small, retiring Mardukan noted their regard and ducked her head, raising the volume of her
croon dightly, and Poertena grunted alaugh and started to look back at his cards, then paused ashis
toot's trand ation program started to cycle. The system had tried to react to his unconscious desire to
listen to the words of the song and detected that it was in an unknown dialect. He started to disengage
the trandation protocol's furious cycling, but decided to let it finish the run when the first phrase to pop
out was"stupid man."

He hid achuckle and picked at the program. Thetiny femae, very little more than norma human
height, was apparently cursing the three Mardukan tribesmen.

"O, mogt stupid of men, am | not Singing in

your language?

"Look a me, just aglanceisdl | ask.

"| darenot call attention, for there may be
gpiesamong my fellows,

"But | am the only one who knows your language,
"Y ou stupid, foolish, gutless, idiotic men.

"Will you not listen to me that your prince

might live?'

Poertena wasn't quite certain how he managed to keep a straight face as he shifted from humor to
panic, but he was along-experienced negotiator, and that experience wasn't limited to legal goods and
sarvices. Individuals had made clandestine contact with him in public places before, and as soon as he
realized the song was an attempt to do just that, he probed the trand ation program.

The problem was that the female was not using language of The People. Nor was she using the
didect of Q'Nkok, which was very smilar. Instead, she was using athird dialect which was sgnificantly
different, and between those differences and the fact that she wastrying to avoid caling anyone elsg's
attention to herself, the three tribesmen had been totaly obliviousto her.

"The problem isyou language, O slly femae," Poertena said. The trandator, noting who the target of
the statement was, automatically used the odd diaect. "They do no' spesk it. So, who istee foolish one, |
ak you?'

"Ah," she sang. "1 had wondered how any three boys could be so stupid. It isthe language of the city
you have passed through, acity restored.” The song was dmost atona and, sung in awhisper, it could
have been alullaby in an unknown language. No threat. Despite that, the contact shifted to a completely
wordless hum as another female passed through carrying atray of food. She let the other femae draw
out of earshot, then glanced up discreetly while she continued her aimless sweeping.



"Moveit or loseit,” Cranlasaid, thumping on the table, and Poertenajerked out of hisreverieand
threw a card without even looking &t it.

"Hey, partner," Denat began with asnarl, "what—"

"No, no, no tabletalk," Tratan chuckled as he covered the king with a spade. " Gotcha."

"SU', su," Poertenasaid quietly. "Wejus stopped playing anyway. We gonna continue to throw
cardsuntil t'ishand is done, then we done."

"Hey, it'snot that bad . . ." Cranlagtarted to say.

"l jus got word t'at theré's a problem,” Poertenalied. "So, me, I'm not redlly pay attention to tee
game. We need to stop. Soon."

"I can quit," Tratan said. There was hdf ahand left, but he flashed his cards. "We just throw them
down, tot up the score likeit'sred, and deal ahand of poker. And pretend to play until you haveto
move." Helooked casudly around for any immediate threats. "We need to get our spears?’

"What?' Cranlasad. "l don't—"
"Shut up," Denat said mildly. "Jugt doiit."

"Oh." The young Mardukan findly caught the drift and tossed his cards into the middie of thetable
with ashrug. "Not agreat hand, anyway."

"Yeah," Tratan said. "l think it was alousy hand we were just dedlt.”

"Okay, Lady," Poertenasaid. "What you message?' He deliberately kept his eyes on the table and
addressed the apparent nonsense syllablesto Tratan.

"I think | caught abit of that," the tribesman said in return, glancing involuntarily at the female and then
down at thetable. "So it wasn't one of your mystical radio communications?’

"Thereis one who needsto talk to your leaders,” the femae sang, dusting the wals beside the table
now. "Onewho must meet with your leaders.”

"T'at will be hard," Poertena said, but he glanced up at Cord's nephews. "Cranla, go get tee Sergeant
Magor?'
"Okay," the Mardukan said, using the actua Standard, and got up and trotted towards the stairs.

"I will meet you near the fireplace downgairs, in alittlewhile," the female sang, sweeping her way
towardsthe door. "In the time a candle takes to burn afinger's breadth.”

Poertena thought about it but decided against trying to get her to stay put. She was obvioudy
working to agame plan, and if the humans wanted to useit, they had to have some ideawhat it was.

"All right," he answered, picking up the poker hand. "A haf-hour." He glanced & his cardsand
grimaced. "A full house on dedl. Jus my luck."

"Not redly,” Tratan said soothingly. "1 just didn't want you to be distracted trying to decide what to
draw.”



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

"Y ou're sure about this, Poertena?" Lieutenant Jasco asked dubioudly.

The blazing fireplace made the kitchen an inferno which was normadly empty, but for Matsugae and
the mahout's wives who helped him with meals. Now, however, it was crowded with the sergeant major,
the lieutenant, Poertena, and Denat, along with Julian and one of hisfire teams. Matsugae and his current
assgant continued preparing the evening med, stepping around the Marines and Mardukans crowding
the room, but it wasn't exactly easy.

"T'isiswhereshesad, Sir."
"She'slate, then," the lieutenant said.

"Thetimeisambiguous," Pahner said over theradio. "A 'finger's breadth' on a candle. Human or
Mardukan, and what kind of candle?' The captain, Roger, and O'Casey were attending the assembly
through the suit cameras from Despreaux's squad.

"But it still should have been about half an hour, Sir," Jasco argued. "Thisisafool's errand,” he added
with aglance a the armorer.

"So you think we should have dismissed it, Sir?" Kosutic asked.

"I think," the lieutenant replied asthe wdl behind him swung silently open, “that we should dl get
reedy to be hit. We don't know what might be coming a us," he finished asthe femae menia, movingin
amuch less menia fashion and accompanied by afamiliar face, stepped out of the secret passage.

"Shit," Kosutic said mildly, and flipped her helmet sensorsto deep-sonar. The view of the "visitors
quarters' in that frequency wasinteresting. " Captain, we got us a honeycomb here.”

Jasco looked at her very strangely, then noticed where everyone ese was staring, looked over his
shoulder, and jumped haf out of his chameleon suit, then backed hagtily over to join the other humans.

Julian wrinkled his nose and chuckled.
"Wdl, if it isn't the tinker!"

Kheder Bijan nodded as the femae, no longer looking either meek or unintelligent, padded across
the room to secure the door.

"Pease pardon my deception on your gpproach. It was necessary to prevent your destruction.”

"What do you mean?' Jasco's natura suspicions had not been particularly eased by having someone
step out of a"solid" wal behind him. "Trust me, nobody would be destroying us, bucko!™

"You can bekilled,” Bijan replied. "Y ou were badly hurt a Voitan. You logt, | believe, somethirty
out of your tota of ninety."

"Slightly off,” Kosutic told him with athin smile. Y ou must have had someone counting wounded
they assumed would die, but were tougher than that.”

Bijan clapped his hands quietly in agreement.
"Y es, my own count showed that the numbers were off. Thank you for that explanation. Nonethel ess,



if you hadn't come to Marshad, you would have been destroyed on the road to Pasule. Even if Radj
Hoomeas had needed his entire army to accomplish it, you would have been destroyed.”

"Why?" Jasco demanded. "What the hdll did we do?!

"Not what we did, Sir," Julian said. "What we are. We're histicket to power."

"Exactly." Bijan nodded at the sergeant. "Y ou are his 'ticket' to control of the Hadur. Make no
mistake, Pasuleis but astepping stone. After Pasule comes Turzan and then Dram. Hell use you until
you're used up.”

"That's more or lesswhat we figured,” Pahner said to Kosutic and Jasco. He was using adiscrete
frequency to avoid having the rest of the company listening in; this was not a morae-boosting
conversation. "And we can't afford thetime. He hasaplan, so ak himwhat it is."

"What'sthe plan?' Kosutic asked, cutting Jasco off.

"Let Kosutic take the lead, Lieutenant,” Pahner coached when the lieutenant looked sharply at the
noncom. "It's customary to let alower-level person take point. That way if you decide to hang somebody
out to dry, it'sthe Sergeant Mg or, not you."

"Y ou have to have areason to contact us," the sergeant major continued, suppressng asmile. The
captain would be hard pressed to ever "hang somebody out to dry,” but it certainly made agood excuse
to let the grown-ups do the planning.

"Y ou have aschedule to keep," the spy told her with aMardukan grunt of humor. "Yes, | know even
that about you. Y ou have to reach thisfar distant coast within a set time frame. Y ou can't afford to spend
ayear herecampaigning.”

"How inthe hell—!" Jasco exclamed.

"Nice piece of information,” Kosutic said. "But you still haven't mentioned the plan.”

"There are those who don't look with favor upon Radj Hoomeas, obvioudy,” thetinker said. "There
are many such in Marshad. Perhaps even more, at least among those with power and funds, in Pasule.”

"And you arewhat? A friend of these people? A believer?!
"Cdl meafriend,” the spy said. "Or ahumble servant.”
"Uh-huh. Okay, humble servant, what's the plan of this anonymous group of people?’

"They smply wish to change the status quo,” the spy said unctuoudly. "To create a better Marshad
for dl itsinhabitants. And, among those in the group who are from Pasule, to save themsdves from
conquest by amadman.”

"And why should we help them?" Kosutic asked. " Given that we might be ‘monarchy: likeit or die

types”

"You arent," Bijan replied calmly. "My conversation with the O'Casey made that clear. She was very
interested in the ownership of land, and pleased when | told her Pasule practiced free ownership by the
farmers themselves. Furthermore, you're trapped; you must destroy the House of Radj or miss your
rendezvous. Nor will your part be difficult. On the day of the battle, you will smply switch your
dlegiance. With the aid of your lightning wegpons and the forces of Pasule, theloca rebelswill be ableto
overcome Radj Hoomas forces, most of whom will be involved in the attack on Pasulein your support.”

"And what about our commanders?"' Kaosutic could see that the plan was asfull of holes as Swiss
cheese, but she aso suspected that those holes were traps for the humans. "How do they survive our
'switchin dlegiance?"

"There are partisanswithin the palace,” Bijan replied easily. "Between them and your leaders guards,
the purely Radj forces can be overcome. Certainly they can secure your leaders safety until either you
arriveto relieve them or the palace is taken by the city partisans.

"However," he continued, with ahand dap of regret, "whether we can guarantee your leaders
security or not, you havelittle choice. If you don't assist us, you will be here ayear hence, trapped, |



suspect, in this horrible little backwater for the rest of your lives. Which, given that Radj intendsto use
you over and over again for shock troops, will probably be short ones."

K osutic made sure her smile was broad and toothy; Mardukans didn't show teeth except in
aggresson.

"You'vefigured dl the angles, havent you?"

"Y ou need our help," the spy said simply, "and we need yours. It's asimple meeting of needs. No
more."

"Uh-huh." The sergeant mgjor glanced over at thefemale. "Isthat our contact?' she asked, gesturing
with her chin.

"Yes" Bijan answered. "Her family wasfrom Voitan and has. . . different customs. She'san
excdlent conduit.”

"Nobody noticesme," the diminutive female said, standing by the door with her broom and dugting
idly. "Who would notice abrainless femae? Even if she heard something, how could she remember it?"

Thegirl grunted evilly and Kosutic amiled, then nodded at the spy.

"Stay here. We need to go talk." She jerked her head at the command group to precede her out of
the kitchen's Stygian heat. They went asfar as the second guardroom, where she made the "raly here"
hand sign.

"Captain, you there?' she asked.

"Aye. Wegot it dl, too," the CO said.

"Yeah," Roger chimed in. "Every goddamned bit of it."

"l want suggestions," Pahner went on. "Julian, you firgt."

"We need to go with the plan, Sir. At least a firdt. Like the guy said, right now | don't seeaway
around it."

"Don't worry about us,” Roger said. "1 don't know if Captain Pahner fully agrees, but | believe welll
be ableto hold our own if most of the guards are involved in the assault.”

Pahner's sigh was audible over theradio.

"l don't likeit, but I more or less agree.”

"We should be able to turn the tables on the ground,” Jasco said, shaking his head. "Buit it's gonnabe
ahdluvafight at the bridge, and then welll bein arunning battle al theway up to the palace.”

"Actudly, Sir," Kosutic said, thinking about the terrain, “the problem will be onthisside.”

"Correct,” Pahner agreed. "If formed forces make it to the city, you'll befighting every step of the

way through that warren. That sort of fighting will whittle us down to nothing. If you haveto fight
Street-to-street, we might as well surrender now.”

"So you think that if the Marshad army is on the Pasule Side of the river—and stays there—then the
Company can relieve us?' Roger asked carefully.

"Yes," the Marine said after amoment's thought. "Well il take some casudties. But if we can get
some assurances that the Pasule forceswill cover our retreat, we should be dl right. However, we il
face the problem of how to keegp them from cross. . ." Hisvoicetraled off. Then—"Are you thinking
what | think you'rethinking, Y our Highness?' He asked carefullly.

"Maybe. It depends on whether or not we can smuggle one of the Mardukans out of the visitors
quarters”

"Yeah," dJulian and Kosutic said dmost smultaneoudy. The two NCOslooked a each other and
laughed.

"If we can get some armor for one of the Three Musketeers, | can rig acameraand radio,” Julian
sad. "I've got the gear packed."



"I can coach him through the rigging, and Denat isfairly good with knots," Kosutic added rubbing her
€.

"What are we talking about?" Jasco asked.

* * %
The group trooped back into the tifling kitchen to confront the pies.

"Werein agreement,” Kosutic said. "However, we have afew questions to ask and some
requirements that must be met for usto be willing to proceed.”

"Oh?' Bijan said. "Andif | rgect your demands?’

"Wetdl the king about your treason just before we tear this pathetic city to the ground,” the sergeant
magor said quietly. "1t will practicaly wipe us out to do it, but the 'not difficult’ plan you just suggested will
do the same thing. So are you going to listen? Or do we start now?"

The spy looked down at her for amoment, then grunted in laughter.

"Very well, Sergeant Mgor Kosutic. What are your demands?

"Questionsfirg," the NCO said. "How secret are al these passages?”

"Theresonly oneto thisbuilding,” Bijan said, "which iswhy we camein here, but there are afew
othersin strategic spots throughout the city. Asfar as| know, Radj Hoomas doesn't know athing about
thisone. . . or about any of the others, for that matter. This one was created during the construction of
this building, which predated the rise of the House of Radj."

"Then how did you know of it?" Jasco asked, deciding that he had to get at least oneword in.

"l showed him," the female spy replied. "My mother's family wasinvolved in the construction. They
were masons from Voitan, and my mother knew of it from her mother.”

Kosutic was sordly tempted to ask why Voitan women seemed to be the only ones on Marduk with
any freedom, but decided it was aside issue. Fixing the problems of the Company camefirst. Although,
shereflected, Roger's plan would certainly free up afew social congtraintsin Marshad.

"Okay," she said. "That hasthat covered. The reason we needed to know isthat we need to smuggle
one or two of our Mardukan aliesout.”

"Why?' Bijan demanded angrily. "Thiswill make it much morelikely that well be discovered! Those
barbarians don't even speak the language!”

"What?" Julian sngpped. "Y ou have no barbariansin your city? No visitors whatsoever?'

"A few," Bijan admitted reluctantly. "But they're mainly from Kranoltatribes, and there are very few
at the moment. They're mogtly tradersin hides and jungle medicines.”

"Good," Kosutic said. "We have amass of those we collected on the march, and he can take some
with him asacover. Also, before he goes, hell need an armor gpron and ahelmet.”

"No!" Bijan snarled. "No fighting. | don't know what your planis, but hewon't destroy dl I've
worked for! I'll wait for abetter chance, if that'swhat it takes!"

"No, youwont," Kosutic told him with another toothy smile, "becauseif thisgoeswrong, | will follow
you to Hell to spit on your soul. Do | make myself clear?”

They stared a one another for along time, until, findly, the Mardukan clapped his hands reluctantly.

"Very well. One of them. I'll get appropriate armor and ahelmet.” He paused. "But if he gives away
our preparations, on your head beit.”

"Hell have amisson, which héll divulge to you ashe goes,” the sergeant mgor said. ™Y ou will
support it fully." She gestured with her head at the female spy. "And that one will be the primary control.
Do you understand?”

"I'min charge here—" Bijan Started to say.
"No," Kosutic interrupted with a shake of her head. "Fate, chaos, and destruction are in charge here,



py. Thefaster you figure out how to ride the whirlwind, the better."

CHAPTER FIFTY

Denat padded through the trackless dark of nighttime Marshad, following the dimly perceived shape
of thefemdein front of him.

The stench of the lower warrens was unbelievable, an effluvia of chemicasfrom dyes, rotting
carcasses, shit, and misery. He'd visited Q'Nkok often, and athough there had been many poor, it had
never seemed asif the entire city was destitute. But in Marshad, he hadn't seen asingle sign of rdlative
wedlth. It appeared that there were only king's advisers, and the penniless.

As his guide passed one of the tunnd-like dleys, afigure emerged from the deeper shadows and
grabbed thelittle femade by thearm.

Denat's orders had been to follow and, as much as possible, to avoid notice, so he stepped sideways
into the deeper blackness dong the dleyway, turning to put the heavy sack he carried againgt the wall.
The little guide, Sena, had heartily endorsed the importance of his avoiding attention, and added an
injunction against coming to her aid. She was confident of her own abilities. Or so she said.

Now Denat saw why. The confrontation was brief, and ended when the accoster suddenly flew into
awall. There was another flicker of movement as the two shapes merged, ahorn flashed, and then the
little femd e continued on, leaving a crumpled, life-oozing shape sorawled inthe noisome dley.

Denat stepped around the growing, sticky puddie and followed his guide into the deeper blackness.
Therewas just enough filtered light in the intersection for him to see that the thug's head was bardly
attached to his body. HE'd heard of the enat techniques, but Senawas the first practitioner of the art hed
ever met, and he resolved to treat the guide with the greatest possible respect.

They took afork away from the dightly wider dley they'd been following into asmdly path bardly
wide enough for the broad tribesman to pass. The dley's clay walls were intermittently coated in
waterproofing, but much of it had worn away, exposing the walsto therains. There were runndlsin the
materia, and if it wasn't fixed soon, the housesto ether side would collapse.

The narrow dit dropped into one of the tunnelsthat was abit wider. It wasimpossbleto seein the
lightless passage, so the guide took the tribesman's hand and put it on her shoulder. The passage was
half-flooded with ariver of dudge—runoff from the evening's rains and rancid beyond compare—through
which they were forced to wade. Denat steeled himsalf and refused to wonder what the things bumping
againg hislegsor disntegrating beneath hisfeet might be.

That passage was blessedly short, however, and soon Senaled him up onto adightly elevated
platform and stopped. There was an dmost unheard tapping, and the creak of ahinge, and then the guide
stepped forward once more.

Denat sarted to follow . . . and dammed his noseinto alintel. He stifled a venomous curse, ducked
through the doorway and stepped forward until he felt a hand on his chest. There was another cresk
behind him, athump asadoor closed, and the click of abolt shooting. Then light flared from atinderbox.



The candle that the tinder lit reveded a space which seemed too tiny for the group filling it. Besides
his guide, there were three other females of about the same age, two older females, and haf adozen
children. The only maein the room was obvioudy old, thelighter of the candle.

Two of the younger females cringed back at the sight of the armored tribesman in their midst, but the
rest smply regarded Denat camly.

"Unexpected visitors, Sena?' The old male sat creakily on astool and gestured for the visitor to seat
himsdlf, addressing Denat's guide in the Voitan didect which Denat, now that he was paying attention,
could fuzzily understand.

"Yes," the guide agreed, wiping thefilth of the sewer off her legs. A requirement of the humans. They
must have one of their own perform some mission. Also, we must smuggle communiqués to and from
their commanders. They must have permission to help us."

She added something else in the didect, speaking much too rapidly for Denat to follow.

"That was to be expected,” one of the older females said, coming forward. "Welcome, tribesman. |
am Sdlat, which my daughter would havetold you, if shed any manners.

"D'Nal Denat." The tribesman bowed. "I greet you in the name of The People." He hoped held al the
sounds right. Some of the words were the same, but accented so differently asto make them nearly
unintdligible,

"Dena," Julian said over the earbud the intel NCO'd indaled, "if you're having trandation problems,
ask me. I'll giveyou theright words. You just said 'l sneeze you in the name of Theldiots."

The Mardukan had been seeded with more listening devices than a Saint embassy, and the company
now had away out of the building. The sergeant major was hard at work tracing out the other hidden
passageways, and if Denat truly needed help, it was possible the Marines could come to the rescue.

Thelocas|ooked a one another, and then the older female bowed dightly towards him.
"l ... greet you in the name of our house. Won't you take a seat?'

Denat nodded as reassuringly as possible at the worried femalesin the corner, guarding the children,
and sat on the floor. Thewalls of the room were well-set stone and the room itself was a snug,
out-of-the-way burrow.

“l...have..."

"A mission,” Julian prompted.
"...amissonto put ahuman..."
"...thing..."
"...thingonthe..."
"...bridge..."

" ... bridge," the tribesman finished with a snarl and atriple cough, the agreed-upon code for: GO
AWAY.

"Okay, okay," the NCO whispered. "Going into lurk mode."

"Areyou quite wd|?" his host asked. The old Mardukan leaned forward in concern; if the contact
became unwell, it would ruin dl their plans.

"Yes" Denat answvered. "l amwdl."

"What isthis device?' the older femae asked as she poured their visitor adrink of water and
proffered the cup.

"I don't know," Denat lied easily. Hed quickly learned the expression Poertena called a " poker face,”
an gpt description. "However, the humans say that it'svita to their plans.”

"How largeisit? How do you have to attach it? And where?' Sena clapped her handsin agitation. "It
will bedifficult to do. The bridgeiswell guarded.”



"It has to be attached anywhere on the underside,” Denat said.

" ...undersde" Julian corrected. "Y ou just said anywhere on the 'butt." Well, ‘ass iscloser.” The
NCO chuckled.

"Underside," Denat amended.

"Ah," hishogt said. The old Mardukan male looked &t the celling of the dwelling. "Thisis perhaps
possble”

"How largeisthis package?' Sena asked, taking aseat aswell.

Denat pulled the sack held been carrying around in front of him and opened it. Pulling out severa
hide-wrapped packages and partially prepared hides, he removed afina package covered in red legther.
It was done up with thongs which he untied to reved a strange shape. It looked like asmall box attached
to acube of clay the size of hishand.

"How do you attach it?" Senaasked, for there were no strings or ropesin evidence.

"They told methat if | pushed it on stone, it would stay.” Denat tried it, and it adhered to the nearer
wall, which wasin easy aam'sreach. He pulled at it, and it came away with difficulty.

"Likeglue" Sdat observed. The older femae looked at the device curioudy. "Very interesting. What
doesit do?'

"That | don't know," Denat lied again. He knew very well what it did, but he wasn't about to tell the
locals. "1 adso need to be near the river on the day of the battle," he added.

"That won't be hard," Senaassured him. "Right on the river would be difficult, but there are severd
places on that edge of town where you'll be outside the walls and within easy running distance. Will that
do?'

"Y es. Now, how do we get the item attached?'

"How wel do you swim?" Sena asked with a handclap of humor.

"Well enough to swim thet little puddle you cdl ariver."

"Theresalanding beneath the bridge,” the little female said. "We can put you in the river upstream.
Y ou swim down to the bridge, climb up and attach your item, then swim downriver to another point,
where someone will meet you to lead you back.”

"Very well," Denat said with satisfaction. "Now, | suppose we wait."

"Indeed,” Senasaid. "And starve," she added sourly.

"Oh, itisn't that bad, dear," the host rebuked. "We have enough to share with our guest. The House
of T'Leenisnot so falen asto be unable to provide hospitdity!”

"T'Leen?' Denat repested, startled. "Was that acommon namein Voitan? Because | know aT'Leen
Tag."

"T'Leen Targ?' The host sounded surprised. "I am T'Leen Sul. HES my cousin on my father's side!
Where do you know him from?" he asked eagerly. "I haven't seen him since beforethe fal of SLennal
How ishe?'

"He'swell," Denat said, glad to be able to impart some happy news. "He was one of the leaders of
theforcethat rdieved usin Voitan. They're rebuilding the city, and hell be one of the leaders of that, as
wdl."

"Ah!" Sul clapped hishandsin joy. "The shining city shdl riseagain!”

"Let it not betoo latefor us" hiswife said quietly. "Would that we could go to it before our deaths.”

"Weshdl," Sul said with quiet firmness. "We shdll return to the shining city. We might have only our
handsto offer, but it will be enough.”

There was no doubt in his voice, but the whole group had logt its animation. Even if they returned to
Voitan, it would be as beggars.



"I was surprised by your choice of messengers,” Denat said, ddliberately moving away from what
was obvioudy apainful subject. "My people wouldn't have entrusted such agrave respongbility to a
femde”

"Because we're worthless and unintelligent?' Sena snorted. "Good only for birthing babies and
cooking?"

"Yes," Denat said camly. "1 was surprised that the people of V oitan were so accepting of women
working other than in the fields and home. Y ou keep to the V oitan customs?"

"With difficulty,” T'Leen Sul said. "Marshad doesn't agree with those customs. A femae cannot own
property and she must obey the orders of any mae. Such are both cusomsand law inthisland, soit's
hard for one raised among the customs of Voitan to put up with. Females are common in weaving, but
that's because it'swork males don't want." The old mae grunted in laughter. "But Senawas raised in the
Voitan way, and she's proof that not all females are worthless and weak."

"So sheis," Denat grunted. Helooked at the little female out of the corner of hiseye. "So sheis" He
gave himsdlf ashake. "Buit returning to the matter of starvation." He reached back into his sack. "I
brought some food. When that runs out, welll have to see what we can think of .

"Well," Senasaid, clapping her handsin resignation, "that means we can stay out of sight until we
haveto go to the bridge. Of course, staying out of sight means being stuck in the company of asmelly
tribesman for dl that time, but at least one part of the planisworking."

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

"Thisisgoing too smoothly,” Pahner complained, shaking his head.

"Redlly?' Roger looked around the room and chuckled. "1 suppose Voitan was your idea of just the
right amount of friction?"

"Yes, Your Highness, it was." The captain turned dark eyes on the prince and nodded. "We
survived." He shook his head again. " Something is bound to screw this up, and there's not much in the
way of abackup.”

"Blow the town down and take what we can?' Despreaux suggested.

"Moreor less" The CO straightened and kneaded the small of his back with both hands. "'I'm getting
too old for thisshit."

"Seventy isn't old,” Roger told him with alaugh. "Look a my grandfather. Helived to theripe old age
of one hundred and eighty-three senile years."

"Not arecord | hopeto besat, Y our Highness." The captain smiled. "Time for bed. Wed better be on
our toestomorrow."

Roger nodded a good night to Pahner as he left the room, then looked over at O'Casey.
"Y ou've been particularly quiet this evening, Eleanora,” he observed, taking off the borrowed helmet



he'd been using to monitor the operation.

"Just thinking about our hogt," the chief of Saff replied with asmile. "And about universdity.”

"How s07" Roger asked, mopping at his swesty forehead. The evening was unusualy hot, even for
Marduk. It usudly cooled off abit after nightfal, but not tonight, apparently.

"If you don't mind, Y our Highness," Despreauix said, "I'm going to turnin aswell. | have guard duty in
afew hours

"Take off, Nimashet." Roger waved one hand in ashooing gesture. "I think we can guard ourselves
forawhile

The sergeant smiled at him and |eft the room behind the captain. Roger watched her go, and then
turned back to O'Casey.

"Y ou were saying?' he said, then noticed her dight smile. "What?'

"Nothing," hisformer tutor said. "1 wastalking about universdity. It's not quite agiven that fops aren't
to be trusted, but rulers who pay more attention to their wardrobes than their subjects have ahabit of
coming to bad ends.”

"Did you have anyonein mind?' Roger asked coldly.

"Oh," O'Casey chuckled, "that wasn't directed a you, Roger. Although, a onetimeit might have
been," she added pensively. "But, frankly, son, there's not much of the peacock left in you."

"Don't betoo sure of that." Roger gave her awry smile now that he redlized the comment wasn't
directed a him. "I'm definitely looking forward to getting back into some civilized clothing.”

"That'sfair." O'Casey looked down at her own stained uniform. "So am |. But | wasn't speaking of
you. | was actudly thinking of Ceasare Borgiaand your father.”

"Now that's a comparison you don't often hear,” Roger said tightly.

"Perhaps you don't,” O'Casey acknowledged, "but before | was your tutor, | used it frequently in
lectures. | suspect that was one of the reasons | was assigned to you in thefirst place. That and the
follow-through, whichisthat, frankly, it'san insult to the Borgias. They never would've screwed up thelr
plot theway New Madrid did."

"Y ou know the whole story?' Roger asked in an odd voice. "I never redized that."

"I'm sorry, Roger," O'Casey said sadly. "I'm surprised you weren't aware of how widely it's studied.
| only learned the details after becoming your tutor, of course, but the broad outlineis used in political
courses as a case studly. It'sright up there with the takeover of the Solarian Union by the Dagger Lords.”

"Redly?' Roger'seyeswerewide. "Well, you never discussed it with me!”

"It'sasengtive subject, Roger." His chief of staff shrugged. "I didn't want to hurt your feglings, and |
felt that you must have dready learned any lessonsit could teach long before | was named your tutor.”

"Redlly," Roger repeated, sarcasticdly, thistime, and leaned one elbow on the table and fixed her
with aglare. "That'sjust absolutdly fascinating, Eleanora, because | have never known what it was that
got my father exiled from Court, which makesit rather difficult to learn anything fromit, wouldn't you
say?' Helet out an exasperated hiss and shook his head. "1'm so glad that you were respectful of my
fedings, teacher !"

"But..." O'Casey stared at him, her face white. "But what about your mother? Or Professor Earl?

"Ms. O'Casey," Roger snarled, "1 don't remember my mother from when | wasayoung child at al.
Only asuccession of nurses. From thetime | arted to know who she was, | have agenera impression
of seeing her—oh, once aweek or so, whether | really needed to see her or not. She would comment on
the reports from my tutors and nannies and tell me to be agood boy. | saw John and Alexamore than |
ever saw my mother! And asfor Professor Earl, | asked him once—just once—about my father. Hetold
me to ask my mother when | was older." Roger shook his head. "The good doctor was afair tutor, but
he was never very good with the persona stuff.”



It was O'Casey's turn to shake her head, and she pulled at alock of hair.

"I'm sorry, Roger. | just assumed—Heéll, everybody probably assumed.” She grimaced in
exagperation, then inhded sharply.

"Okay. Where do you want meto begin?'

"Well," Roger said with agmile, "I had thistutor once who was dwaystdling me—"

"To dart at the beginning, and go through to the end,” shefinished with an answering smile. "Thiswill
take along time, though,”" she said more serioudy, and Roger gestured around the room.

"Y ou may not have noticed, but I've got dl night.”
"Hmph. Okay, let me think about how to begin.”

She gazed into an unseen distance for severa seconds, then made allittle moue of annoyance which
was clearly directed at hersdlf.

"Y ou know, | never redlly covered recent history with you too well, did 1?1 just let that little detall
dide. Renaissance or Byzantine palitics, yes, but not what was going on right under your nose. Of
course,” sheflashed aquick grin, "most of thetimeit was stuck so far up you'd never have noticed
ayway."

"True, unfortunately.” Roger chuckled ruefully. "But | haveto get the story.”

"New Madrid," she said, nodding. "Asyou know, there were few mgjor military actions during your
grandfather'sreign. Thisis sometimes pointed at as an indication that he was a great emperor, but what
was actualy happening was that your grandfather was dmost completely ineffectua. The Fleet and
Marines were being dashed to the bone, and we lost several border systems to treaties we accepted out
of weakness—or disnterest—or small actionsthat never got much press coverage back home. There
weren't any major actions because no one was drawing any linesto stop the gradual erosion of the
frontiers. And while they were crumbling, the Empire was salf-destructing internaly with plotsand
counterplots.

"New Madrid was part of that action, but not asa central player.” She sighed and looked & the
prince in the glow from the camp light. "Roger, you got dmost dl your brains from your mother, thank
God. If you'd gotten your mother'slooks and your father's brains, you would have been shit out of luck."

"That bad?" he asked with a chuckle. "He's as smart as Mom is good-looking?"

"Say rather that he's as good-looking as your mother is smart. Which iswhere you comein.”

"What alinel" he observed.

"John Gaston, John and Alexas father, died as you know in alight-flier accident. The Duke of New
Madrid was part of the Court at that time, fairly recently arrived. He was, and is, a gorgeous man, and

quite the ladies man, aswell. However, he was very circumspect at Court. He and your mother struck up
an acquaintance shortly after the death of Count Gaston, and the acquaintance dowly changedto. .. um

"Me" Roger said with araised eyebrow.

"WEell, the 'proto’ you. Empress Alexandra—Heir Apparent, at that time—might have been having a
hard time, but she was no fool. She was more or less swept off her feet, which iswhy shewasn't ona
contraceptive, but she landed back on them quickly. Especialy when the head of the IBI brought her a
report on New Madrid's contacts among factions known to be maneuvering to control the Empire.

"Thered never been a question of marriage, because she had to leave the way open for adynastic
dliance. With the IBI report in hand, though, she had to know if New Madrid'sinterests were from the
heart or the scent of power. So she let herself appear to weaken."

Eleanoratwisted her lock of hair again, and let asmile quirk.

"I understand New Madrid can be somewhat dominant, and he apparently found nothing odd in
Alexandra's suddenly becoming compliant during her pregnancy. Which was when he tipped his hand.



He began forcefully lobbying her for some of the precise policies that the Jackson Cabal had been
promoting.”

"Are you talking about Prince Jackson of Kellerman?' Roger asked. "He's one of the most important
noblemen in the Senatel”

"Ummm-hummm. And doesn't hejust know it?" O'Casey wrinkled her brow. "Towards the end of
your grandfather'sreign, it became gpparent even to him that the Saints were becoming very
expansonist. That caught him by surprise, since held felt that the Saintswere . . . well, saints. Once he
redlized he was wrong, and possibly because he recognized that he had been and felt somehow
'betrayed' by them, he began giving agreet ded of weight to the more militant factionsin the House of
Lords"

"And Jackson was one of those." Roger nodded. "He's away's been one of the more, um, hawkish
members”

"Indeed. However, your grandfather began making most of his appointments on the basis of
Jackson's advice. Many of them weren't gppointments, whether to the House of Lords or to the imperia
minigtries, which Alexandra thought were wise. She had long argued againgt the military drawdown, but
when it became apparent even to her father that the Empire wasin trouble, he turned not to her, but to
Prince Jackson.

"It might have appeared on the surface that there was little difference, since both she and Jackson
supported many of the same policies. But even then, Alexandrawas more interested in loyalty to the
concept of the Empire of Man than in aspecific cant. Worse, al of Jackson's choices for appointments
were people he could depend upon to follow his lead.

"So when Alexandrafound New Madrid spouting the Jackson line, after having been handed that
damning report, she saw the Stuation with amazing clarity. One of the few things she managed to
convince her father of in hiswaning years was to have New Madrid banished from Court."

"However . . ." Theformer tutor gave her former student awinsome smile.

"That left me," Roger said, hiseyeswide. "I'm surprised shedidn't.. . ."

"Oh, it was contemplated. She'd aready had the fetus, you," she pointed out with another amile,
"transferred to a uterine replicator, so it would have been a smple matter of—"

"Turning atap," Roger said woodenly.

"Sort of." O'Casey nodded. "For whatever reason, though, she didn't.”" She began twisting another
lock of hair. "l understand that she spent quite abit of time with you when you were an infant, Roger. It
was only asyou matured that she started spending more and more time away.”

"As| began looking more like my father,” he said in adeathly tone. It wasn't aquestion.

"And acting more like him, frankly," O'Casey confirmed. "There were other reasons. Thingswere
getting very tense at Court as your grandfather began to fail, and Alexandra was desperately trying toline
up partisans againgt the coup she could seein the offing. In the end, of course, shewas able to. But even
s0 she's spent the last decade trying to repair the damage to the Empire.”

The chief of staff shook her head again.

"To be honest, | don't know if she ever will be ableto truly repair dl of it. Things were getting tense
again before we left. Mogt of the FHeet has been pulled awvay from home systems towards the Saint
sector, which is Jackson's sphere of influence, and she doesn't trust the Imperial Inspector's Corps. At
least she can trust the chief of the Fleet and the IBI, but those are thin reeds with the Saints pressing the
border and the House of Lords deadlocked most of thetime.

"So," shefinished, "that'sthe tale. Both the onethat | used as a case study of blown politica
conspiracies, and the additiona datal was made privy to asyour tutor." She looked at the prince, who
was daring a thefar wall. "Questions?’

"A million," Roger said. "But one smple onefirg. Isthiswhy no one has ever trusted me with



anything important? Because of my blood?* he ended angrily.

"Partidly," she admitted with anod. "But more of it was, well . . . you, Roger. | certainly didn't redlize
you'd never been 'briefed,’ so I'm guessing that, just like me, everyone dse around you must have
assumed that someone e se had told you. They thought you knew. So if you knew the problems that had
been associated with your father, and yet chose to emulate him in every way, then onelogica concluson
wasthat you'd chosen him asyour role modd rather than your mother."

"Oh, shit," Roger said, shaking hishead. "So dl thistime. . ."

"Captain Pahner asked me, early inthe voyage, if you were athrest to the throne,” Eleanora said
quietly. "l had to tell him that, frankly, | didn't know." She looked the prince in the eye. "For that, I'm
sorry, Roger. But | didn't know. And | doubt that anyone, except probably K ostas, was sure about
you."

"Isthat why were here?' Roger asked, with ahand over hiseyes. "Isthat why we're stuck in this
rathole?' he grated in an iron tone. "Because everyone thought | wasin a conspiracy with Prince
Jackson? To overthrow my own mother ?'

"| prefer to believe you were being protected,” the chief of staff said. "That your mother saw a
gathering storm and chose to put you out of harm'sway."

"On Leviathan." Roger dropped hishand and looked at her with tight eyes. "Where I'd be safeif it
‘dropped in the pot,' as Julian likesto put it."

"Um," O'Casey said, thinking about the company's incredible battle to have reached even asfar as
Marshed. "Well, yes™

"Oh!" Roger began to laugh even astearswelled up in hiseyes. "Thank God she didn't let me stick
around for something dangerous! I'd hate to think what Mother might find dangerous! Maybe facing the
Kranoltawith a knife?"

"Roger.”

"Aaaahhhhh! " he screamed as the door burst open to admit aworried Marine sentry. Kyrou panned
his bead rifle around the room, looking for the threet, as the prince dammed both fists down on the table.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck! Pock, pock it, and pock you, Mother! Fuck you and your fucking paranoia, you
secretive, Machiavelian, untrusting, coldhearted bitch!"

Kyrou stepped aside as Pahner did through the door, pistol in atwo-handed grip.
"What the hdll isgoing on here?" the captain barked.

"Out!" Roger screamed. He picked O'Casey up by one biceps, and shoved her towards the door.
"Out! All of you, out!" He pushed Kyrou so hard the heavyset private skittered backwards on his butt
through the doorway. "If you're not out of herein one fucking second, | will fucking kill every fucking
one of you!"

The solid door of the suite dammed shut with an ear-shattering boom, followed amost instantly by
the sounds of complicated destruction.

"I think | could have handled that better,” Eleanorasaid judicioudy. "I'm not sure how, but I'm amost
certain | could have."

"What just happened?' Kyrou said, lurching upright and looking around the main room of the suiite,
wherethe Marineswere al staring at the door.

"Did hejust say what | think he said?' Corpora Damdin asked, his eyeswide. "About the Empress
?l

"Yes," Eleanorasaid camly, "hedid. But," she continued, raising her voice, "hejust found out
something very persona and unpleasant. HE's very upset with the Empress, not as the Empress, but as
his mother. | think that once he calms down," she suggested as the sound of breaking wood came
through the door, "hell be less—"



"Treasonous?' Pahner suggested lightly.

"He'sangry a his mother , Captain—very angry, | might add, and not completely without
reason—and, not at the Empress,” the chief of saff said coldly. "Thereis, in thisinstance, adigtinct
difference. Oneyou and | need to discuss.”

Pahner looked at her, then glanced at the door as the sound of hacking came from the far sde. The
door shook to the pounding blows of the prince's sword.

"What did you say to him?"' the captain asked increduloudly.

"| told him the truth, Captain,” the former tutor said tautly. "All of it."

"Oh," the Marine said. "Y oureright. We do need to talk." He looked around the room. "Kyrou,
back on post. Therest of you—" He glanced at the door and winced at the sound of steel skittering on
stone. Roger loved that sword; if he was willing to bang stoneswith it, hisfury was even more towering
than the captain had thought.

"The rest of you, go back to deep,” he said finally, and beckoned for O'Casey to follow him out of
the room.

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

The next day passed quietly, especialy in the hostages suite.

Roger failed to emerge from hisroom even when a breakfast of barleyrice and vegetableswas
brought to the suite. The food no longer contained the obnoxious herb that had been so prevaent in the
first dinner, but therewas still aweird, bitter aftertaste. Despite that, Roger had been able to ssomach it
on the previous two days, but he obvioudy had no interest init at al today.

An hour after the breakfast had been cleared, Pahner opened the door to make sure he was dl right.
Roger was sprawled on his camp bed, in the middle of amass of broken fixtures, hisforearm acrosshis
face. When the door opened, the prince smply glanced at the captain and resumed his position.
Recognizing adeep funk that wasin no mood for semi-parental bitching, the Marine shook hishead and
closed the door.

Back in the troop barracks, however, the mood was quiet but active. Rumors were still the only
method of fagter than light communication the military had discovered.

"I heard he cdled the Empressawhore!” St. John (M.) said.

"l heard it wasjust abitch," St. John (J.) said. The older twin had often had to control the outbursts
of hisyounger brother. "But ill."

"It was abitch," Kosutic confirmed, appearing asif by magic behind them. "To beprecise, a
‘paranoid bitch.' But," she added, "he was also referring to the Empress as his mother, not the Empress.
It'sabig difference.”

"How?"' St. John (M.) asked. "They're the same person, ain't they?"

"Yes," the sergeant mgjor agreed. "But calling one of them abitch istreason, and calling the other one



abitchisjust being redlly, redly pissed a your mother." Shelooked from twin to twin. "Either one of you
ever been upset with your mother before?!

"Well .. ." S. John (M.) sad.

"He dways calls her adamnsaint when he's mad at Momma,” . John (J.) said with agrin.

"Wdl so do you!" St. John (M.) protested.

"Sure, Mark. But not to her facel”

"Thepointis" the sergeant mgor said before the family feud could go any farther, "that he was mad
at hismother. Not at Empress Alexandra.”

"Wdl, why?' St. John (M.) asked in apuzzled tone. "I mean, Her Mgesty's not exactly hereto get
med at. | mean, | don't get mad at Mommaback on New Missjust ‘cause, well, shean't here.”

"Y ou got mad at Momma just the other day 'cause she had twins," S. John (J.) said dyly.

"Well, the Prince ain't got no twin," his exasperated brother said, then he got a puzzled expresson
and turned back to the sergeant mgjor. "He doesn't, does he? We'd a heard, right?”

Kosutic kept the smile off her face only with difficulty. She knew why the St. John brothers had made
it into the Regiment; they were both very, very good soldiers with the protective instincts of Dobermans.
But the younger twin was no Hawking.

"He doesn't have atwin,” she said precisely. "However, he was told something yesterday about some
of hismother'sdecisonsthat redly upset him."

"What?" St. John (J.) asked.

"What it wasis between him and his mother. And he redlly wantsto talk to her about it. The thing for
all of you to keep in mind isthat our job isto make sure that that conversation takes place.”

"Okay," . John (J.) said with asnort. "Gotcha, Sergeant Mgor."

"Now, | want you guysto passit on. What happened yesterday is between Roger and his mother.
Our job isto make sure that he gets home to ask her why she's a paranoid bitch in person.”

* % %

Roger emerged without aword just before dinner was delivered. Thereld been sounds of movement
for some time before that, and he carried a pile of crushed and broken fixtures from the room. He took
them to the door to the suite, deposited them in the guarded hal beyond, and turned to Pahner.

"What's the status of the Company?"' he asked coldly.

"Nomind," the CO replied in aneutral tone. He was seated on a cushion, tapping on apad, and he
cocked his head as he looked up at the prince. "They've been doing some training with the new wegpons,
and they're waiting for the word on when we move." He hesitated, then went on. "They got theword
about last evening. The Sergeant Mg or has been spending most of the day quelling rumors.”

Roger nodded in acknowledgment, but didn't respond directly to the last sentence.

"We have aproblem, Captain," he said instead.

"Andthet is?'

"I don't think we have enough troops or ammunition to makeit to the coast." The prince pulled up a
pile of cushions beside the Marine and dropped down onto them, and Pahner regarded him calmly as
O'Casey looked up from her own pad.

"To an extent, | agree, Y our Highness. Do you have an answer?'

"Not directly.” Roger picked up a canteen and took asip. The water wastepid, but his chilled
camel-bag was in the other room. "But | was thinking about Cord and his nephews. We need more
Mardukan warriors attached to us, whether that be by cash or loyalty oaths."

"So we keep an eye out for agroup of mercenariesto attach?' Pahner sounded dubious. *1'm not
sure about using mercenariesto protect you, Y our Highness."



"Let's not look too far down on mercenaries,” Roger said with abitter smile. "After dl, we're about
to take still another city so that we can get the gear to continue our journey. | don't think we should be
cdling the kettle black.”

"That isapoint, Your Highness," Pahner said ruefully. "However, it's not like we're doing it by our
own choice.”

* * %

"Let'sgo," Denat hissed. "It's not like we have a choicel”

Thelittle femae didn't even look around. She was totally focused on the path from the wallsto the
water, and apart of Denat wished he could match her total concentration.

Unfortunately, he couldn't. He didn't know what was happening back at the barracks, but whatever it
was, it was making Julian nervous as hell, which hadn't done agrest dedl for Denat's state of mind, ether.
The good news was that the NCO had steadied down when the time to move arrived, and now he was
monitoring the sensors scattered over the Mardukan's geer.

"Wadl," the earbud whispered. " There's nothing large moving between you and the water. By the way,
I'm glad it'syou and not me."
Denat wrinkled his nose but forbore to comment. The exit from the city was asewer, and athough

the runoff stream was currently ameretrickle, thefirst hint of rain would transform it into aflash flood of
obnoxious matter. It was high time to make abolt for theriver.

"Come on!" he hissed again.

"Great hunter,” Senasaid derisively, "1 have learned not to movetoo fast. Y ou have to know what
the next step is. Otherwise, you find yoursdlf paste between the toes of the flar-ke."

Denat shook his head and stepped forward.
"Julian," hissubvocdized, "have you got anything?'

"Guards on the bridge," the human responded, detecting the movement at a hundred meters. " Other
than that, there's no movement.”

The tribesman tried to sniff the air for the musk of ahidden enemy, but the sewer stench overrode
any other scent.

"Stay here," he whispered to Sena, removing the encumbering armor. When he wasfinished, he wore
only hisnorma garb, abelt with aknife and a pouch. The pouch bulged with the human gift to the King
of Marshad.

He stepped out of the sewer-stream and moved forward dowly but naturally. The bridge guards
were using lanterns, which would destroy their night vision, so the two conspirators should be impossible
to see at thisdistance.

He was confused by thelittle femaestimidity. Sheld been practicaly fearless up until this moment,
and the change was baffling . . . until he suddenly redlized that dl the previous action had taken place
within the confines of the city walls. Now, out in the open, the soy was no longer on familiar ground
facing familiar threets.

Denat, on the other hand, was close to his dement. He had grown up hunting the jungles of the eas,
and was one of the few of histribe who was aswilling to hunt the night asthe day. The nighttime jungles
were apitch black mine of hazards, both inanimate and animate alike; from quagmiresto atul, night was
when degth stalked the forests.

And was stalked in turn by D'Nal Denat.

Now he moved away from the stench of the sewer and let his senses roam. The way to move by
night was without focus. Trying to concentrate, straining to see, fighting to hear—those were the waysto
die. Theway to live was the way of intuition. Place the feet just so, and the leaf did not stir. Open the
eyeswide, but look at nothing; open the ears, but hear nothing; and breathe the air, but smell nothing.
Become one with the night.



And because that was the way he moved, he was ingtantly aware when the faint sound out of
harmony with its surroundings came to him. He stopped, motionless, like adarker holeinthe night, asa
furtive shape stole past him. The figure was short—asmal mae or afemae—returning from the river and
bent under adripping pack, and the tribesman's ssomach dropped as he redlized there was smuggling
acrosstheriver.

If there was smuggling, there might be patrols, and he paused for several secondsto consder the
problem, then made asmall gesture of resignation. The plan was the only one possible, so if there were
patrols, he would smply have to avoid them. And from what held seen thus far of thelocals, at least that
shouldn't be difficult to do.

He continued his dow but steady movement, stopping occasiondly and making alittle natura noise,
scuffing afoot, rattling aleaf. The noises blended into the natural night sounds, the sounds of little animals
ruglinginthe kur grassfor seeds and roots. If anyone was there to hear his dow passage, they would
dismisshimasastap or basik. Now if only no insheck pounced on him, everything would befine. Inthe
past, he'd been attacked by insheck or juvenile atul while moving thisway because the diminutive
predators had mistaken him for naturd prey.

He reached the banks of the river without incident, however. The current was fast, but nothing to
deter someone who'd been swimming in worse since he was a cub. The humans had assured him that the
package was waterproof, So helowered himsdlf into the water, moving as carefully asif he were stalking
an atul-grack.

The current caught him and swept him away from the low earthen bank. The water was warmer than
the night, a soothing bath that washed away the stench of the city. He let the current swirl him like abit of
flotsam, keeping his head just above water and breathing through his nose while he kept an eye out for
adeem. If he met one of those, the entire plan wasforfeit . . . aswashislife.

He approached the bridge quickly under the impetus of the current and ducked under to swim
towards the bank. There was adanger in this—the danger of striking an underwater obstruction, as much
asanything. But it was acalculated risk, for the guards might well be watching the water as much asthe
banks.

He surfaced carefully when hisair ran out and found himsdlf nearly to the bridge, with aguard directly
above him, looking up the river. The guard was not, however, looking down, and the tribesman
suppressed agrunt of laughter. These shit-gtters were as blind and stupid as basik.

He drove himsdf towards the edge, where the bridge's foundation shelf was clearly evident in the
reflected light of the lamps. He grabbed the rock and held himself till, head out of the water, letting his
senses adjust to conditions under the bridge.

The chuckling water echoed oddly in the arches of the structure, gurgling and sucking air into their
watery vortices. He heard the echoing footsteps of guards overhead and smaller night sounds—the
hissng cdlsof feen and the chittering cracks of water den.

Findly, when he was sure he had al the sounds cata oged, he began to lift himsdlf out of the water.
The movement was painfully dow, but it dlowed dl the water to run off hisbody, leaving nothing to
drip-drop-drip and betray him by the out-of-place sound.

He crept up the rock to the junction of the bridge and its foundation. The humans had been careful in
their ingtructions on this point: the package must be in contact with the bridge, but out of sight. He placed
the box against the cool stones of the arch, and spread some of the wiry flir grassthat thrived in the
shadow to cover it. Then he began his dow progress back down the dope.

With any luck at all, there redlly would be a guide on the downstream side.

* % %

"That'shdf the planin place,” Roger said, and Pahner nodded.
"Now if we can just bein placefor the other half."



"About that—" Roger began, then paused as someone thumped on the door.

Despreaux stepped back with most of her squad, covering the door as Corpora Bebi jerked it
opened.

The new commander of the Guard was reveaed in the doorway, and looked at the leveled weapons
evenly.

"I was sent by HisMgesty. Y ou are to write amessage to your company. It will command them to
follow my ordersuntil you are reunited.”

Roger looked a Pahner, then back at the visitor.

"How long do you want to be the new commander?' the prince asked. "I can cut that tenure short, if
youd like"

"If you kill me, another will takemy place," the commander said in indifferent tones. "And if your
company isn't given help in the battle, it will be wiped out. I'll be in command of the support forces. If you
anger me, | guarantee that you'll have no soldiers|eft after the morrow."

"Ah," Roger said with aferd amile. "Niceto know we're dl on the same sheet of music." He pulled a
pad over, tapped on the interface for amoment, then threw it to the Mardukan. "Take that to them. It
givesthem dl the ordersthey need.”

"Very wel," the Mardukan said, holding the pad upside down as he studied it. "Tomorrow morning,
youwill join my lord in observing our glorious battle” He grunted evilly, the first expresson hed made
other than contempt. "To Victory!"

"Yeah," Roger sad. "Whatever."

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

The day dawned bright and almost clear. Thelower layer of clouds had pulled away, leaving only the
permanent thin upper layer, which actually raised the temperature afew degrees.

The human troops gathered in front of the visitors quarters, checking their gear, making sure their
rucksacksrode well, and getting their mission faces on. The fight was looking to be short, sharp, and
unpleasant. They were critically short of bead and grenade rounds and had no plasmarifles, so unless
they got more support than they expected from the Marshadans, it would get down to hand-to-hand.

At least they had their swords, but they gtill didn't have the proper shieldsto go with them, and
without the shield wall, the superior individud training of the Pasule forces would welgh againgt the
humans. All indl, it looked to be abad day.

Julian was running awhetstone over the blade of his sword when hishelmet radio cameto life on the
generd frequency.

"Mornin', Marines," Roger'svoice said. "l thought you should understand something before we start
thebal.

"I'm not going to get into my bitches about theway | wasraised. Weve dl got complaints about our



parents, and I'm no different from anyone elsein that respect. But | want you to know that no matter how
angry | wasthe other day, | love my mother, both as my mother and as my Empress.

"What happened was that | found out why wereredly here. Sure, therewas an nation
attempt, and that was the fina cause that put us here, on Marduk. But the reason we were on the cruise,
the reason we were in an assault ship and not a carrier, had to do with apersona problem between me
and my mother. One didn't even know existed.

"So | have afew thingsto apologizefor. I'd like to gpologize for causing any of you to wonder about
my loyalty. We'rejust going to have to get in out of the cold and let me discussit with my mother to
straighten that one out. And | want to gpologize for not forcing my mother to have that talk with me
before we left. We could dl bein Imperid City having abeer right now, if | had. So, last, I'd liketo
gpologizefor getting you stuck in this goddamned situation with me. And | pledge, on my word asa
MacClintock, to do everything in my power to get each and every one of you home."

The prince paused, and Julian looked around at the company. Every Marine sat as till ashedid
himsdlf, listening. It wasn't often that you heard amember of the Imperia Family open up hisheart . ..
and it was even rarer to hear one apologize.

"Now, you've got some thingsto do today,” Roger went on after amoment. "And I'm not going to be
there with you. But we al need to go home. We al need to get our asses back to Imperid City and have
that beer together. Today, in my opinion, isthe first step on the road home. So let's get it done.

"Roger, out."

* * %

The new commander of the Royal Guard walked over to the humans as they began to break out of
their strange dasis.

"What are you doing?" he snapped. "Why have you stopped preparing? Get moving, you stupid
basik!"

Lance Corporal Moseyev was closest to the spluttering Mardukan, and the Bravo Team Leader
looked up at the native coldly.

"Shut your gob, asshole." He turned to histeam and gestured at the folded up plasma cannon. " Jeno,
give Gronningen a hand with that." He turned back to the Mardukan commander who had been
spluttering at his back, and looked the tdler native in the eye. ™Y ou can move out of our way, or you can
die. Your choice

* % %

"Move," Roger said coldly.

The Mardukan guard seemed disinclined to obey, but he stepped aside a a head gesture from the
king, and Roger walked forward to the parapet and |ooked down. The balcony was located at one of the
highest pointsin the hilltop castle and permitted a breathtaking view of the town laid out below. He could
see the company moving through the local forces gathered around the gate and heading for the bridge.

Radj Hoomas stood a short distance down the ba cony'slow, stone wall, watching the same
deployment. There were only afew guards between him and the humans, but at least fifty lined the back
of the bacony, ready to fill the hostages full of javelinsat his command.

The king looked over at Roger and grunted.

"I believe you and Oget Sar came to an understanding?’

"If you mean your new guard commander, yes," Roger said without asmile. "Hell use up my troops,
and I'll try my best to kill him. We understand each other perfectly.”

"Such away to talk to your hogt," the king said crosdy, clapping his cross handsin displeasure. 'Y ou
need to learn better manners before someone gets hurt."

"I dways have had that problem,” Roger admitted as the company deployed acrossthefiedsaong
theriver. "l guessit's my short temper.”



"Everybody stay cool,” Moseyev said. "Weredmos at the deploy point.”

In traveling configuration, the Marine plasma cannon was ameter and a hdf long, ahaf meter square,
and nearly saventy kilosin weight, which made it marginaly portable for one unarmored human.
Fortunately, it lso had apair of handy carrying handles at either end, so two Marines could lug it for
short distances without any problems. Except, of course, for the inevitable bitching.

"God," Macek said. "Thisis one heavy mother."

"Y oull be glad to have this heavy mother dong in afew minutes,” Gronningen chuckled.

"Yeah," Macek admitted. "But that don't makeit any lighter.”

"Okay," Moseyev sad, eyeing the bridge guardhouses. "Thisisagood angle. Set 'er up.”

Thetwo Marines dropped the featureless oblong in the half-grown flaxsilk, and Gronningen hit an
inconspicuous button. A door opened, and he flipped the key switch within and stood back as the
M-109 cannon deployed like a butterfly from achrysdlis.

The surrounding matrix was a set of memory plastic parts. Thefirst part to open was the tripod,
which pushed down asmdll pre-tripod to hold the wegpon off the ground, then deployed the main
supports. Once the main tripod legs had reached their maximum extent and done apre-leve, they
deployed spikes into the ground with a susurrant hiss-thump. Then the tripod devated the gun to itsfull
extension, and the blast shield deployed.

The shidd was, arguably, the most important festure of the support module. The thermal bloom when
the cannon fired wasimmense, and without the shield, the firer would incinerate himself. That would have
been enough to endear it to any gunner, but it also acted as armor againgt fronta fire. Now it opened like
theruff of abaslisk lizard or a flar-ta's head shield, deploying in arectangleto either side. It offered
ample vertica coverage above and bel ow the weapon, but most of it spread to the Sidesin a shape
largely governed by the expansion pattern of the plasma shot.

Gronningen tapped a control on top of the wegpon and sat down cross-legged behind it. He looked
at the bridge where the Mardukan soldiers in both guardhouses were watching the company deploy.
None of them appeared to have noticed the team's preparations.

"Were up," he announced.

"Plasma cannon's up,” Moseyev relayed over the com.

"Copy," Kosutic replied. "Werein position. Take the shot.”

"Why haven't they jumped yet?' Kidard Pla snarled. The Pasulian watched the wings of the fearsome
weapon deploy and fingered the stonerail of the bridge nervoudly.

"Maybe they weren't told?" his companion suggested.

The Pasulian guards had been specialy detailed to the bridge because dl of them could swvim. They'd
been informed of the plan just before they went on duty, and now they watched their Marshad
counterparts, waiting for them to abandon their posts. The plasmaweapons were supposed to sweep the
Pasule defenders of f the bridge, but they would kill or severely wound the Marshad guards aswell,
unlessthey got themsalves safdy out of the way. But none of them were moving. Either they hadn't been
informed that their "allies " wegpons were dangerousto them, aswell, or else they were playing agame
of basik. Whichever it was, Kidard Plawasn't playing aong.

"I'm going to Sart yelling and pointing,” he sad. "Then wejump.”

"Sounds good to me. Hurry."

"Look! " the guard leader called. "The human lightning weapons! Everyone off the bridge! "

Hetook his own advice without further ado and launched himself over thelow wall of the bridge and
into the water. He was not sticking around to see what happened next.



* * %

Gronningen had aready started to depress the firing stud when he saw the Pasule contingent start
pointing. He paused for only amoment, all thetime it took the keyed-up guardsto hit the water, and then
fired.

The plasma charge traveled at nearly the speed of light and smote the nearer Pasule guardhousein a
flash of actinic light and abellowing exploson. The Marshadan guards were swept effortlesdy from the
bridge by the therma bloom, vanishing like gnatsin a candle flame, and the plasmabolt carved a
ruler-straight line of blazing vegetation across the fields between the cannon and the bridge. The center of
that line was bare black to the soil, which steamed and smoked in the blazing gray light.

The Marines broke into atrot, heading straight for the bridge with bead rifles and grenade launchers
at port arms, and the rest of the Marshad forces poured out of the city gates behind them.

Gronningen flipped the safety back on and hit the collapse key, and the fire team waited while the
cannon reabsorbed itself, then looked at their leader.

"Mutabi,” Moseyev said, dinging hisbead rifle and taking one of the handles. "Let'sgo."

Theteam hefted their weapons and followed the rest of their company. Walking through thefire.

"Glorioud Glorioud" Radj Hoomas clapped dl four handsin glee. "The bridgeisclear! Pity their
guards got away, though."

"Y ou didn't inform your own guards?' Roger's tone was wooden.

"Why should I?If they'd panicked early, it might have given away our attack.” The king looked
towardsthe distant city. "L ook, they <till haven't even begun to issue forth. We've caught them
completely by surprise. Glorious!”

"Yes," Roger agreed, as Pahner stepped up beside him, obvioudly to get a better view of Pasule. "It's
goingwel sofar.”

Eleanora O'Casey nodded at the group of guards around the king, who waved for them to move

asde. It waswdl known that the chief of staff was an academic, not afighter, and so tiny aperson hardly
posed athrest to Radj Hoomas.

"What do you intend to do with them when you capture their city?' she asked, stepping up on the far
sde of the king from the prince and captain and gesturing at the other city.

"Well, the market for dianda isfully satisfied at the moment,” the Mardukan said, rubbing his horns.
"So after stripping the Houses, | will probably permit them to raise barleyrice. Well, that and usethem to
support my combined army asit conquerstherest of the city-states.”

"And, of course," O'Casey sad, "well be freeto passon our way."

"Of course. | will have no further need for you. With the combined force of Marshad and Pasule, I'll
control theplains.”

"Ah," the academic said. "Excdlent.”

The king grunted asthe gates of the distant city opened at last. It was difficult to see much at this
distance, but it was obvious that the city's forces were pouring out into the plain to defend their fields.

"I'd hoped they would take longer to respond,” he grumped.

"Well," O'Casey smiled, "they say no plan survives contact with the enemy.”" Shetried not to smile
too broadly as she recalled Pahner's explanation of the sole exception to that rule—the first few moments
of asurprise attack

"Look." The king pointed to the struggling plasma cannon team. "Y our lightning wegpon isamost to
thehill."

Moseyev's team had reached the parklike hill, and were toiling up the overgrown path, and Rad
Hoomas pointed again, thistime to asmall group of his own forces which had separated from the main



body.

"I hope no one minds, but | sent dong some of my own troops.” He grunted in laughter, looking
down at the chief of gtaff. "Just in case your soldiers should meet up with stragglers or brigands. Y ou can
never betoo careful, you know."

"Oh, | agree," the academic said with adight frown. "War is aterrible busness. One never knows
what might go wrong."

"Okay," Gronningen said. "Weve got nursemaids.” The big Asgardian frowned. "Thisisgoing to fuck
thingsup.”

"l see'em," Moseyev grunted. " Stay with the plan.”

"There's nearly twenty of ‘em,” Macek's tone wasn't nervous, just professional.

"Yeah," Moseyev said, grunting again—this time under the combined weight of their overloaded
packs and the plasma cannon. "And there's four of us, and we planned for this. When we get in place,
put out the gear right away. Even with this heavy mother, we can makeit to the top of the hill in plenty of
time"

* * %

Theking grunted in laughter as the Marshad forces came to ahdt on the plain. The formation'swings
were composed of standard mercenary companies, professionals who would stand and fight aslong as
they felt the battle was going for them, and not a second longer. They could be expected to lend weight
to asuccessful attack, but only afool would depend on them for more than that.

No, the critica point wasin the center, where the strongest and degpest companies sood. The
humans formed the front rank, "supported” by the mgjority of the Royd Guard immediately behind them,
ready to cut them down if they attempted to flee or to exploit the expected breach the human weapons
were about to rip through the Pasulians.

The Guards had stopped to dress their ranks before attacking . . . which gave the humansan
opportunity to make one last communication.

* * *

"Hreit off, Julian," Lieutenant Jasco said.

"Yes, Sir." The NCO dug the star flare out of his cargo pocket and prepared it, then fired it into the
ar over the human forces—where both the Pasulian army and their Marshadan dliesin the city could see
it—with athump.

"What wasthat?" the king demanded suspicioudy asthe green firework burst in midair.

"It'sahuman custom,” O'Casey said indifferently. "It'sasign that the force is herefor battle and that
no parley will be accepted.”

"Ah." The mollified monarch gave another grunting laugh. ™Y ou seem eager to enter bettle.”

"The sooner we finish, the sooner we can be on our way," O'Casey said with absolute sincerity.

"Theresthesgnd,” Denat whispered.

"Y ou don't need to whisper,” Senasaid grumpily. "No one can hear us here.”

They were back in their sawer tunnel, but Denat wasn't paying any attention to the smell thistime.
The two of them were too busy watching the humans who had just topped out on the smdl hill acrossthe
river.

"What's that they're setting up?' Senaasked. The activity could barely be seen at thisrange.

"A lightning wegpon," Denat replied offhandedly. "One of ther larget. It will cut through the enemy



likeascythe"

"Ah," the spy said. "Good. It looks like they're ready."

"Were up, boss."

"Roger." Moseyev looked to where Macek and Mutabi were putting in the last of the crosdike
stakes. The stakesran in asemicircle ten meters back from where the plasma cannon was set up. "You
s, Mutabi ?!

"Yep." Thegrenadier dusted hishands. "Limit linésal s."

"Good, because here comes our company.” The team leader raised ahand at the group of
Mardukans struggling up the hill. "Hold it. Why are you here?’

The Mardukan in the lead swatted at his hand.

"We were sent to keep an eye on you, basik," he grunted. "Make sure you didn't scuttle off into the
bush like the cowards you are.”

"Did you see what thisthing did to the bridge?' Moseyev snapped. "1 could give ashit why you're
here, frankly, but if you don't follow our ingructions exactly, you're dl going to be a pre-fried lunch for
the crocs, got it?"

"We're going to do as we damned well please," the leader shot back angrily, but there was more than
ahint of fear under his belligerence, and the troops behind him muttered nervoudy. "WEell stay out of the
way, but only where we can watch you," he said in dightly more moderate tones. Clearly, he had no
more interest in dying than the soldiers he commanded.

"Okay." Maoseyev pointed to the line of stakes. "There's enough room behind the gun shield for the
four of us, but no more, and we al have jobsto do so we can't put any of you behind it. The stakes are
thelimit line—you'll be safe enough aslong asyou stay behind it, but you'll be close enough so thet if we
try to run or do any other funny stuff you can fill usfull of javeins.

The leader examined the Situation and clapped his handsin agreement.

"Very good. But remember—well be watching you!"

"You just do that,” Moseyev said, and turned back towards the gun so the idiot couldn't see hisfera
amile

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

"Captain, thisis Lieutenant Jasco,” the field commander said. He looked around at the bare platoon
of soldiers and shook his head. "Werein place with the Marshad forces. The plasmagunisin place, with
itsline out. Denat and the package arein place. | would say wereago.”

"Roger," Pahner replied over the circuit. "Plasmateam, you're the initiators. When the Pasule forces
charge”



"Roger, Sir," Moseyev responded nervoudy. "We're ready.”
"Pahner, out.”

Moseyev looked over Gronningen'sfire plan onelast time.
"Wait for my cdl,” hesad.

"Got it," the Asgardian grunted. "We're locked and cocked.”
"Corpord," Macek whispered. "Weve got movement.”

"Let's get ready to rock and roll, people,” Sergeant Mgor Kosutic said as aleader of the Pasule
contingent stalked to the fore. The two armies had stopped just beyond javelin range from each other,
and the Pasulian now waved his sword overheed, clearly exhorting his smaler force to attack. Hiswords,
probably fortunately for the humans, couldn't be discerned, but whatever he said worked, for the mass
Sarted into atrot behind him.

"Showtime."

* * %

"Fire," Moseyev whispered, and Gronningen tapped the fire button.

The plasma cannon spat out three carefully calculated bursts. One into each flank of the Marshad
contingent, and the third directly into the rearmost ranks of the Roya Guard.
Pahner drew, turned, and fired three carefully aimed beads. The only three guards between him and
the king went down like string-cut marionettes, and he sprinted forward.
* k%
The anticipated explosions roared behind them, and Bravo Company, Bronze Battaion, The
Empress Own, executed a perfect about-face and opened fire into the forces at their back.

* * %

Eleanora O'Casey hit the ground and covered her head.

* % %

Sergeant Despreaux dropped her bead rifleto hip level and followed her HUD aiming point asthe
grenadiersto either sde of her went to continuousfire.

* * %

Corpora Maoseyev pressed the hand unit detonator button, s multaneoudy firing the semicircle of
stake-mounted directional mines and detonating the kilo charge of C-20 catalyst under the bridge. The
charge was hdf the company'stota supply . . . and sufficient to take down athree-story office building.

Pahner'sfirat kick took Radj Hoomasin the groin. Anecdota evidence had suggested that the area
was nearly as vulnerable for Mardukans as for humans, which proved to be the case as the monarch
doubled over in agony. The captain followed up with a spinning sidekick that intercepted the descending
head on the temple. Mardukans, unlike humans, had thick bone there, but the impact sill spun the king
off hisfeet and stunned him.

The ruler of Marshad hit the bal cony's stone floor and bounced, and Pahner grabbed the heavy
Mardukan by one horn, yanked his head up, and shoved the muzzle of hisbead pistol againgt it. Then he
looked up, prepared to threaten the king's life to control the guards.

But there were no guardsto control.

Those who had lined the back wall of the balcony had been reduced to so much paste by the impact
of hundreds of beads and a dozen grenadesin the confined space. Stickles was down, with ajavelinin
the side, but he would live, and that was the only casudty the humans had taken.



All eight of the guards who'd been directly around the king were dead. Most of them appeared to
have been caught flat-footed, watching the plasma cannon, but one, at least, had apparently reacted to
the captain's attack. That one had hissword out . . . and abloody hole in his ssomach. All the others had
been hit in the head, neck, and upper chest.

Roger holstered his pistol and rotated his shoulder.
"| redly haveto find the guy who wrote that program and thank him when we get back."

* * *

Gronningen pounded rounds into the two flanks. The company was too intermixed with the Royal
Guard now for him to fire into the center, but the flanks were fair game. He winced as he saw another
Marine go down, but there was nothing he could do from here. Nothing but give covering fire and keep
the flanking mercenaries off their backs.

Moseyev picked up one of the shredded guards javelins. The directiona mines had stripped away a

few centimeters of the end, but aside from that—and the dripping gore—it wasintact, and hetied the first
lineto its haft and waited.

Denat sprinted to the water's edge, then skipped aside asthe javelin came scything through the air.
Thelast rocks were il raining down from the demolished bridge when he picked the weapon up and
threw it over the chosen tree limb. He motioned for dack and quickly tied abowline dipknot in the rope
and signded complete. The rope twitched upward, and he smiled. Company was coming.

* * %

Roger heaved on his end, and the Mardukan he'd been sharing with Kyrou thumped soddenly into
the pile against the door. He skipped aside and shook his head as Pahner and Surono came out with
another.

"I've heard the expression before," he said, "but | never thought I'd do it.”

"Y ou see anything else to barricade the door with, Y our Highness?' Pahner asked with afrown.

"Thisiswhat war isal about: doing things you don't like to people you don't like even more."
* * %

"Sergeant Mgor," Julian said, jumping over asmal mountain of Mardukans, "remind me never, ever
to makethat joke again.”

"What'sthat?' Kosutic asked. She was smultaneoudly trying to walk sideways over the mounded
bodies of the Roya Guard, tie abandage on Pohm's neck, and make sure nobody was being | eft behind.

"JointheMarines. . ." Julian said.

"Trave to fascinating planets,” Georgiadas chorused as he fired at one of the flankers who'd stopped
to throw ajavein at them. The Marshad contingent'singtinctive retregt to the city had cometo a
screeching halt when the bridge disintegrated in itsface. Unable to fall back, it was beginning to reform
south of the origind bettlefield, and even after the terrible pounding it had taken, the Marshadans were
amost as numerous as the Pasulians.

"Mest exotic natives," Berngtein yelled, dropping aline of grenades acrossthe line between the
humans and the Marshadans.

"And kill them," Julian finished somberly as he shouldered the rolled up bag of ashesthat was dl that
was left of Lieutenant Jasco. " Somehow, it'sjust not funny anymore.”

"It never was, Julian.” Kosutic finished the bandage and clapped the "repaired” private on the back.
She looked around the battlefield and pointed to the marked assembly area. "' Assemble at the O-P!" she
yelled, then looked at the NCO who was jogging alongside her.

"So | should just shut up and soldier?”

"No. But you might wait until we're done with the misson,” the sergeant mgor said, "and that will be
alongtime. Or at least wait to have your mora dilemmauntil the battl€'s over. In case you hadn't



noticed, it isn't. And afterwards, you can drown your sorrowsin wine, liketherest of us.

"I'm not saying that you have to be one of those guyswho drinks from the skulls of dead enemies,”
she said as the company started to gather and taly off the dead and wounded. "But we have afew to pile
yet. So wait until were doneto start the bitching.”

"So you're just gonnaleave me here, huh?!

Gronningen triggered another shot at the distant Marshadans. There were at least athousand
warriorsin the mass, but it was nearly three thousand meters away. Maximum effective range for the
cannon was only four thousand meters in atmosphere, due to energy bleed, so shots at this range were
relatively ineffectud, but they still served to keep the Marshadan force off the backs of the rest of the
Marines asthey trotted steadily back towards his hilltop position. And, of course, the cannon would
becomeincreasingly effectiveif any of the Marshadans were stupid enough to come into shorter range.

"Bitch, bitch, bitch," Macek said nervoudy. Dozens of Mardukan soldiers had appeared at
Marshad's gate, and more were coming from around the backside of the hill. If the main contingent didn't
arrive soon, the bridgehead Denat had established across the river from them would be lost.

"Think of the poor bastards back in the barracks,” Moseyev said. The word had come down that the
first assault on the "guests quarters' had been repulsed, but the group of walking wounded, mahouts, and
tribesmen had been hard pressed.

"I'll think about them when | can quit thinking about mysdlf,” Mutabi said, hooking aclip onto the
overhead rope. "I hate heights."

"Let'smove out, people!” Kosutic snarled as she reached the foot of the hill and the plasma cannon
atop it began firing acrossthe river at Marshad. She glanced back at the stretcher teamstoiling to keep
up with her and shook her head. "Hooker!"

"Yes, Sergeant Mgor?' the corporal, who'd been promoted to team leader to replace Bildli after
Voitan, responded.

"Y our team Stays with the stretcher bearers.” There were three stretcher cases and four walking
wounded, one of them in Hooker'steam. "And St. John (J.), Kraft, and Willis," she added, naming off
the other three walking wounded. "Therest, follow me," shefinished, and went from the dog trot that
they'd been maintaining to aloping run.

* % %

Macek ducked behind the tree as another flight of javelins rained down. There were only afew
dozen Marshadansin the sewage ditch, but their last charge had nearly made it to the riverbank where
the team crouched.

"Thissucks!" heydled.

"Oh, I don't know," Mutabi opined. "It could be worse.”

"How?' Macek shouted back. "We're pinned down, the Company's not gonna get herein time, and
there are more of them coming. How could it be worse?'

"Well," the grenadier said, pulling out hislast belt of grenades. "We could be completely out of

"| can't get the angleinto the ditch, Sergeant Mgor!™ Gronningen reported furioudly.

The senior NCO sucked in deep, cleansing breaths as she stepped to the edge of the hilltop to look
the Stuation over.

"Grenadiers,”" she snapped, "flush those bastards. Gunny La!"

"Y es, Sergeant Mgor!"



"Y our team firs—qgo! Everybody else, lay down covering fire!™

La pulled the loop of rope out of her cargo pocket and hooked to the clip on the overhead line. She
dung her bead rifle across her back and smiled.

"I dwayswondered why wedid thisintraining.” She laughed, and jumped off the cliff.

The company began to pour fire down on the scummy positions surrounding the sewage ditch
bridgehead as the gunnery sergeant did down the rope. The Marine gained speed rapidly as shefelt
another body hit the rope behind her, but there was an uplift at the bottom that dowed her. Shelet go
near the top of the swing, and landed lightly afew metersfrom the riverbank.

"Ta-Da!" shesaid with agrin, and pulled therifle off her back.

"Gunny," Macek told her, "you're asight for sore eyes.” He had ared-stained pressure bandage
clamped on the side of Mutabi's neck, and there was abloody javelin head next to the unconscious
grenadier.

"Where's Moseyev and the scummy?' she asked as Pentzikis came off the rope, followed by St.
John (M.). Thelatter had aropetrailing out of his rucksack and trotted off to the north, flipping it up and
out of the river's current as he went.

"They're somewhere over there," Macek said, pointing south. " They're not responding anymore.”

"Okay." The NCO looked around as more and more of the remnants of her platoon came down the
rope. "Dokkum, Kileti, Gravda—go find Moseyev and Denat." She waved to the south. "The rest of
you, follow me!”

* % %

Roger's sword lopped the head off the spear asit thrust at him and opened up the scummy's chest on
the backstroke. He spun in place to take the one grappling with Despreaux in the back, and then took
the arm off of one fleeing towards the smashed-in door.

The wounded Mardukan dipped on the pool of blood which covered most of the floor and did into
the pile of bodies barricading the door. He started to scramble up again, but before he could, Captain
Pahner took off his head with asingle powerful blow of the broad, cleaverlike short sword he carried.

Roger straightened up, panting, and looked out over the city. The sounds of fighting carried clearly up
to the bal cony.

"We should have figured out how to smuggle in ropes. We could have gotten them in with the
camping gear.”

"Noway." Despreaux disagreed, jerking hard to retrieve her own sword from the Mardukan in
whoseribsit had wedged. "They were looking for stuff like that." She looked over at the remnants of the
squad in one corner of the balcony. "How you doin'?!

"Oh, just fine, Sergeant,” Kyrou said. He gestured at the securely trussed up king. "HisMgesty'sa
bit put out, but we'refine.”

"Right," Pahner said. "We may be low on ammunition, but that was too close. Next time we usethe
riflesand pistols as our primary weapons." He waved the remaining team to the door. ™Y our turn to
cover."

Roger wiped at hisface with adeeve, trying to get some of the blood off, but his deeve was even
more sodden than hisface.

"Anybody got a hankie?' he asked. "Y uck."
"Captain,” Damdin shouted. "Weve got movement!”

"Check-fire," the sergeant mgjor called from the landing. She peeked around the corner until she had
the corpora in sight, then stumped weerily up to the top of the airs. "Check-fire, Damdin. The cavalry
haes arrived."

"Great," Roger said, looking at the sergeant major. She was just as blood-covered as he was. "So



what took you so long?’

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Roger glanced at the fresh bloodstains on the floor as he approached the throne. Some things never
seemed to change in Marshad, he reflected. Or not, at least, without alittle nudge from the outside.

"Tinker!" He smiled at the throne's new occupant. Y ou seem to have come up in the world.”
Kheder Bijan did not return his expression of pleasure.
"You areto bow to aruler, Prince Roger," he said. "'l would suggest that you get used to it.”

"Y ou know," Roger said, glancing at the full platoon of Marines behind him, "I can understand how
Radj Hoomas made the mistake of underestimating us, but I'm surprised a you. Surely you don't think
you can bully us? Although, if you redlly are that stupid, | imagine that explains why we haven't received
any of our agreed upon equipment yet. Y ou were supposed to have the barleyrice, dianda, and shields
to usthree days ago, Bijan. Where are they?'

"Y ou humans are so incredibly arrogant,” the new ruler observed. "Do you think that weresmple
provincias? That there was only one javelinin the quiver? Fools. You'redl fools.”

"Perhaps,”" Roger said with athin smile. "But were sarting to be angry fools, Bijan. Where's our
gear?’

"Y ou're not getting any gear, human,” the ruler snorted. "Nor are you going anywhere. | havefar too
much to do to lose my most important contingent of troops. Become accustomed to these walls.”

Roger cocked hishead and smiled quizzically.

"Okay, what neat trick do you have up your deeve now, Spy?" he asked brightly.

"Youwill addressme as'Y our Mgesty," human! Or | will withhold the antidote to the miz poison
you aethefirgt night you were here!™

"Unfortunately, we didn't have any poison,” and Roger told him. "I'm fairly sure of that. For onething,
weredill dive”

"It wasin your dishes at the banquet,” the former spy scoffed. "It isvisble as smdl flecks of lesf, but
itsvirtualy tasteless. And it only takes one dose. Only afool would have missed it, but you ateit
nonetheless. Since then, weve been keeping you aive with the antidote. If you don't haveit, you'll die,
basik!"

"Hold it," and Roger said, thinking back. "Little green leaves? Taste like raw sewage?”'

"They'retasteless,”" Bijan said. "But, yes, they would have been bright green.”

"Uh-huh," and Roger said, trying not to smile. "And, let me guess—the antidote hasbeenin al the
food you've been giving us since, right?'

"Correct,” Bijan sneered. "And if you don't haveit, youll die. It startswithin aday, but it takes days
of agony to end. So | suggest that you avoid it a al costs. But enough discussion of this, we must plan



the next conquest and—"

"I don't think s0," Roger interrupted with achuckle. "Haven't you been keeping up with recent news,
Bijan?"

"What are you talking about?' the new ruler asked. "1've been doing many things. . ." he continued
suspicioudy.

"But obvioudy not keeping up with who's been cooking my medsfor the last few days," Roger
purred likeasmiling tiger.

Bijan gazed a him for afew seconds, then gestured to one of the guards standing by the throne.
There was a brief, whispered discussion, and the guard | ft.

"Sir," Julian said, leaning forward behind Roger, "isthisagood idea?"

"Yeah, itis" Roger never took hiseyes off of Kheder Bijan. "In fact, send somebody to collect up
T'Leen Sul. That seems like a capable family. Oh, and tell Captain Pahner that it looks like we're going to
be staying alittle longer then wed planned.”

He stopped talking as the guard returned to the throne room. The guardsman crossed to the new
ruler and said afew words, and Roger had become sufficiently familiar with Mardukan body language to
tell Bijan was suddenly one worried scummy.

The new king turned to the prince and placed his true-hands on the arms of the throne.

"Uh..."

"We're not Mardukans, Bijan," and Roger told him with addiberately Mardukan laugh. "In fact, I'll
tell you alittle secret, Tinker. We're not from anywhere on this planet. We have no smilarity to anything
on it, we're not vulnerable to the same poisons you are, and we most especialy aren't basik.”

"Ah, Prince Roger, there seems—" the ruler began.

"Bijan?" Roger interrupted, asthe door opened to admit Pahner.

v

"Say goodbye, Bijan."

Including the representatives from Voitan and al the surrounding city-states, there must have been
two or three hundred diplomeats, alone, in Marshad. The exact number was open to some debate, since
no one had ever gotten a definitive count, but there were certainly enough to make the goodbyes both
long and fulsome. Roger smiled and shook hands, smiled and waved, smiled and bowed.

"He's getting good at this," Pahner said quietly. "1 hope he doesn't get to liking it too much.”
"I don't think he'sa Caesar, Captain,” Eleanorasaid, just as quietly. "Or even aY avolov. Besides, he
has Cord beside him muttering 'Y ou, too, are morta."

"I don't redly think heisether," the Marine said, then grunted in laughter. "And you know what? I'm
beginning to think that it wouldn't matter, anyway."

He surveyed the troops surrounding the prince. Y ou dways knew the oneswho should be in the
Regiment, even before RIP. They were the ones who aways |ooked out. Even when they joked, they
were the ones who watched others, and not just whoever they were talking to. The oneswho saw their
whole surroundings in one gulp. The ones who were human anti-assassn missiles.

Sometimes those weren't the ones who made it. Sometimes, rarely, you got those who were straight
plodders. And sometimes even the missiles|ost their edge. Hed felt that in the company before leaving
Earth. Too many of the troops hadn't cared; it was only the prince, for God's sake.

Not now. The survivorswere like a V oitan blade. They'd been tempered over and over, folded and
refolded. And, at their core, it wasn't Pahner or even the sergeant major who'd given them their true
temper. It was the prince—the trace el ement that made them hard and flexible. That was where their
loydty lay now. Wholly. Whether it had been hisadmission of fault, or his swift and decisve remova of



the spy who, more than anyone, the company blamed for putting them in the noose of Marshad, or the
redlization that hed removed Bijan not smply out of vengeance but because held findly learned the
responsibility that came with power, aswell, the captain didn't know. But whatever it was, it had
worked. Thiswas no longer the company of Captain Armand Pahner, escorting ausdaless prince; it wasa
detachment of Bronze Battalion, The Empress Own, Colond Roger MacClintock, commanding, and the
cgptain smiled.

"Y oursisthe Earth and everything that'sin it, And—which is more—you'll be a Man, my son!”

Roger thanked the representative from Sadan for hiskind words. The broad, well-watered Hadur
River valey was heavily settled, and the trade routes ran far and wide. And throughout that entire region
the word had spread over the last severa weeksthat you didn't want to mess with the basik. Sadan was
the city-dtate furthest ong the route, and its representative had aready promised that not only wasthe
way open through hislands, but dso in the lands beyond.

Roger looked up at the flar-ta loaded with wounded. The two beasts were crowded with stretchers,
but most of the Marinesin the stretchers were recovering from leg wounds. They'd be back on their feet
inaweek, and getting used to marching again, he thought, and smiled at one of the exceptions.

"Dend, you lazy bum. Y ou just wanted to ride!™

"You just wait until | get out of this stretcher,” the tribesman said. "I'll kick your buitt.”

"That's no way to addressthe Prince," Cord said severely, and Roger looked over his shoulder at
hisad.

"He's permitted. By your laws, Moseyev would be as to him, so | give him leaveto bealousy
patient.” The prince reached up to clap the towering shaman on the shoulder. "But it's good to have you
behind me again. | missad you."

"And well you should have," Cord sniffed. "It's past time to begin your teaching again. But | had a
finetimein the barracks. Great fun." The till-recovering Mardukan had emerged coated in red, as had
Matsugae and Poertena.

"It'still good to have you back," Roger said, and passed up theline of flar-ta and Marines, touching
an occasiona arm, helping to adjust ashield or commenting on arecovery, until he reached the head of
the column, where he smiled broadly at T'Leen Sul.

The Mardukan nodded to him. The human expression was accepted now throughout the Hadur
region, and the new council head clapped hislower handsin resignation.

"It won't be the same here without you," he said.
"Youll dofine" Roger said. "Theland distribution was more than equitable, athough you and | both

know therell be complaints anyway. But the trade from Voitan will soon mean you can relieve the tax
burden and till maintain the public works."

"Any other points | should remember, O Prince?’ the Mardukan asked dryly. " Should |, perhaps,
think about afund to restart the forges? Reduce the crops of dianda and baance it with barleyrice?
Remember to use my chamber bucket and not the floor?"

"Yeah," Roger chuckled. " Something like that." He looked back dong the line, where the natives of
Pasule were pressing forward to offer baskets of food to the Marines.

Roger looked up and smiled as the sergeant magjor walked up the line of packbeasts but the smiledid
off hisface at her expresson.

"What?' the prince asked.

"D'Estrees picked up atransmission,” said the sergeant mgor. "No direction and it was only atiny
snip of encryption. But it looks like somebody found the shuttles and reported them to the port.”

"Grand," Roger snarled. He glared up at the clouds for amoment, then looked back at Kosutic.
"You'vetold the Old Man?'



"Yep."
"And hesad?'
"He sad it may be agood thing you and Elenorataked him into telling our friends along the way the
truth,” the sergeant mgjor said with asmdll, crooked smile. " Something about covering our back trail .
"That wastheidea," Roger agreed, then sighed. "I just hope we don't redlly need it intheend.”
"Y ou and me both, Y our Highness."

"All right, SM4g," the prince said, and punched her lightly on the shoulder. "Guesswell just haveto
improvise, adapt, and overcome.”
"Likedways, Sir," Kosutic agreed, and moved off to complete her own fina check.

Roger watched her go, then turned to look to the northeast, where the mountains which were
probably their next mgjor obstacle loomed. They were reported to be high, dry, frozen and impassable.
Of course, that was the judgment of a species which would find the Amazon drought stricken.

"I guessit'stimeto get thistrain amoving,”" he murmured, and grasped Petty's armored head glacis,
stepped on her knee, and lifted himself onto her back. Another mahout had been killed, so somebody
had to drive, and he plucked the mahout stick from hisbelt and lifted it.

Theline of drivers behind him, Marine and Mardukan, lifted their sticksin response. Everyone was
ready to go, and Roger looked to Captain Pahner, who waved in reply.

"Okay," the prince said to the pack beast. "Time to head upcountry.”

"Move 'emout!" he shouted. He pressed the forked head of the tick into the tender flesh under the
armored collar, and asthe flar-ta lurched into motion, he looked up & the mountains once more.

They weren't going to be fun.
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