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First Forward

Fromthe I og of War Admiral Norman North, Conmander, 7th
fleet:

| always blamed nyself for letting it happen

But in reality, it was society's fault. Society, our
soci ety, which had rotted to the very core.

| had roused them once before, to face the nenace which
now threatened to utterly wi pe us out as a free society. But
when a chance cane for peace, any chance, no matter how
unrealistic, no matter how risky, they grasped it in an
unbr eakabl e bear hug, and there was nothing | or anyone could
do to separate themfromit. For our society not only had
lost the will to fight, but even worse, had | ost even the
will to enable us, the warrior class, to defend it.

Qur advancenents in technology had regretfully elimnated the
need for workers. Rohel pers took over what little that stil
needed to be done manual ly, and nobst citizens becane a
passi ve bunch of consumers, interested only in consunption
focused on their next vid, their next nmeal, their next bit of
entertainment. And war was inconvenient for them not because
they had to fight it (nost of themdidn't), but the prospect
of conflict threatened to distract themfromtheir all-

i mportant pursuit of pleasure. So when the eneny proposed
their deceitful peace, they didn't have to make rmuch of an
effort to deceive us.

And now we' ve |l ost everything, and al nost everyone.
keep thinking there was something | could have done,
somet hing | should have done. Maybe | coul d have saved us al
by staging a coup and taking over, before the arm stice was
si gned and the anmbush had taken place. Maybe. And if | had,
maybe | and ny sailors would be sitting in sone brig, waiting
for the eneny to come and take over from our current
jailors.... O maybe we woul d have saved the day.

Now, we'll never know. All we can be concerned with is
saving the tiny group of humanity that's |left, keeping our
task force together |ong enough to regroup and one day
reclai mwhat's ours. But the nenory of what "m ght have been"
continues to and always will be with ne, wherever | go.

Second Forward

Finally, there woul d be peace.

Humanity had been in conflict with the Insectoids for
nearly 20 years. They had appeared out of nowhere--giant,
seven feet tall intelligent insects bent on conquering the
human race. And, for a time, with their flood of destroyers,
cruisers, and battleships, it appeared they would win. It was
only at the decisive battle of Trajinar, three years earlier,



that the Alliance fleet under the command of War Admiral
Norman North had turned the tide and decisively crushed the
I nsectoid fleet.

After that, battles becane skirmn shes, skirmni shes
becane hit and run raids, and then the |Insectoids ceased
their attacks altogether. They had contacted one of the
Al liance's nost respected mnisters, Lawence Mtterand, and
sued for peace.

And peace there would be. After a year of slow but
st eady negotiation, Mtterand had worked out a peace
agreenment that both sides could agree to.

League President Hov Marshall | ooked out fromthe
bridge of his mighty flagship the Augustus at the rest of the
fleet. He shielded his eyes fromthe powerful glare of
Vitalics' brilliant sun as he started at the assenbl ed ships.
Nearly the entire League fleet was here for the arm stice
with the Insectoids. The League was the dominant partner in
the Alliance; the junior partner, the June Directorate, had
chosen not to participate in the arm stice, but had agreed to
abide by the ternms of the ceasefire.

Wl |, Marshall wasn't going to let the Directorate
spoi | things.

"Ze Insectoid fleet is here," said Mtterand, standing
by his side. "Finally, ve will have ze peace,"” he said in his
ol d westeuro accent.

"Adm ral Peterson, order the fleet to a halt," Mrshall
as he eyed the approaching Insectoid Fleet.

"Fl eet command: hold here," said the Adnmiral over the
central comm

The Insectoid fleet maintained a healthy distance from
the League fleet. Only four of their larger ships slowy
noved towards the League Fl eet, each noving towards a
different part of the fleet.

"Admiral, 1'mgetting some weird readings fromthose
ships," said a bridge crewer. "The scanners seemto say that
t hey have sone kind of unstable cargo."

"Cargo? What kind of cargo?"

At that nonment external ports opened on the giant
shi ps, which rapidly spat out a series of oval objects which
speeded towards the densely packed League fleet. As they
closed on the fleet these spheres started to detonate,
casting a fine m st over the League fleet.

"Power drain!" cried a crewer. "All systens are down!"
cried another.

"What's going on?" said Marshall

"Ve nust continue ze peace process," said Mtterand,
al nrost nechanically. "Ve need ze peace |like ve need ze air."

And it was at that nmonment that the Insectoids attacked.

Still staying well clear of the League fleet and the
m st that envel oped, the Insectoid ship | aunched a nassive
wave of missiles. The tail section of the missile exhausts
cut out as they entered the mi sty area, but inertia caused
themto continue noving forward

Pet erson eyed the missiles streaking towards them
"Rai se shields! Activate anti missile |asers!”

"We can't sir, we've lost all power except emnergency
batteries!" said one of the crewers, frantically turning
swi tches on and of f again.

The Augustus was rocked as a missile hit it am dshi ps,
causi ng everyone on the bridge to stunble nomentarily. O her



mssiles slamed into other ships of the fleet, all of which
were hel pl ess and dead in space. Several of the destroyers,
not |arge enough to survive a direct inpact, burst into

pi eces.

"What's going on here?" said Marshall. "This was
supposed to be an arm stice!"

"Al'l ships to battlestations, repel attackers!" Admral
Pet erson shouted into the hectic fleetcomchannel. But with
SO many voi ces over the comm he couldn't nake hinsel f heard.
Not that it mattered; nost of the fleet was disabled, as dead
as nmuseum pi eces.

The I nsectoids | aunched a second wave.

"Ve nust continue ze peace process,"” said Mtterand
nmechani cal | y.

Marshal |, al nost out of his mnd, grabbed Mtterand by
the shirt. "Wat are you tal king about? They're blowing us to
pi eces!"

Anot her set of missiles slammed into the fleet. This
time a nunber of cruisers were seriously damaged, several of
themcritically. One blew up just starboard of the Augustia,
creating a white flash which shook the flagship.

"Ve nust continue ze peace process," said Mtterand.

"Stop saying that!" Marshall shrieked, shaking
Mtterand and slapping himhard in the face. Wat happened
next surprised himeven nore.

Mtterand' s face cane off, revealing wiring and
circuitry underneath, with sparkling orbs for eyes.

Marshal |l reflexively let go, just as another missile
slamed into the Augustus, causing himto stumble. "Wat..
are you?"

Movi ng very quickly, Mtterand grabbed Marshall and
started to throttle him "Peace begets peace begets peace" he
sai d, squeezing Marshall's neck in a crushing grip. There was
a crack of broken bones and Marshall was tossed across the
bri dge. General Peterson reached for his sidearm..

Just as another missile slammed into the bridge. The
Augustus was one of the nost heavily armored ships in the
fleet, but it wasn't intended to operate wi thout shields, and
wi thout shields it couldn't survive nore than a few direct
hits.

The nmissile blew up nuch of the forward decks,
incinerating the bridge crew instantly. The survivors in the
interior sections didn't last much | onger either. Mssiles
froma succeedi ng wave crashed into the engine section
detonating the fuel supply and creating a mniature sun in
t he space where the Augustus stood.

Thi s scene was repeated throughout the entire fleet.
One after another League ships turned into fireballs, their
crews helpless to do anything to defend thensel ves or even
fleet. Wthin a few mnutes, the rest of the fleet was
destroyed. So conplete was the destruction that there were
al nrost no survivors. OF the 362 ships in the League fleet,
only 8 nmanaged to escape the imedi ate battle. Three of those
were qui ckly hunted down and destroyed; one light cruiser
managed to go to ground and her crew joi ned the planetbound
resi stance on Wienfor; one destroyer managed to link up with
menbers of the surviving fleet, a battle cruiser and a fast
attack destroyer becane bl ockade runners until they were
hunt ed down and destroyed, and one battl eship, whose story is
tol d el sewhere, escaped into deep space.



But for all intents and purposes the bulk of the
League fleet ceased to exist in a matter of mnutes, |eaving
all the League worlds open to dom nation by the Insectoids.

There woul d be peace all right, but the peace of the
subj ugat ed, the peace of the master and the slave; peace, but
on the Insectoids' ternms, and humanity, what el enents that
survived, would fare very, very poorly.

Chapter 1: Attack at Hunt's World
Two weeks earlier...

"It's utter foolishness!" said War Adm ral Nornman
North

"Wat ch your tongue, Admiral!" countered Adm ral Gubar
Pet erson, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff for the
League of United Wrlds. He was addressing a fellow adnmiral,
the | egendary Norman North. There were precious few War (four
star) Admirals in the League, and al though North's permanent
rank was Victory Adnmiral (five star), he had given up that
rank to return to active duty in the field. Regardl ess of his
rank, Peterson was technically the top Navy man, and expected
proper behavior fromall his sailors--even the great Nornman
North, the hero of Trajinar

"I still think it's foolish,” said North stubbornly, as
if he didn't fear anything Peterson could do to him

"This is a decision of the civilian hierarchy, and we
report to them not the other way around,"” said Peterson
"Are you saying you are going to go agai nst the orders of our
civilian authorities?"

Nort h avoi ded this obvious trap. "No, of course not,
sir." He was already aware of the nunber of resignations, a
nunber of themforced, over the issue. Sone of the best fleet
captains and admirals of the Iine had already resigned in
protest; but North was not ready to take that route. That
wasn't his way.

Peterson rel axed slightly. "Very well then. You're
entitled to have your own personal opinion about peace with
the I nsectoids, but keep that opinion to yourself. Now, let's
tal k about your next assignment." Having taken North down a
notch, he felt inclined to be a bit nore generous. "I'm
prepared to give you sone |latitude. Wiere would you |ike your
fleet to be | ocated?"

North felt his nmouth drop open. "I had assuned that |
would go to Vitalics with the rest of the fleet for the
signing of the arm stice."

"That's not wi se, War Admiral. You yourself pointed out
the folly of putting the entire fleet all in one place,
| eavi ng our pl anets undefended. The League President has
agreed with your line of thought in this matter. That's why
he's pernitting you and your fleet to stay behind."

"Meani ng he doesn't want nme anywhere near Vitalics
during the signing."

"That's another way of putting it," said Peterson
allowing hinself a grin. "But |'mprepared to give you sone
latitude in your positioning."

"Latitude?"

"You can base your fleet anywhere you like... as |long
as it's not within 10 lightyears of Vitalics."



"I see," said North. He turned to a star map, as if
t hi nking, then pointed to a star, "Hunt."

"The Hunt systen?" Peterson | ooked surprised, both at
the speed of North's response and his selection. "I would' ve
t hought you woul d' ve chosen a system 10.1 |ightyears from
Vitalics, or stationed yourself here on August."

"Hunt will do fine, sir. What forces are under ny
comand?”

"Here's a readout," said Peterson, handing hima
dat apad. North took a look at it, and bit his lip. 42 ships.
About 10% of the fleet. It was alnost an insult for a War
Admiral to be commandi ng such a small force. Wll, at |east
he still had the Gory, his flagship, and a fair mx of top
of the line and current ships. It would have to do. Peterson
was | ooking at his face to see his reaction, but North forced
hinself to give a blank expression. "Very well, sir. If
you' Il excuse me?"

The dory was an old Conmmrand Carrier, one of only four
such ships still in existence. But old shouldn't be confused
with feeble; although over 300 years old, every part of the
d ory except her arnmor and her bul kheads had been stripped
out and replaced several times with upgrades and new
conponents. The G ory was one of those very rare and

expensi ve conbi nations of a battleship and a fleet carrier
On the bottomthe ship was pure carrier: it had two | aunchi ng
and | andi ng bays capabl e of hol ding six squadrons of fighters
plus a wide variety of support and transport craft. The dory
currently carried a conpl enent of five squadrons of old but
proven assault W/l dcats and one squadron of even ol der

Def ender heavy bonbers. Al though both classes of fighters had
been in service for over 100 years, the GQory carried a

m xture of type 145-D and 150-B W/l dcats and type 78-J

Def enders, among the nost nodern versions of these fighters
in the fleet.
The top of the Aory was pure battleship, featuring three
sets of massive 34 inch |aser cannon turrets, side nounted

m ssile launchers, a 22 inch turret in the rear, and a nunber
of small caliber anti-fighter armanent. Wile no |longer state
of the art conmpared with the nost nodern battl eships, the
G ory could go toe to toe against nearly any ship in the
fl eet except the npbst nodern superbattleships and
dr eadnaught s.

In short, the Aory had the teeth of a battleship and the
carrying capacity of a carrier. That conbi nation, however
made the Command Carrier |line tremendously expensive, which
expl ai ns why they were discontinued after only eight nodels,
in favor of regular carriers and battl eshi ps.

North's shuttle, acconpanied by his standard fighter escort,

| anded in the forward | andi ng bay. H s executive officers,
Captai n Roger Dulin, skipper of the dory, and Comrander
Stacy Wen, his first officer, were waiting for himin his
ready room
"Ridiculous!™ were Dulin's first words

"Cbviously a trap," said Wen. "Wy el se woul d they
want to neet at Vitalics?"

"Admiral Peterson said that they considered that
neutral territory," said North.

"And it's just a coincidence they chose a neeting place
where el ectromagnetic interference would prevent any



conmuni cati on outside of the systenP" said Wen.

"Mtterand said with the entire fleet there we'd have
nothing to fear," said North hollowy. Even he didn't pretend
to believe what he was sayi ng.

"Mtterand is a traitor!" said Wen savagely.

" Conmander - "

"Or at least a dupe,” said Dulin. "It doesn't matter
whi ch. What are we going to do?"

"Do, Captain?" North raised his eyebrows. "Qur orders
are to go to Hunt's world and stay put."

"We've got to stop them" said Dulin. "They'll anbush
the fleet."”

North frowned. "Assumi ng you're right, how do you
propose we stop then? Admiral Peterson is |eaving even as we
speak, and the bulk of the fleet is already on its way to
Vitalics."

"We could catch up to them at top speed before they get
" said Wen.

"And then what?" said North. "Tell themthey' re going

i nto an anbush, of which | have no proof of? And when the
admrals and civilian | eaders who are traveling with them
tell themto disregard ny orders, what then?"

"Tell themnot to obey their admirals, if necessary,"
said Wen. "War Admiral, you've saved us countless tinmes. W
all owe you for Trajinar. The fleet will follow you."

North self consciously fingered the silver eagles on
the collar of his light blue uniform "So you're telling ne
to stage a coup, to overthrow the el ected | eaders of the
League and their mlitary | eadership. Do you realize what
you' re sayi ng?"

"If it has to be done to save us, yes!" cried Wen.

North turned to Dulin. "And you, Captain? What are your
views on this?"

"I... | think the fleet will listen to you, sir,
Dul i n.

"You realize you're tal king about nutiny," said North.
"The penalty for which is still capital punishment." He
paused, as if he were also fighting a battle with hinsel f.
"Al'l right. Let's take your thought experinent a step
further. What if we nake our big announcenment and sone ships
don't go along? Do we fire on then®"

Dulin was silent.

"Do we shoot at our own sailors? For that matter, what
if the mjority of the fleet doesn't go al ong? W'll be
vast |y out numbered and out gunned. Are you prepared to be
vaporized for nutiny, along with all the other ship captains
and senior officers in this fleet?" North asked.

Dulin, choked up, tried to make a sound but nothing
came out.

North slowy paced back and forth on the carpeting.
"I"'d be lying if | said | hadn't thought about doing
something like this too. But it's too risky. Even if we're
right, without proof we mght not be able to persuade the
fleet. And just remenber, we may not be right; it's been
al nost a year since the |ast skirmsh; the Insectoids my
really be suing for peace.

"You don't believe that!" said Wen.

North shook his head. "You're right, | don't. But |I'm
not certain. And as long as |'mnot certain, and an
"intervention' on our part is risky at best, I'mnot going to

t here,

sai d



act. Renenber that nost of the fleet is going there; if there
i s an anbush bei ng planned, the Insectoids will have to be
strong enough to take out our entire fleet at once. Maybe
they won't be foolish enough to try; maybe if they try,
they'Il fail."

"At the very least we should go to Vitalics too."

Nort h shook his head. "We'd be risking court marti al
when we got into sensor range. And with only 40 odd shi ps
under my direct command, |'m not sure we could nmake a
difference.”

He sighed. "This isn't an easy decision. But |I'm not
going to overthrow an el ected government unless |I'mcertain
they're wong, and I'mnot.... And even if |I were, |'mnot
nearly sure we'd be successful.”

"So what do we do now?"

"W go to Hunt's world... and we wait," said North.

The dory and its acconpanying fleet cane into orbit
around the nmoon orbiting Hunt's Wrld. Fornerly a pioneering
wor |l d, Hunt had over the centuries gradually evolved into a
center of industry and capital and was now the main "noney
worl d" in the League. Because of its inportance to the
financial industry, Hunt's Wrld had a series of
battl estations in high orbit around the planet, brimrng with
weaponry and a full assortment of starfighters.

But, oddly enough, North hadn't stationed his fleet in
proximty of the battlestations; instead, nuch of the fleet
were in orbit around Hunt's moon, too far to get support from
t he weaponry on the battlestations, if needed.

"I't's been eight hours,"” Commander Wen funmed. "Eight
hours since the arnistice convened.

"Patience, Commander," said North, sitting in his
conmand chair which was set just behind Captain Dulin's. "I'm
sure we'll be hearing sonething soon." He touched the silver
eagles on his collar below his four stars, his only sign of
restl essness.

"How | ong does it take themto sign a piece of paper?"
Wen funed.

North gave her a nmild | ook but said nothing.

"Sir, we're getting an incom ng conmuni cation," said
the comm officer, working the receiver. "It's faint, but I
think it's fromthe fleet. W can only get audio."

A few seconds later there was a hissing sound and t hen
"--under attack. This is Captain Tirako of the Cruiser
I mpul se. We are under attack by a fleet of Insectoid ships-"

North's voice was imediate, but it was also calm
"Captain Tirako, this is War Admiral Norman North of the
@ ory. VWhat happened to the fleet?"

"...fleet... destroyed. Al destroyed. dory, they're
firing again!" There was an explosion, then a crackle, and
the line went dead.

"Captain, |I'mpicking up a fleet of Insectoid ships at
extreme range, closing rapidly," said the scanner officer

For a nonent, the bridge was incredibly silent.

"I think we have our answer," said North, very slowy,
in a very soft voice, as if he had difficulty speaking. He
| ooked grimrer than Wen had ever seen him

"Battle Stations."



The attacking fleet was not, of course, the same one
that had conducted the anmbush at Vitalics; Vitalics, stil
days away, was too far away. Instead, this smaller Insectoid
fleet had started out several days before the Vitalics anmbush
occurred, timng their arrival to come just after the
Vitalics rendezvous had taken pl ace.

"I"'mreading 78 conbat ships,' said the scanner
officer. "12 battl eships, 14 battlecruisers, 27 cruisers, the
rest an assortment of smaller ships.”

"They knew exactly where we were," North rmuttered, his
heart sinking as he stared at the |line of massive battleships
on the screen. The Insectoids had a two to one advantage in
shi ps, but probably a three to one advantage i n weapons;
whil e the Insectoids had 12 battl eships and 14
battl ecruisers, North's fleet had only the Aory, and a
pocket battleship, the Blue Luna, and four battlecruisers.
The rest were standard cruisers and other conbat vessels. It
woul d be a tough fight, and everyone knew it. Nornally,
North's cruisers wouldn't stand a chance agai nst Insectoid
battl eships. But North had a few surprises planned that would
hel p even the odds, if everything worked as pl anned.

North raised his voice, "Only 78 ships? They nmust be feeling
overconfident." He touched a button on his console to open a
channel to interfleet. "This is the War Admiral. By now you
have heard of the destruction of the main part of our fleet.
I won't deceive you with sone public relations doubl etal k and

say that everything will be fine."

"But I will say that whatever has happened to the main fleet,
we are still alive and the Insectoids haven't won unti

t hey' ve beaten us. W' ve defeated the Insectoids before and
we will again, as long as we continue to be a coherent conbat
force. That's why it's vital we win this encounter with a

m ni mum of | osses. There will be tine for grieving later. For

now | expect you all to give your best. Prepare to conformto
the attack plan Hunt 1 exactly as we rehearsed it. Good | uck
North out."

The previous silence was replaced by a babble of voices
as bridge officers readied their stations for conbat.

The Insectoid Admiral, a junior Queen, was puzzled. She
had expected North's forces to be stationed in high orbit
around Hunt, to take advantage of the defenses afforded by
the battl estati ons. She had been prepared to conduct a
standoff attack with missiles to destroy the battlestations
first. Instead North had his forces strung out around Hunt's
nmoon, where the battlestati on weapons woul dn't be effective
and where even the battlestation's fighters would take
several mnutes to engage. The Insectoids had fought Norman
North too long to underestimate him and yet the Insectoids
still couldn't see what North was trying to achieve or why he
woul d take such an obviously inferior defensive stance.

The Admiral studied the scanner interface. It was a
pity they didn't have the same suppression equi pnent they
used at Vitalics; but there had been barely enough there to
get the job done there. Well, they'd have to conduct this
battle nore conventionally. Either way, the result would be
the sane.

"Order the attack," the Admiral ordered

The Insectoid attack fleet closed in a narrow
formation. During their first attack they intended to punch



t hrough the human fleet, currently in low orbit. Then, while
their formation was di srupted, the Insectoids woul d engage

t he enemy one-on-one until they were all destroyed. The
Insectoid Admiral had conpeted with others to have the honor
of destroying the great Norman North. She wondered what kind
of honor the Queen would bestow upon her when she brought the
Queen hi s head.

Her attention snapped back to the present as her fl eet
pl owed t hrough the human fleet, firing madly at their ships.
The human shi el ds were hol ding up, but so were those of the
I nsectoid ships. The Insectoids, having gone past the human
fleet and between it and Hunt's noon, started to brake, and
turn, and...

Brilliant beanms of |ight shot up fromthe surface of
Hunt's noon, inpacting on several of the Insectoid ships. The
Insectoid Admiral turned her scanners to the noon and saw,
for the first time, that portable | aser batteries had been
set up on the surface. Were had they come fron?

She had no tinme to wonder, because even as those | aser
batteri es opened fire, dozens if not hundreds of fighters
were stream ng out of hidden caves beneath the noon's
surface. Where were all those fighters coming fron? North's
fleet didn't have nearly that many fighters, according to the
intelligence reports. Then the Admiral inmediately figured it
out: they nust have been noved fromtheir births in the
battlestation to the nbon. Wen had this been done?

And then expl osions started to cone on a new front; as
the Insectoid fleet braked and turned, heading away fromthe
noon, sone of them slamred into mines! The Insectoid Adniral
checked her short range scanner. There were a thick |ayer of
m nes between the human fleet and the nobon. How had the
humans known that they would arrive at this exact spot?

North's fleet closed on the Insectoid ships, which
continued to be pounded by surface fire and, a few nonents
| ater, by squadrons of 145-B and even nore ni nbl e1l50-D
W dcats stream ng out of the surface. The Insectoid Admral
realizing that being sandwi ched by North's fleet on one side
and the moon's | aser enpl acenents and fighters on the other
was a recipe for disaster, ordered her fleet to break off and
cut through the line of North's ships to get to the relative
safety of open space.

But in doing so the fleeing Insectoid ships lost their
carefully planned formati on and beari ngs and becane open
targets for North's fleet. North's cruiser groups raked them
with fire as they passed. A nunber of Insectoid ships also
slamed into mines on their way out, causing heavy damage.

When the Insectoid ships cleared the mne field and
steered out of range of the nobon's guns they nmoved to reform
into their original squadrons, but War Admiral North's fleet
gave them no quarter.

By the time the Insectoid fleet had noved of f and
reformed, while still under constant attack fromNorth's
fleet, 37 ships had either been destroyed or heavily danaged,
i ncluding five of the battleships and seven of the
battl ecruisers, and North's fleet hadn't |ost a single ship.
But if the two fleets were now roughly even in size the
Insectoid fleet was still nore powerful, its battleships and
battl ecrui sers capabl e of outgunning any ship in North's
fleet in a one-on-one battle, except perhaps for the Gory.

But it wasn't sinply to be a ship to ship battle.



Fi ghters, nearly 300 of them swarmed up fromthe noons
surface, attacking key Insectoid battle groups.

One fighter attacking a capital ship can al nost be
i gnored. Three or four fighters attacking a capital ship is
an irritant. But 20 fighters arned with heavy rockets can
make short work of a cruiser or even a larger capital ship. A
nunber of them were converted Def ender heavy bonbers with
several payl oads of ordinance.

North's fleet was careful to only engage the Insectoid
battl egroups al ready under heavy attack fromthe fighters.
Whenever one of the Insectoid battlegroups not under fighter
attack tried to engage North's fleet, his ships carefully
maneuvered out of the way to try to keep the besieged
Insectoid fleet groups between them and the ones not under
fighter attack. In fact, at any given nmonment half of North's
fleet refused to engage, sinply playing cat and nouse with
battl eshi ps and battl ecrui sers not under fighter attack

The fighters did quick work, not waiting to destroy
Insectoid ships but rather halting attacks when they had
achi eved heavy damage, and noved in groups of 20 and 30 to
attack the next ship.

"Engage them " cried the Insectoid Adnmiral. In their
rush to get here they hadn't brought any fighters of their
own, but the Insectoid Admiral thought that their
overwhel mi ng nunber of capital ships would even out that
advant age. Then again, the Insectoid Admral hadn't expected
to face 300 heavily armed fighters, nore than triple the
nunber normally assigned to the dory.

"We can't," said an Insectoid officer. "They keep
running fromus!"

But as the nunber of undamaged | nsectoid ships dw ndl ed down
to 25, the bulk of North's fleet did turn and engage the

I nsectoi ds, even those not currently under fighter attack. A
cruiser couldn't take on a battlecruiser, one to one, but
three of themcould. The GAory directly engaged one of the
two remai ning Insectoid battl eships, while the pocket

battl eship Blue Luna, in the conpany of a destroyer squadron
engaged the other. The Insectoid fleet struck out at the
human shi ps, damagi ng a nunber of them but the nomentum was
on North's side.

When the nunber of Insectoid ships remining dropped to
| ess than 20, the Insectoid Adniral gave the order to
retreat.

"Pursue and destroy!" cried North fromthe bridge of
the Aory. The fleet pounded the Insectoids as they
retreated, following themto the edge of the system and
di sabling or destroying four nore of their ships. At the
systemi s edge North called the fleet back to deal with the
surviving damaged | nsectoid ships who were trying to linp
fromthe field.

The fleet opened fire on the danmaged | nsectoid ships on
orders fromthe Gory. Captain Dulin didn't ask War Admiral
North if he wanted themto rescue any Insectoid survivors,
and War Adnmiral North, grimfaced, said nothing. After the
slaughter at Vitalics, no one was in the nood to take
pri soners.

When it was all over Admiral North assessed the danage.
Seven ships, three cruisers and four destroyers had been
destroyed or heavily damaged. The rest of the fleet had
suffered |ight danage, except for one crui ser whose engi nes



had been knocked out.

"Transfer the survivors fromthese seven ships aboard
our battlecruiser group,” commanded North. "The cruiser with
t he danaged drive section, the Larata, how |l ong before it can
be made spacewort hy?"

"Qur techs think two hours,"” said Captain Dulin.

North cal cul ated how long it would take themto get the
fighters back onboard. "W |eave in one hour," said North.
"I'f they can make it spaceworthy by then, they can acconpany
us; if not, they can play catchup."

"Where are we going in such a hurry, sir?" Dulin asked.

"June," said North. June was the Capital of the June
Directorate, the junior coalition partner in the Alliance
with the League. Now that the League fleet, except for
North's battl egroup, was largely destroyed, the Directorate's
fleet was the only other allied fleet left. It was snaller
than the League fleet, but their ships were technologically
advanced and their navy had a solid reputati on as capabl e
fighters.

"Cet me Admiral Zarat of the June Directorate fleet,"
North sai d.

There was a pause and the hol ographi c display crackled
but remmined otherwise silent. "W can't, sir, there's sone
interference."

"Jamm ng," said North. "They coul d al ready be under
attack." He resisted the urge to order their imredi ate
departure. |If they left now, they'd have to | eave nost of the
fighters behind.

The dory was officially rated to carry six squadrons
of fighters but to help carry the additional fighters from
the Hunt battlestations would now be carrying eight. In
addi ti on, each surviving ship would al so be carrying a
handful of fighters in their hanger bays. Al said and done
the fleet could now carry 200 fighters. The |ocal Hunt
mlitary authority wasn't thrilled to lose half of its
fighter support, but North pulled rank and gave them no
choi ce.

"CGet those fighters aboard as quickly as possible,"”
said North, looking at his chrononeter and privately funing
Ti me was so precious!

Well, there was still one thing he could do. "Get ne
Conmmand General Tenor Markov, commander, ground forces on
August, Sarney Sarittenden Central Command HQ " A Conmand
CGeneral was a three star general, the highest practical rank
in the ground forces. Although there was theoretically one
hi gher rank, that of War General, that rank was generally
unfilled and reserved for great war heroes. Currently, only
the head of the joint chiefs held that rank, and that was
currently an Adm ral, Ruber Peterson. Wio was al npst
certainly dead.

The comm officer opened a |ine to August.

August. The capital of the Alliance.

North's hands figited as he wondered if communicati ons
had been jamred there too. Wich could only mean the attack
had al ready begun there as well.

But after a few tense nonents the screen crackled and
Mar kov's face filled his hol oconmuni cator.

"War Admiral," he said curtly. A loud babble of voices
could be heard in the background on Markov's end.

"You' ve heard the news," said North, referring to the



transm ssion fromthe ship that briefly escaped the anbush at
Vitalics.

"We did. Was the entire fleet really destroyed?"

"W have no way of know ng w thout going and taking a
| ook," said North. "But if we haven't heard from anyone el se
by now, it's a safe bet that there aren't entire battl egroups
in silent running."

"The entire fleet," said Markov, trying to wap his
mnd around it. "And the President, and the Vice President,
and the joint chiefs... all gone..." He paused a nonent, as
if lost in thought, then snapped back into reality. "And your
batt | egroup?"

Nort h checked the scranbler controls. They flashed
green. He | ooked up at Markov. "We had a little anbush of our
own, but we're fine. W have only 34 ships left, so there's
not nuch we can do."

"Under st ood. What do you recomend?"

"The Insectoids will be conming," said North. "Your
orbital defenses will not be able to hold out |ong. My
suggestion is that you abandon your nmilitary headquarters and
di sperse your troops and prepare for ground assault. Your
best strategy, if there is any best strategy, is protracted
guerrilla warfare to wear the enemy down."

Mar kov' s face showed that the inplications of this were
slowy sinking in. "Protracted? How |l ong is protracted?”

North [ owered his voice, though he knew the entire

bridge crew could still hear him "W're about to go into
battl e again, General." Picking his words carefully, he said,
"l don't know when, or if, we'll be able to communicate
again. | suggest you w pe your command files and-"

"Just a monent!" a third voice intervened, splitting
into their two-way conmmuni cation. The face of Defense
M ni ster Novacan appeared. "Admiral North, where are you
goi ng?"

"Into battle, sir," said North, picking his words
carefully. Scranbler or no, this communication could be
t apped and deci phered, with the right access codes. Wth the
President, Vice President, JCS, and nost of the cabinet at
Vitalics, only Novacan had been left behind to mind affairs
on August.

"Battl e where? Admiral, | order you to return to August
to secure the defense of our honmeworld!"

"M nister, our small fleet will be no match for the
overwhel m ng force the Insectoids will throw at us-"

"You're not paid to think, Admiral!" Novacan snapped.
"I"'missuing a direct order for you to return i medi atel y!"

North paused a nonment. "No." he said. It was obvious to
everyone on the bridge that he omtted the "sir".

"No? No what ?"

"No, we're not returning."

"Admiral North, you are relieved of command! Captain
Dulin!"

"Sir?" said Dulin, stepping forward pronptly.

"You are to take command of the fleet and return to
August i medi ately."

"No sir!" said Dulin, just as pronptly.

"This is treason! You'll be vaporized for this!"

"No," said North slowy. "Wat you and your
admi ni stration have done is treason. You have | owered our
guard and cost the lives of thousands of |oyal sailors whose



only fault was follow ng your orders. W will no |onger
listen to yours." He turned as if to term nate connecti ons.

"Where are you taking your fleet? Are you going to run
away? Coward!" Novacan spat.

North turned back, nurder in his eyes. "Yes, |I'ma
coward," he said slowy. "I've been giving the subject a |ot
of thought lately. I'ma coward for not arresting you, the
President, and the Joint Chiefs when | had the chance. I'ma
coward for not taking power when | should have. | was afraid
of taking action. This is the result of ny inaction. My
i naction" He repeated it, for enphasis. "I don't know if
we'll survive this, but if, by some mracle we do, | won't
make the same mistake twice," he said, his voice deadly grim
"Goodbye, Mnister, and try to take a kinder tone with your
new I nsectoid masters."

He ternmi nated comuni cations. The bridge crew was
speechl ess. North turned to Wen. "Are the fighters aboard
yet?" he said quietly.

"Anot her few mnutes, sir."

"I's the League network still up?"

The conm of fi cer checked, then nodded. "For the nost
part." The Insectoids hadn't yet gotten the chance to disrupt
t he League-wi de commruni cati on networKk.

"Activate the League wi de network. Use our priority
mlitary code."

"Online."

North took a deep breath. He woul d now be addressing
the senior mlitary, political and adm nistrative | eaders and
staff throughout the League. "This is War Adm ral Nornman
North. A few hours ago, it appears that nost if not all of
the League fleet sent to the Vitalics arm stice was destroyed
in an anbush. As President Marshall unwi sely sent nearly the
entire fleet to Vitalics, we are now |l eft open and
defensel ess to an Insectoid invasion."

He paused for a nmoment to let this sink in.

"The Insectoids will be comng, in sone worlds in a
matter of hours, and others in a few days. Wrlds on the
outskirts of the League may be | ucky enough to have a few
weeks, but they will come, sooner or later. This is a
terrible time for the League; we have been led to defeat by
t he nai vete and inconpetence of our |eaders.”

"But ultimately we are the ones at fault, we, through
our conpl acency and near si ght edness and preoccupation wth
consunpti on and pl easure, who el ected the Marshall and his
cronies on their unrealistic "peace now' plank. President
Marshall is no longer around to pay for his mstakes, but we
are. | have spent nost of ny adult life fighting to defend
what we hold so dear, and now we are about to lose it."

"To those of you who still value freedom who are stil
willing to fight for it, I call on you to rise up and resist.
Form smal |, nobile tactical groups. Harass the Insectoids and
make them pay for their occupation. Sabotage Insectoid
installations and kill as many Insectoids as you can. It wll
be a long and difficult fight, but eventually we can nake the
price of occupation too expensive for themto pay."

"As for myself, as long as | amalive the Insectoids
have not fully conquered the fleet. Never forget that as you
fight on the ground I will be here, in space, fighting for
you as well. Mark nmy words: soneday we will meet again, and
the next tinme we do, we will regain our hard-won freedom



once again."

"This is War Admiral Norman North, signing off. Good
luck to all of you."

If the bridge had been merely stunned by North's
conmuni cation with Defense M nister Novacan, they were
overwhel med by North's nessage to the League. It was one
thing to know that they had been defeated; to hear it from
North's lips, however, gave it a new weight and reality that
was only now sinking in.

Dulin nmoved closer to North's command chair. "Ah, sir,
do you think it was really wise to blame the people for
this?" he said, in a |low voice

"Wse?" said North, raising an eyebrow. "I don't care.
They're responsible. 1've fought ny entire life for these
peopl e, and | ook at them Mbst of themare parasites sinply
living off their rohel pers and hol opics, and haven't worked a
day in their lives. They voted for Marshall because war was
"inconveni ent"” and peace was the easy thing. Qur rise in
technol ogy and productivity was supposed to nake |ife easier
but when it reached the point when technol ogy enabl ed the
popul ation to stop working and sinply seek out pleasure, it
set a noral decay in place. Quite frankly I'mtired of people
who have no interest in defending thenselves. | signed on to
defend peopl e, not spineless jellyfish, and that's what our
soci ety has becone. Wen the Insectoids arrive, many of them
will learn what hardship is like for the first tinme. Many of
the survivors, that is," said North, his tone so angry and
bitter that Dulin alnost didn't recognize it. But then he
addressed Dulin directly, and that |egendary cal mwas back
"Are the fighters aboard yet?"

Dulin distracted, quickly turned to check his board.
"Uh, Yes sir. And |I'm showing tenporary repairs to the
crui ser have been conpleted as well."

"Conplinent the repair crew on their fine work," said
North unemotionally. "Let's get under way. Set course for
June, maxi num speed. "

Chapter 2: The Brief Battle for June

Admi ral Whyol d Zarat was the soldier in charge of the
Directorate's fleet defenses.

North's opinion of the League's civilian | eadership was
only slightly lower than Admiral Zarat's opinion of the
Directorate's civilian | eadership. Until one year ago the
Directorate, the junior partner in the Alliance with the
League, was under the brilliant |eadership of Steven Quick
Qui ck, who was technically brilliant, had founded the
Directorate and ran it as an enlightened dictatorship for as
| ong as Zarat coul d renenber.

Qui ck took over fromthe previous corrupt and inefficient
bureaucrats and created a nodel of government that even the
League, which had a traditional disdain for dictatorships,
found so admirable that they sent their people over to study
how t hei r bureaucracy worked. Quick also built up and
noderni zed the Directorate fleet and nade it a vibrant
partner in its coalition with the League, especially during
the early years of the war against the Insectoids.

But all that changed a year ago when Quick's ship blew up
under what could only be termed suspicious circunstances.



Qui ck' s handpi cked successor, Admi nistrator (now Director)
Tel Kalin imediately took over, and quickly made a ness of
t hi ngs.
First there was the explosion of the reactor at the enornous
mlitary base on Tentus |IV. Sonmehow a chain reaction started
whi ch vaporized the base. The result: 20,000 sailors and
their famlies dead, 20 ships lost. It was a trenmendous bl ow
to fleet norale. Kalin nmade things worse by pinning the bl ane
on several of the Directorate's nost distinguished Admirals,
forcing a nunber of theminto retirenent before their tineg,
even though nost of them had nothing to do with the accident
on Tentus.
Then as part of a "nodernization" programKalin retired
fifteen perfectly capable ships of the |ine before their
repl acenments were made ready. In fact, since Kalin had taken
over, Zarat hadn't seen a single replacenent ship come off
the assenbly lines. There were "problens in production” he
was told.
Then the final straw cane two nonths ago when a drive
expl osi on on one of the newest class of battlecruisers forced
all ten of those battlecruisers out of service for
"inspection". Despite repeated inquiries, Zarat had had no
word on when he was going to get those ships back either
So there he was conmander of a once mighty fleet of alittle
nore than 100 ships, now down to a denoralized group of 55
ships, all because of the inconpetence of their |eadership.
There was already talk in the ranks about getting rid of
Kalin and putting a new | eadership in place, a mlitary
| eadership, and if the situation didn't inprove soon, Zarat
m ght be forced to take sides. Kalin's predecessor, Quick
had been a civilian, but he had shown by exanple that he knew
how to run the mlitary. Kalin didn't have that touch
Currently the fleet was stationed in orbit around June, the
capital of the Directorate. Wll, at least Kalin had had the
good sense not to agree to send the fleet to this ridicul ous
arm stice the League had agreed to with the Insectoids. Zarat
knew it would be a trap; the only question in his mnd is how
many League ships would survive the trap. There had been no
word fromthe League fleet since the nmeeting at Vitalics had
begun, several hours earlier.
"Admiral, |I'mgetting a conmunication fromDirector Kalin,
for your eyes only," said a crewer.
Kalin entered his ready room and keyed in a code. A hol ogram
of the Director appeared in front of his desk

"Admiral, you're there. Good. Prepare the fleet for
attack."

"Attack, sir?" Fromthe Insectoids? How coul d they
attack this far into their territory w thout being detected?

"The I nsectoids are about to attack June," said Kalin.

How did Kalin know this? "Sir?"

"We haven't nuch tine. The Insectoid fleet wll
out nunber and out gun your fleet by at |east two to one. Your
orders are to engage themin one pass only."

"One pass only?" This was only getting nore confusing.
"And then what ?"

"Di sengage and nake for open space. Head out and stay
alive as long as possible."
"You woul d ask us to abandon June after a show of no nore
than a token resistance!" Despite his dislike for Kalin,
Zarat was prepared to obey reasonable orders. But this wasn't



a reasonabl e order, not by a long shot. He should | eave the
Directorate open to invasion? For a nonent Zarat started to
think that maybe Kalin wasn't nerely inconpetent; perhaps he
was actually a traitor. That would explain the weakeni ng of
the fleet.

"I realize these orders are hard for you to accept. And
| also realize that circunstances have forced us to have a
rocky rel ationship."

"Not hi ng you can say will nake ne abandon the Directorate.
Sir." said Zarat stonily.

Kal i n paused, checking sonething. "This conversation is
scranbled. If you stay and fight your fleet will eventually
be destroyed. And it's inportant for your fleet to survive."
"What is the sense of surviving if we're not going to be able
to defend our planets?"

Kalin lowered his voice. "I was told, if you resisted
this order... | was told to tell you to trust me, | know what
' mdoing."

Tol d? Who tells the First Director to do anything? And
then the words struck home. "Trust ne, | know what |'m
doing." There was only one person in the gal axy who had used
that line frequently, when talking to Zarat.

Suddenl y, an incredible thought burst into Zarat's nind
Kalin, watching the transformation of his face, nodded. "I
see you understand. But you are to tell NO ONE about this
conversation, not even your nost senior officers." He then
proceeded to give Zarat a series of secret instructions that
he needed to commit to menory, and al so provided himwth

t hree nanes.

"Understood, " said Zarat, when he was done. "Director? WII
this really work out?"

Kalin sighed. "In the short run.... no. But at |east this way
we' |l have a chance of restoring what we're about to | ose.™
Zarat swal l onwed. Well, at |east he knew the truth. "Wat
about you, sir, will you need evacuation?"

"Don't worry about me, Admiral, just take your fleet to
safety. Kalin out."

Zarat sat alone for a nonment. Then he activated ship-to-ship.
"I need to speak to the following three officers, alone.
Secured channel." He called for the names of three

conmuni cations officers on three different ships.

When Zarat returned to the bridge he said, "Prepare for
battle."

"Battl e? Agai nst whonP?" said an aide.

"Admiral! A |large nunber of eneny ships are showi ng on our
scopes!" cried the scanner officer. Suddenly, the ship was on
alert.

Zarat didn't even ask a single question about the size
or composition of the eneny. Instead, he sinply said,
"Prepare to conduct a single pass. Then set course out of the
system"”

"We're just |eaving?" said an aide, stunned.

"Foll ow my orders!" Zarat barked.

"Where will we set course?" the ai de asked
Zarat considered for a nonent. Kalin had told himto
set course for deep space. And yet... War Admiral North's

League fleet was at Hunt's World. That was only a stone's
throw from June. Suddenly, it all nade sense. Zarat had
wonder ed why North had stationed the fleet at Hunt;



strategically, it made no sense. But now he realized why;

Hunt was the League world nearest to June! North had intended
to join forces all along. If he survived whatever the

I nsectoi ds had planned for him Zarat was sure he would send
his ships to June. In fact, he might even be on the way there
NOW.

Zarat checked the | ong range conm The Insectoids were
janmng all frequencies. But it all nmade sense.

"Once we get clear we'll set a course for Hunt." Once
they linked up with North's forces, then they woul d head out
i nto deep space.

The Insectoid fleet, 70 ships strong, came blazing into
the June system The June orbital defense stations opened
fire, and the Directorate Fleet raced out to engage the
Insectoid fleet. But after a few brief seconds of |aser fire,
the Directorate fleet whipped right past theml The I|Insectoids
braked and turned in a leisurely fashion, confident that the
Directorate Fleet would turn back and neet them

But the Directorate fleet kept going... all was going
according to plan, until they reached the edge of the June
system where they ran into the rearguard, 22 Insectoid heavy
Crui sers.

The command chanber on the Insectoid flagship was
filled with hol ographi c displays showi ng the nmovenents of the
Insectoid fl eet across League and Directorate space. Hive
Queen Zsst watched the screens with satisfaction, flexing her
many arms and tendrils as she chittered softly to herself.
She was so distracted that she alnost didn't notice the
hooded creature enter her chanbers. Alnost. It was
i mpossible not to notice the curtain of fear that descended
everywhere the went.

"Al'l goes well," says Zsst. "The human fl eet at
Vitalics was conpletely w ped out."

"I know," said the hooded creature. "But what of Norman
North's fleet, or the Directorate fleet?"

"Mere nopping up operations," said Zsst dismnissively,
wavi ng one of her arms. "Their fleets are small and
i nconsequential . "

"Then how did Norman North's 'small and
i nconsequential' fleet defeat the much |arger one you sent
agai nst it?"

"What ? How do you know this? | have yet to hear
reports-"

"Norman North is alive, and his fleet is intact," said
t he hooded creature. A hint of green peeked out from under
the hood. "And as you know from personal experience, while
Norman North is alive, he is a threat. Dispatch three nore
fleets to find and intercept him"

"I will," said Zsst. "But we will have to try and
project where he will go."

"I have already provided this information to the
Admirals of your fleet. |I launched themon their nission ten

m nut es ago."

"You gave orders to ny fleet!" thundered Zsst.

"To be fair, they thought the orders cane fromyou,"
said the creature, undisturbed.

"Wat ch your step, Baracki
go too far."

Bar acki stepped closer to Zsst, saying nothing. Zsst

said Zsst. "One day you may



became noticably unconfortable, and suddenly flinched as if
struck, and pull ed back
"We shall see," said Baracki

"Any word from June?" said North, pacing back and forth
in the command area on the bridge.

"There's still jaming in place," said Commander Wen.
"We're about hal fway there; there's only about four nore
hours to go. Al nost there.™
"It's very fortuitous that we happened to be so near June in
the first place," Captain Dulin renmarked.

North nade no response.

"Sir, picking up ships, on the scanner!"

"Battle stations!" said North. Then, over the klaxons,
"l dentify!"

".... 51 ships... They're Directorate ships, sir, al
of them Looks like they've been in a fight...."

"W shoul d be able to punch through the interference
locally. Get ne Admiral Zarat."

The hol ographic field shimered and a Directorate naval
of ficer dressed in white appeared. "This is Captain A ada of
the Directorate Flagshi p June Defender."

"Where is Admiral Zarat?"

"Admiral Zarat is dead, War Admiral," said Captain
Al ada. "I count only 34 ships on your end. Were is the rest
of your fleet?"

"Al'l destroyed." said North.

"Al'l destroyed?" Al ada | ooked stunned. "At Vitalics?"

"At Vitalics," North confirmed. "I conmmanded only a
smal |l portion of the fleet, and we took some | osses when we
wer e anbushed at Hunt's Mbon. W cane here to help as soon as
we coul d."”

"Appreciated, Admiral, but we're quite all right. W
only lost four ships in the attack on June."

"How di d you escape with such light |oses?" said North,
f r owni ng.

"We didn't engage the first wave and i mredi ately headed
out system It was only when we ran into the backup group
that we took | osses; that's when a missile struck the bridge
and killed Admiral Zarat-"

"Didn't engage the first wave? Wiy not?"

"Admral's orders. O rather, orders he received from
June. "

"Really," said North. His frown only grew deeper. "Wat
el se were your orders?"

"I"'mnot sure. Admiral Zarat received themorally in
private during a conversation with Director Kalin. Al he
told me was that we were to link up with you at Hunt's Mon
Beyond that, | don't know what his plans were."

"I see." North was silent for a nonent, hands cl asped
tightly behind his back, as he paced back and forth a noment.

"War Admiral ? W have to act," said Al ada

"What ? Yes," said North, snapping out of it. "l suggest
we travel to Orotis, where we can get resupplied-"

"Orotis is on the far end of the League."

"Precisely. It's probable that the Insectoids won't
have gotten that far yet."

"We have inminent reports of an invasion of Jarja,"
said Alada. "Twenty two transports, with only ten escort
ships. W could take themeasily."



"What about the fleet follow ng you?" North said.

"W have no indications we've been followed; they're
probably just as happy that they've chased us away from
June. "

"Assum ng you're correct, how do you know there's not a
secondary escort fleet following a safe distance behind the
Jarja attack force?"

"War Admiral, you're being too cautious-"

"I tend to get that way when 90% of ny fleet gets
destroyed. W are the only effective fighting force left in
the Alliance."”

"And what woul d you have us do with this fighting
force? Run away?"

North drumred his fingers on his console. "W don't
know t he di sposition and | ocation of the eneny force. W
don't know exactly how they destroyed the fleet at Vitalics.
They may have some new weapon or kind of ship we have yet to

see. | don't favor rushing in when we're the only attack
force left."
"Well, | have a different interpretation.”

"\What about your orders?"

"I don't know what my orders were beyond this point,
and transm ssions in and out of June are being jamed."

Al ada' s hol oi mage faced North directly. "We're going in. Are
you conming with us?"

North shook his head.

"Then we'll just have to do it on our own. | hope you
decide to take a stand somewhere, Adniral,"” said Al ada. He
made a nmotion, and his inmage faded.

"What are we going to do?" Captain Dulin asked. "Are we
going to assist then?"

North stared off into space.

He shook his head, nostly to hinmself. "The fools," said
North. "The poor, bloody fools."

The Insectoid fleet burst into the Jarja system
unopposed. Jarja Il was a nmedium sized col ony world that
didn't have any ground or orbital defenses. The other planets
in the system were uninhabited. The Insectoid fleet had just
reached Jarja IV when the Directorate fleet under Captain
Al ada caught up to it. The Insectoid escort ships immediately
peel ed off and engaged Al ada's forces, but they were
out nunber ed.

The Directorate fleet blasted through the escorts, and
in a few short mnutes wiped themout. The fleet turned to
chase the Insectoid transports, when all of a sudden, a
massi ve I nsectoid attack fleet pounced on them-twenty
battl eships, twelve battlecruisers, thirty four cruisers, and
thirty destroyers.

Suddenl y, the hunters becane the hunted. A nunber of
Directorate ships were instantly vaporized by the superior
firepower.

"Evade, evade!" cried Alada into the intrafleet
comink. The fleet started to turn and desperately speed
away, but the Insectoids were in hot pursuit. Al ada's
battl ecruiser tried to turn about, but was hit by
si mul taneous multiple torpedo attacks, and was blown to bits.

On a nearby battlecruiser, an officer reported to the
fleet's next ranking officer, Captain Bennett. "Captain
Al ada's ship has just been destroyed!"



Suddenl y, a hol ogram appeared on Bennett's bridge, and
the bridge of every other Directorate ship. "Attention
Directorate forces. Proceed i mediately to these
coordinates,” said the very famliar figure in a light blue
uniformw th four stars and silver eagles on his collar,
pointing to a set of figures on a hol ographic display.

It was War Admiral Norman North!

"Admiral!' said Bennett, shocked. "My nane is \ar
Captain M chael Bennett, |I'min comand-"

"No time. Follow ny instructions. It's your only
chance," said North. He appeared to check an indicator on a
consol e out of holoview "If you want to live, you' d better
hurry."

"Instruct all ships to hone in on those coordinates,"
sai d Bennett. "Scanners, do you pick up North's fleet?"

"Negative," said the scanner officer. Then, "Captain,

t hese coordi nates will have us going through the far side of
the Jarja asteroid belt!"

O course! North's fleet nmust be waiting in the belt to
anmbush the Insectoids. The Directorate fleet followed the
mai n path through the asteroid belt set out by the
coordi nates provided by North. But when they reached the belt
and were inside it, Bennett still couldn't pick up any sign
of North's fleet hiding in the belt. Were were they?

On the other side of the Asteroid belt, the Comrand
Carrier Qory and the rest of the League fleet was at rest,
wai ting.

"They' ve just safely past the second group, sir,
Conmander Wen report ed.

"Very well," said North. "Activate the mnes."

The Insectoid fleet sped across the narrow channel as
m nes expl oded around them Because the path through the
asteroid field was so narrow, there was no way for themto
avoid the explosions. After several ships in the |lead were
hit by expl osions and destroyed, the Insectoid fleet skidded
to a halt and tried to reverse course. Several of them
couldn't stop in time, and ranmed i nto each ot her

"They're going to take the | ong way around, but it
won't take themtoo | ong" said North, speaking
hol ographi cally on Bennett's bridge. "Are all your ships
capabl e of top speed?”

Bennett checked a damage report. "No. Four of them have
drive danage."

"Scuttle themand take the crews aboard."

Bennett opened his nouth to protest.

"And quickly," said North. "That is, if you want to
live. We'll be here for another 20 nminutes to provide you
with covering fire. Then we're |eaving; any ships that want
to come with us, can conme; the rest stay behind," he said,
bluntly. Once again, he was giving the orders.

Chapter 3: The Fall of August

"Qur occupation forces have made | andi ngs on severa
League and Directorate worlds. So far, we have faced little
resi stance," said an aide.

"Excel lent," said Queen Zsst, snmacking her mandi bl es.

"Don't be so proud of yourself yet," said Baracki. "You
haven't | anded on June. You haven't |anded on August. And



Grafton will be especially difficult to take."

"Once we get past their orbital defenses, June and
August will be easy pickings," said Zsst disnissively,
referring to the capitals of the Directorate and the Al liance
respectively. "Their civilian population, by all reports, are
weak and sheeplike."

"But they have military ground forces as well,'
Baracki. "And what of G afton?"

"I have di spatched my best insect troopers to take al

said

three worlds. Not to worry, ny friend," said Queen Zsst. "In
a few hours our troops will land. And in a few hours after
that we will begin to process every human pest on those
pl anets."

August .

The capital of the League of United Worlds, and the united

Al li ance between the League and the June Directorate.

It was a brilliant gemso perfect, so habitable, that it
actually required little or no terraform ng when it had been
first settled, over 1000 years earlier. Unfortunately, once
August becane the capital of the League, the bureaucrats
settled in, and began covering the western continent wth

| ayers upon |l ayers of metasteel and plastics and synthetic
materials and tunnels and buil dings and travel strips. It
wasn't until nearly half the western continent, including
once pristine forests and rugged nountai ns, was covered with
of fices for bureaucrats and acconpanyi ng | obbyi sts and ot her
parasites, that the League actually did a smart thing; they
declared the eastern continent off-linits to devel opnent. And
to this day the eastern continent is |largely uninhabited, one
of the largest national parks in the galaxy, visited by
mllions of tourists a year but rigorously kept undevel oped.
Bureaucrats and politicians who felt trapped by the netal
wal I s of the western continent becane regular visitors to the
natural valleys and mountain ranges of the eastern continent.
Meanwhi | e, back on the western continent, devel opnent

conti nued unchecked for centuries, and nearly three quarters
of the continent was now encased in steel towers and tunnels.
Only on the periphery of the western continent did farm and
and | ess devel oped areas still exist.

The capital of August, and from which all power derived, was
Sarney Sarittenden. Sarney Sarittenden was a collection of
ornately designed towers and buil dings, all made of an odd,
glittering nmetal that defied precise description. Sometine
one could look at the netal, and it would be a silver color;
at other tines, the netal would take on the colors of the

rai nbow. Al though nost of Sarney Sarittenden was encl osed, in
the heart of the grand plaza was the outdoor throne plaza,
where inportant ceremonies of state were hel d.

H gh above Sarney Sarittenden in orbit around August were a
series of advanced battlestations, as well as a civilian
transit station and a military shipyard.

The military shipyard was al nbst totally abandoned. Al nost.
Al the external berths on the shipyard were enpty. But that
doesn't mean the shipyard was entirely enpty. Captain Robert
Hol | i ster tapped the stationwide intercomin the now
abandoned admiral's office. "Nautilus crew, report to the
ship! Prepare for i mediate |aunch!" He signed off and turned
to the Adnmiral's conputer screen, typing in a few keys. ..



A few mnutes later Hollister entered the crowded bridge of
the Nautilus. "We thought you weren't going to nake it, sir,"
said the XO

"I had to purge the nenory banks of all information relating
to the Nautilus. We can't let it fall into the hands of the
Insectoids,"” said Hollister. "What's our status?" he asked,
settling into his command chair.

"Navi gation, shields, and ship systems operational."

"And the cl oak?"

The cl oak.

The Nautilus was an experinmental ship, the League's very
first ship that could travel cloaked, totally undetected by
ot her ships. The Nautilus was nodel ed after the old water
navy submarines, with a long, slender, oval shaped hull that
had only a small projection at the top. It was a "dua
torpedo” ship, nmeaning it could fire energy torpedoes from
the single launcher at its forward tip, or a netal honing
torpedo fromits limted stored supply. As a prototype, the
ship had a linmted capacity and operating range; nmost of its
cranped interior was taken up with machi nery used to naintain
t he cl oak.

Inits first field test the cloak had operated for
nearly twenty mnutes wthout fading, after which it becane
vi sible. The technicians thought they had figured out what
went wrong; now was the time to put it to the test.

"Open the external bay doors," Hollister comranded.

The external doors to the internal bay slowy opened.

The view of the outside was not encouraging. An entire
Insectoid fl eet was approachi ng.

"I's the cloak ready?" Hollister said.

"A few nore minutes," said the XO

The Insectoid fleet entered the range of the orbiting
battl estati ons. They | aunched a wave of m ssiles and opened
fire with lasers. The battl estati ons responded.

Hol I i ster watched the battle quietly from his vantage
point, powerless to intervene. So far the Insectoids were
i gnoring the spacedock, but that couldn't be expected to | ast
very | ong.

"We're not even sure that it will work," said the XO
"The |l atest repairs to the cloak haven't been tested.”

The sounds of expl osions around them grew | ouder as the
nearby battl estati ons absorbed the puni shment the battl eships
were | ashing out at them Several of the Insectoid

battl eshi ps seenmed to orient on them their enornous turrets
pointed, it seemed, directly at their ship.

"We'll find out very quickly if it works," said
Hol l'i ster. The Insectoid battleships |oomed cl oser, getting
so close that Hollister could al nost see inside the turrets
of their gunports. "W need that cloak!"

"Ready!" cried the XO checking a display. "But if this
doesn't work..."

"Attention all hands," said Hollister. "Prepare to
di ve. Dive dive divel" This nonmencl ature had been inposed by
Hol I i ster. Technically the cl oak made the Nautilus di sappear
or "subnerge" fromthe visible spectrum and Hollister, with
his historical romanticismof the ancient waterborne
counterparts, had insisted on using this term nology for
cl oaki ng. Fortunately, the admiral hadn't found out.

"Diving!" said the XO There was a humand the |ights
subtly changed col or.



"Are we cl oaked?" Hollister asked.

"I think so," said the XO

"You think so?"

"At least, that's what the instruments are saying,"
said the XO

Hol | i ster gul ped. "Thrusters: all head."

The Nautilus slowy worked its way out of its interna
bay. There, ahead of themless than a nmle away, was the
| oomi ng i mage of an Insectoid battleship. They were in direct
line of its enornous turrets. They were so cl ose that they
could see the black insides of those deadly weapons. If they
were going to attack, it would be over alnost instantly...

The Nautilus exited the bay, slowy noving into space.
As it flewdirectly in line of the Insectoid battleship
Hol I i ster was suddenly conscious of the fact that he was
hol di ng his breath. Wen cl oaked the ship wasn't even
shielded; all it would take woul d be one volley...

The ship passed the front Iine of Insectoid
battl eshi ps. A ragged cheer went up fromthe crew of the sub

"Rear view image," Hollister said. The inmage shifted to
the orbiting stations behind them

Most of themwere in pieces or convul sed with
expl osions. The cheering i nmedi ately di ed down. The stations
had fallen; August was defensel ess.

"What... what do we do now?" the XO asked.

If they decl oaked and joined the battle, they m ght get
a shot or two off; but the Insectoids would quickly destroy
them The Nautilus had been designed for surveil ance, and
quick strikes at isolated targets; not general fleet
engagenents.

"I really don't know," said Hollister

"Levi! Levil"

Levi Esherkol, former chief technol ogy specialist for
t he supersecret spy organizati on known as "The Agency", and
now t he owner of a concessionaire restaurant in Entry
Nati onal Park on the eastern continent of August, hummed a
sinmple tune to hinself as he stirred sone neat in a pan

Levi had spent rmuch of his adult Iife working for the
Agency, designing mniaturized devices for use by its agents.
He had branched out from el ectronics into conmputers, biology,
chem stry, and other fields. Levi had no formal education
but he could just pick up a subject, and, if he were
interested, learn it quickly. After a nunber of years of
service, he retired to do the one thing he really wanted to
do: run a restaurant. The Agency occasionally persuaded him
to come out of retirement to do discrete jobs for them when
the need was vital; after one particul ar inportant
assi gnment, the Agency, very nmuch in his debt, gave himthe
one thing he always wanted: a concession to operate the only
restaurant in Entry National Park. The rest of the continent,
except for the guesting area on the western tip, was totally,
total ly undevel oped forests and nount ai ns.
Levi stabbed a sizzling piece of neat with a fork as if to
sanmple it when his wife, Mndy, entered the basement where he
had been worki ng.

"Levi, it's happened, turn on the hol onews," she said,
turning on an ancient dusty device in the corner of the room
"Eh?" said Levi, sampling a bit of the nmeat. An

excellent cattle mutation, very flavorful, he realized. But



it needed a bit nore pepper

The hol ographi ¢ announcer appeared in their basenent.
"-even as we speak our orbital battlestations are under
attack. General Markov has declared nartial |aw and ordered
all civilians to stay in their hones-"

"Levi, the Insects are comi ng, what are we going to
do?"

Levi notioned for her to cone over. "Keep stirring for
about five minutes nore under |ow flane"

"That's it! You want ne to cook your food! Levi, what
el se can we do?"

" Add anot her pinch of pepper, about two minutes in."
He said, reaching for his jacket.

Even as she grabbed the stirring fork she said, "Levi,
where are you goi ng?"

"I have to take quick trip to Western continent," said
Levi, in his trademark ol d easteuro accent.
"Levi, it's too dangerous! Wat are you going for?"

"I need go shopping for sone neat," expl ai ned Esher kol

Aifford Croft was not having a good day. He was one of
the top spies in the Agency (one of the Ei ght to have the
hi ghest Level - One designation), and he couldn't even get paid
on time! He had just spent the norning arguing with the
paymaster that no, in fact his account wasn't credited with
his monthly payment. The paymaster insisted that his
departrment had transferred the credit. Finally, when Croft
gave himthe access codes to ook up his private account, and
t he paymaster saw that he hadn't been paid, what did he do?
He said he'd "look into it!"

"Look into it!" Croft nmuttered, nostly to hinself. He
had saved the Alliance fromdestruction countless tines; he
had been the first agent to infiltrate the Happy Wrl ds and
return to tell about it; he had prevented assassinations,
toppl ed governnents, and kept countless billions safe and
secure; and they wouldn't even pay himhis nmeasly salary for
it.

"How can this day get any worse?" Croft grunbl ed.

He was about to find out. There was a hooting al arm
sound, and a speaker blared. "Condition 44! Al agents,
report to the nearest conference roomimediately! On the
doubl e. "

Condi tion 44? What was that? Probably soneone's | aundry
caught fire in the saniray. Croft thunbed his datapad as he
idly wal ked to the conference roomdown the hall. He ignored
t he ot her people rushing around him as he thunbed through his
sel dom used Agency handbook dat abase.

"Condition 42... listening devices on prem ses..
Condition 43... intruder on agency ground... Condition 44...'
Croft al nost dropped the pad. "lnvasion."

The particul ar conference room Croft entered was
packed; on the video nonitor the current Director, old
Stanton hinsel f, was al ready speaking. "-tracking has picked
up a large Insectoid fleet on the outskirts of the August
system Nearly the entire fleet has been anbushed and
destroyed at Vitalics-"

The murmurring in the roomgrew to a nervous buzz,
making it difficult to hear Stanton

"-August is about to be immnently invaded. W nust
assune that our headquarters here is either insecure or won't



be secure for much | onger. W are purgi ng our databases as we
speak; you are all to go to ground and operate in small

conbat cells. Each cell will have one contact with an

adj acent or higher cell. A though you may receive orders from
above, you are to act sem -autonomously in small groups to
harass the enemnmy, as well as gathering intelligence and
conmit acts of espionage and sabotage when you can."

Stanton took a deep breath. "It's not an easy thing to
say that we're about to be conquered. In all our years of
defending the Alliance August has never been conquered. That
bastard pacifist President Marshall led us into this trap. If
by chance he or that traitor Mtterand survived the
rendezvous at Vitalics and they return to August, your to
drop everything and code 9 themon sight." Code 9--that was
one code Croft was quite famliar with.

"I wish you luck. | won't say this occupation will be
easy, but many of you have been in nore difficult situations
bef ore. Make them pay for this occupation. Each time you bl ow
up one of their installations or kill one of those insects
brings us one day closer to the tinme they'll decide it's too
costly to occupy us and deci de to pack up and | eave. Renenber
they can only win if we let them"

"Your cell partners are listed on the boards, which will be
wi ped in 30 mnutes. Good luck." H's inmage faded.

Stunned woul d be an understatenent. "How are we to
survive?" "I'man analyst, not a secret agent!" "They'll pick
us off one by one.” "We're spies, not a fighting force."

A bl aster shot rang out. The babble of voices quieted.
Croft |lowered his snoking blaster as plaster dropped fromthe
ceiling. "That's better,"” said Croft, now that the crowd was
payi ng attention to him

"Now, before you start witing your epitaphs, renenber
it's not over yet. Ganted, things don't | ook good. But we
haven't heard from War Admiral North's fleet. If anyone was
following the mlitary ops report, they'd know that they
weren't at Vitalics. And we haven't heard fromthe
Directorate fleet. They weren't at Vitalics either. If
t hey' ve survived, it's not over."

"And what if they were destroyed as well?" said a voice
fromthe back of the room

"Then we fight to regain our freedom ourselves. That's
what we' ve been doing all our lives, haven't we?" said Croft.
"The only difference is that we've been carrying the fight to
the enemy on other worlds. Now they're carrying the fight to
us. If we show courage, resolve, and less stupidity than they
do, we can get through this. Now go to the supply roons and
strip themof every last bit of field gear. Don't even think
of using any established frequency, any network, any
saf ehouse after today; the Insectoids may already have spies
here who know about them The only conmmunication will be
t hrough the cell network. Stanton's a dumb politica
appoi nt ee who doesn't know a comink froma contag, but he
was right about one thing: they can only win if we let them
Good luck," he said, hefting his blaster as he left the room
and trying to be braver then he sounded.

Wth the orbiting battl estations nothing nore expl odi ng

pi eces scattered across the skyscape, the Insectoid battle
transports nmoved in, flanked by their powerful battleships
and ot her capital ships.



Because every square inch of the central part of the
western continent was studded with buil di ngs and
infrastructure, there were relatively few places that the
I nsectoids could safely |and.

Therefore, it was not entirely unexpected when the
first wave touched down on the tarmac at Sarney Sarittenden
Spaceport ("Triple S" to the locals). The huge | anding craft
opened up their bellies to disgorge their |arge troop
transports and | andi ng vehicles while Insectoid fighters
flying overhead provided cover. |ndividual colums of
Insectoid troopers enmerged, giant seven feet tall creatures
br andi shing wi cked | ooking | aser rifles.

Conmmand General Tenor Markov, commander of League
forces on Sarney, and, by extension, on August, stared out at
the Ianding craft through el ectrobinoculars fromhis vantage
poi nt inside one of the spaceport’'s |ounges. There weren't
many ground troops stationed on August--after all, in the
heart of the League, with its mghty fleet and orbiting
battl estations to protect it, invasion was never thought of
as arealistic possibility.

But the inpossible had suddenly becone reality, and
Mar kov had used the tine afforded himby War Admiral North's
war ni ng to best advant age.

"Ground troops, attack.... now" he said, speaking into
his conml i nk.

Troops sprang out of hiding and opened fire, cutting
down sone of the Insectoid troopers. Their laser fire merely
bounced off the troop transports, and the Insectoids on foot
t ook cover behind themas they slowy rolled forward.

"Gravitators, nove in!" Markov had only a single
pl at oon of gravitator troops under his command, soldiers wth
anti-grav packs who could bounce in and over the scene. 45
troops zoomed into battle fromthe air, picking off Insectoid
troopers hiding behind the ground transports.

"Battl e tanks, engage!"

The snouts of conceal ed battle tanks enmerged from
hangers all around the field. One of themlet go with a burst
of laser fire that turned an Insectoid troop transport into
scrap netal .

H gh in orbit Adm ral Bzt watched the | andings on the
hol oscope.

"W have strong resistance at the Sarney Sarittenden
field and the two mlitary fields here and here," said an
ai de, indicating a point on the hol ograph

"Resi stance? These humans were supposed to be as
passi ve as sheep!" Bzt spat. "Order our fighters to engage
the ground forces. And unleash the beasts."

The circling fighters started to nake dive attacks,
scoring direct hits on the hangers the battletanks were
hi dden in. The battl etanks weren't in direct |line of sight of
the fighters, but the hangers were easy targets. The
I nsect oi ds destroyed one hanger with a series of cluster
bonbs; several others were | asered and expl oded under the
conbi ned attacks, forcing the surviving battletanks out into
t he open, where they were easier targets.

CGeneral Markov had several anti aircraft units set up,
and they downed several Insectoid fighters, until the
I nsectoids focused their fire on them knocking them out.



Markov gritted his teeth as he saw battletank after
battl et ank knocked out; wi thout air support, the situation
was grim

But at least the troops were dug in; the fighters tried
to make strafing runs, but the troops were too well dispersed
in deep, protected trenches around the spaceport.

But then another Insectoid transport |anded, and when
its doors opened, a series of nightnmares froma zoo emnerged.
G ant insects--bees, wasps, nosquitos, and others Markov
couldn't identify, each one as |large as a ground car. They
were all on | eashes held by their Insectoid masters. In the
di stance Markov heard them bark a conmand, then the
I nsectoi ds dropped their |eashes; he heard another barked
conmand, and the giant insects flew forward.

The troops saw t hem com ng, but they cane so rapidly,
there wasn't rmuch they could do about it. Several of the bees
and wasps were shot down, in flight, dripping green fluid as
they hit the ground; but nmany nore reached the trenches where
the troopers were, and the next thing Markov heard were the
screans of his nen over the radio.

"Aaaaah!" one screanmed as a giant stinger was inplanted his
chest, killing him Another tried to resist a giant nosquito
wi th his hands, but was pinned down as the nonster stuck a
giant tube in his neck and rapidly drained his blood. A giant
warrior ant snapped the neck of another trooper

Mar kov saw his troops couldn't last |ong going hand to
hand. "Recall! This is the recall order. Retreat, ful
retreat! Gravitator platoon, cover the troops in the
trenches!”

A few of the gravitator troop, who had taken the fewest

casual ties, swooped down from above and raked the gi ant
insects with blaster fire, buying the surviving ground troops
time to disengage. Sonme of the giant insects took flight to
chase the gravitator troops, forcing a nunber of themto pul
back.

The image of the fleeing troops could be clearly seen
on the Insectoid hol oscope. "The |anding area has been
secured,' said the aide

"Excellent," said Admral Bzt. "Conmence the |anding of
the assimlators. Begin the processing of the human ani nal s
i medi ately."

Large, oval shaped vehicles runbled down the streets
and causeways of August, flanked by Insectoid troopers.
Screaming civilians ran in opposite directions, but were mnet
on other streets by nore of the oval shaped vehicles The
shadows of Insectoid fighters and attack ships buzzed
over head.

Sandra Layata, an unenpl oyed pl easure seeker, |ike npst
of the popul ation of August, screaned as she saw an | nsectoid
vehi cl e approaching. She tried to duck down a sidestreet,
only to be stopped by a | arge, |oom ng shadow above her. She
heard a | oud, buzzing sound and saw gi ant fl appi ng w ngs
supporting a yellow and gold body. G ant nultipl exed eyes
stared down at her as the nonster descended.

Runni ng back out of the alley, Sandra ran right into
the laser rifles of the Insectoid troopers.

"This way, this way," they said through their



translation devices. In reality they were maki ng "buzz buzz"
sounds, but the gl ow ng device around their necks spoke in a
dul | feral e tone.

Layata and a line of frightened civilians were herded
up a ranp into the belly of one of the oval shaped vehicles.
Then the processi ng began.

They were herded into narrow corridors on the vehicle.
The humans were warned to close their eyes just seconds
before a spray of an unidentified liquid that snelled Iike
pungent | enon cane out fromwalls on their left and right.
When the spray stopped Layata opened her eyes to see how
drenched her clothes had gotten and was surprised to find her
clothes in pieces. A water hose sprayed down on her fromthe
ceiling and the remaining bits of her clothes fell into a
vent or drain on the floor.

Then the exani nati on began. She was grabbed by the
throat and strapped to a sem -horizontal table while she was
poked and prodded with alien instrunents. Something stabbed
her arm and she felt bl ood being withdrawn. She tried to
scream but a living hose snaked into her nouth and she felt
something sliny feeling around her throat. She felt small,
snakey things entering other parts of her body and tried to
scream again, but it was cut off before it began, as the hose
in her mouth stiffened. Even her eyes weren't left alone as a
smal | screen descended to her bound head, show ng different
twi nkling i mges. A nonitor watched her eye novenents as the
i mges on the screen noved around. A sensor attached to her
head nonitored brai nwaves while pictures of famliar objects-
-ground cars, buildings, ships, shoes--flashed across the
screen.

Then all the hoses withdrew and the screen cleared away from
Layata's face, and the living nachi nes around her clicked as
t hey eval uated her. She had this opportunity to turn her head
left and right to see two other people bound to tables just

i ke she was. The one on her left was an old man, and the one
on her right was a young, strapping youth, both as nude as
she was. Layata didn't have tinme to feel nodest about her

nudi ty because she was still in shock.

Suddenly she heard a voice fromthe table on her right.
"Desi gnation: harvester |abor." A device came out of a wall
and seal ed a green collar around the young man's throat. He
screamed in pain as it was sealed. But Layata's attention was
di stracted by the nman on the table to her right.

"Desi gnation: Usel ess. Recycle." The arns descended
fromthe ceiling, and swish! swi sh! Swish! the old man was
instantly di snenbered, the table titled so his parts rolled
into a bin.

Layata screamed, so she alnost didn't hear the voice
when it spoke from her table. "Designation: Genetic
experimentation.”

A collar was w apped around her neck; it burned as it
was seal ed, but Layata was already scream ng at that point.

When the processed humans energed fromthe other end of
the vehicle they were clad in tight green |eafy clothing.
Most bore the green collars of agricultural workers or the
blue collars of factory workers. Sandra Layata, however, was
wearing a purple collar, and was hustled off the vehicle by
two I nsectoid guards, who took her to a waiting shuttle.

Chapter 4: Enter the Silencer



Fromthe Log of War Admiral Norman North,
Commander, Conbined Alliance Fleet:

We're nearly four days out of Jarja and the shock stil

hasn't worn off. W had a conbined fleet service yesterday,
for everyone lost at Vitalics, for the League sailors who
died at Hunt's noon, and for the Directorate sailors who were
| ost at June and Jarja. But it hasn't quite sunk in
enotionally that all our friends who we've served with for
years are gone. W know it, intellectually, but since we
didn't see nost of themdie at Vitalics, | think everyone is
hol di ng out hope that sonehow, sonme of them survived. To
think that men | served with for decades, even centuries, are
just gone, dead, is too difficult to deal with.

The bridge goes silent whenever we receive a
transm ssion. W keep hoping we'll hear from other surviving
war shi ps. But of course we never do; even if one or two
war ships did survive, they would be nmuch wi ser to maintain
radi o silence; that would prolong, at least for a time, their
survival in now occupi ed League and Directorate space.

W are getting transm ssions, but they are disturbing
ones. W're getting i mages of planets being conquered, of
gi ant ships setting down in our cities, chasing civilians
down, herding others to whatever the Insectoids have in store
for them

At that point the transm ssion froma planet under
attack is usually shut down as the Insectoids take control of
the transmission facilities. But then the Insectoids start
transmitting again, and they show di sturbing pictures.

Humans in collars, whipped and beaten by the
I nsectoids, forced to provide slave | abor. One particul ar
scene burned into ny nenory.

A young worman, digging with a netal instrument in the
ground. Sonething she did upset the Insectoid overseer. Maybe
she wasn't working fast enough. O maybe she was doi ng
not hi ng wong at all

The I nsectoid stood over her, its arns tw tching, and
it gargled for a second, as if bringing up something through
it throat. Then it vomted, spitting a pink liquid onto the
worman. She shrieked, fell to the ground, and started to
trenble with fear. Cbviously, the Iiquid was having sonme kind
of effect on her neurol ogi cal system A man, seeing what was
done to her, rushed up to the Insectoid, yelling, "Wat are
you doing to her?"

The Insectoid just cackled, and lifted the man in its
many arnms, and then the arns noved swiftly, and the man was
decapitated--his arms, |egs, and head.

Har dened bridge officers wept when they saw this
broadcast; and fromthen on | ordered the commofficer to
screen what was being rel ayed over the general comm

Why are they broadcasting such atrocities? Don't they
realize that they will just make us fight harder? Perhaps
they intend for it to be denoralizing. Wich brings us to
anot her probl em

Many of us, in fact nearly all of us still have
relati ves on our hone worlds. Thank goodness we haven't seen
any of themin these broadcasts. But we know that they have
al nost certainly been drafted into forced | abor, or worse.
What of our famlies? WIl we ever hear fromthem agai n? Are



they still alive? And do they even know that we are stil
al i ve? Probably not.

It was with these bl ack thoughts that | listened to
Conmander Wen give our status report. Seventeen Directorate
ships were lost in a matter of minutes at Jarja. That neans
34 of their ships, and 35 of ours. 69 ships left to face the
massi ve onsl aught of the Insectoid fleet.

W have enough fuel, ammunition, and supplies to reach
Orotis, our outernost shipyard on the far edge of League
space. | expect that the Insectoids nay anticipate our nove
and send forces to neet us there; but |I'mganbling we can get
there first and resupply as best we can.

What we can do fromthere is unclear. One option is to
start hit and run raids, splitting into small groups of ships
and | aunching guerrilla warfare attacks against the
Insectoids. But guerrilla warfare only works when you have a
ot of guerrillas, and a |lot of places to hide. There are
only so many habitable worlds in the Alliance, and we only
have 69 ships. It's ny feeling that sooner or |ater massive
Insectoid fleets woul d hunt us down and destroy us. W m ght
do some damage in the short run, but eventually they would
destroy us.

If hit and run isn't an option, then what is? I'ma

soldier, trained in conventional naval conbat. | was trained
to fight fleets against fleets. But a fleet of 69 ships can't
defeat a fleet of hundreds of |Insectoid ships... unless we

have an advantage. That's part of the reason we're headi ng
for Ootis; that nmay be the first step in finding oursel ves
an advantage we can use agai nst the |nsectoids.

Just a little under three nore weeks to Orotis.
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"Admiral Bzt reports the |andings on August are proceedi ng
apace," said Queen Zsst. "And we have reports of only
scattered resistance to our |andings on other planets. W are
begi nning to set up reproduction farnms and hive factories on
all of them"

"You are on schedul e," said Baracki approvingly from
under his hood. "But what about Grafton?"

"Qur assault on Grafton Il is to start within the
hour," said Zsst. "I have assigned our very best battle
troops there. | know how i nmportant that planet is, and how
difficult the resistance will be."

But if the Queen really knew how difficult the
resi stance would be on Grafton I, she would have at | east
quadrupl ed the size of her invasion force, and even that
woul d' ve been no guarantee of success.

Grafton Il occupied no strategic location in space; it
had no inportant military bases; it had no vital mnerals; it
wasn't even a formal menber of the Directorate or the League.
What it did have was very, very good gunfighters.

After hundreds of years scientists still hadn't quite
anal yzed what it was, but SOVETHI NG on G afton speeded up the
refl exes, making its inhabitants extraordinarily quick. This
made nmanual tasks and skills requiring dexterity much easier
to accomplish; forenost anong those, however, was
gunfi ghting.

Grafton produced the nost sought after sol diers,



bodyguards, and killers in the galaxy. They sinply could
operate much nore qui ckly than anyone el se.

For hundreds of years scientists tried to deternine
just what it was that speeded up the reflexes. It seens that
anyone who spent a few years on G afton gained increased
dexterity. But once a Gaftonite left the planet, his
refl exes started to dull; if he had only been on G afton for
a few years, he would lose his abilities in nmonths; if he had
been there for decades, he would lose his abilities gradually
over several years.

That's why Graftonites were so reluctant to | eave hone
and when they did so it was for short periods, when they were
hi ghly conpensated for it. Scientists tried to figure out
what speeded up their resources--they tried eating |arge
amounts of Grafton food of f-planet, but that didn't work;
they tried drinking | arge amounts of Grafton rainwater, but
that didn't work; they tried breathing | arge anounts of
Grafton air, but that didn't work. If it was sonmething in the
food, or the water, or the air, sonehow taking it off-planet
nullified its effects.

The effects of Gafton on its population didn't go
unnoticed to the Insectoids. They were confident that in tine
they could isol ate whatever was speeding up refl exes and
instill this ability into all their Insectoid troopers; but
for now they wanted to conquer the planet and set up breeding
farms so at | east new generations of |Insectoid troopers breed
locally would have this ability.

That nmeant that Grafton had to be conquered, not
destroyed. Wthout a space force of its own it would be easy
enough to bonbard the planet fromorbit, but because the
popul ati on was di spersed (besides the capital and two other
smal ler cities, nost of the popul ation was spread out over
the countryside), this would have to be done the hard way, by
ground assaul t.

That's why Queen Zsst had allocated 4 brigades of her
nost fearsome Insectoid troopers, conplete with two conpani es
of giant insect beasts, to take the major popul ati on areas.
Zsst expected sone resistance at first, but once they had
driven the humans out of the major popul ation areas, she
suspected the humans woul d be content to be left alone in the
countrysi de. For now, Zsst didn't need the whole planet;
hunti ng every human down over the sparsely popul ated surface
area of the planet would be inpractical; for now all she
needed was just a | arge enough area for the breeding farns.
Later, when they had enough of the new enhanced warriors,
they could be sent on training nmissions to hunt and destroy
t he remai ni ng humans.

Zsst gave the orders for the Iandings to begin...

"For the last time, I"'mnot interested,” said the nman
in blue in a dull tone.

He had a nane, once; actually, he had several nanes.
But the one that stuck with himover tinme was related to his
pr of essi on.

He was one of the best gunfighters, even on Gafton Il
And his nane was the Silencer

"But the Insectoids are attacking the League!" said his
chief of staff.

"Are they attacking this house?"

"Not yet..."



"Are they on the grounds?"

"Well, no..."

"Has anyone offered to pay me to fight the buggers?"

“"No..."

"Then let' meat cake."

After several hundred years of fighting, and killing,
the Silencer was weary of it all. He turned his chair around

to face the wi ndow They had just finished decorating the
house, and Annie had finally gotten the | andscapi ng done
exactly the way she liked it--with short, green bushes,
alternating line by line with exotic, multi-colored fl owers.

"But they're attacking Grafton!"

"As long as they don't enter ny estate, they' re wel cone
to the rest of the planet,"” said the Silencer generously.

"But how will your wife get thru the bl ockade--"

"Anni e's not back for three days. | expect things wll
be sorted out by then, one way or another," said the
Silencer. If he had to, he'd go up in his ship and neet her
transport hinsel f.

Annie was his wife. For several hundred years he
t hought he'd never find a wonan who'd make him feel anything
other than the utter cal mess he always carried with him But
then he met Annie, Annie Gakley. Not the name she was born
wi th, of course, any nore than his was the Silencer. But
that's who she was now, one of the fastest femal e gunfighters
in the Aliance.

"Sirl' said a servant. "lI'mgetting a faint
transm ssion fromyour wife over the central conmunit.

Pl ease hurry!™"

The Sil encer suddenly cane alive, |eaping over his desk
and pressing the enable button on the conmunit.

"John?" canme her voice in a very staticy picture.
"We're under attack. | don't know how | ong we have-"

"Annie!" The Silencer yelled, raising his voice.

The transm ssion broke up

"Annie!" The Sil encer screamed again, smashing his hand
agai nst the wall near the console, creating a fist sized
dent.

H s chief of staff bent down to pick up some plaster
fromthe rug. When he stood up he started to say, "Sir, wll
you be needing your ship-", but he was speaking to enpty air.

The Silencer didn't think anything of the naval
bl ockade the Insectoids had established around G afton--a
bunch of capital ships and four squadrons of fighters. He
didn't even bother to fire back when his fighter came under
attack. But he was a G aftonite, and he adjusted his course
and speed al nost before the laser bolts hit; and not one of
them came within 200 feet of his tiny, darting ship.

Wthin monents he had passed the command ship on the
perimeter and was gone.

Two and a half days of steady flying got himto the
poi nt where he cal cul ated the convoy, four cargo ships and
t he passenger transport, were flying. He had no trouble
findi ng the coordi nates.

But when he got there all he saw was a field of debris.

Admiral Tstss stood on the bridge of her command ship.
"Qpposi tion?" she inquired.
"No ships, no orbiting stations. Only one fighter



el uded our bl ockade."

That sounded like a fine record of interdiction. "How
many tried to breach the bl ockade?"

"...only one, sir."

Admiral Tstss's alien features | ooked surprise.

Normal Iy, the human animals tried to fl ee when they coul d.
Per haps the Graftonites had no ships to evacuate wth.

"Very well. Land the first brigade."

Troop transports peeled off fromthe Insectoid fleet
and orbit and slowy entered G afton's atnmosphere, escorted
by a ring of Insectoid fighters.

What they didn't count on was the G aftonite mddle
guar d.

Most planets that had defenses usually had orbiting
battl estations, orbital fighters, ground to orbit artillery,
or a conbination of the three. The Graftonites, know ng that
on their own with their linmted resources they could never
bui |l d defenses strong enough to prevent their planet from
bei ng attacked, didn't bother with any of these.

I nstead, what they did was build cheap, atnospheric
fighters by the hundreds. Since these fighters didn't have to
be spaceworthy, they were nuch nore inexpensive to construct
than conventional fighters. But in armanent and
maneuverability they were just as inpressive as regular
spacefaring fighters--in fact, nore so, since their pilots
were all Gaftonites, with superior reflexes.

The first attack force | ost three ships before they
realized what hit them Two hundred fighters lifted off from
the surface in unison and swanped t he descendi ng transports
and Insectoid fighters. The Insectoid escorts tried to fire
back, but they were quickly destroyed.

"What ? Totally destroyed! How?" Adm ral Tstss denanded
to know.

"Fighters, fromthe surface."

"Target the airfields they | aunched from™"

There was a nonent while the scanners were in play.
"Sir, as far as we can tell, there were no fields they were
l aunched from These are vertical |lift fighters that are
scattered all over the countryside. They could lift from
anywhere--a field, a barn, a road--anywhere. And when they're
grounded they probably keep them under canoufl age!"”

Admiral Tstss twitched. "Signal the entire fleet. W're
going in again."

"Admiral, we only have two squadrons of fighters left to
defend the remaining transports. Are you sure?"

"Al'l capital ships are going in-atnosphere to cover the
remai ni ng transports on the way down," Tstss ordered. "What
can 100 of those little fighters do to us?"

Al 27 ships in Admral Tstss's task force started to descend
into the planet's atnosphere. There were ten heavy transports
filled with several brigades of troops, and 17 capital ships,
ranging fromthree destroyers to two battl eshi ps, one of the
Tstss's flagship.

The ships slowy entered the atnosphere. As they entered the
m ddl e | ayers, the sensor being called out, "Attackers, on
their way!"

"How many?"

There were a pause. "1000... 1,500... 1,800... over 2,000!"
"Activate anti-fighter lasers!" Tstss ordered.

The G aftonite fighters swarned over the descending fleet.



The battl eshi ps and heavy cruisers tried to use their bulk to
defend the transports, but the fighters darted through the
smal | est spaces between ships to hit the troop transports,
using not just lasers but mssiles and heavy rockets.

Tstss's |l aser batteries scored several hits, but nost of the
fighters were too fast and too elusive to be hit by capita
ship laser fire

One by one the transports were hit and caught fire. Damage to
the capital ships was mnimal; Tstss's battleship was too
heavily arnored and shielded to be damaged by | aser fire, or
even small missile inpacts; but sone of the snaller ships
didn't fare as well--one of the frigates blew up, scattering
pi eces that hit the other ship. A destroyer lost it's drive
and went crashing into the planet.

When they had gotten halfway to the surface Tstss realized it
was hopel ess. They had al ready | ost seven transports and
there was no way the remaining three would survive.

"Retreat to orbit!" she ordered

The remaining three transports were destroyed | ong before
they reached orbit, and then the fighters turned on Tstss's
battl eship, scoring hits and m nor breaches. By the tinme they
reached orbit all the smaller ships--destroyers, frigates,
and troop transports--were gone. 25,000 fighting being had
been destroyed, and the eneny had taken al nost no casualties.
"Informthe fleet of our situation and signal for

rei nforcements,” said Tstss. At a mininmum of course, he
woul d be relieved of command; probably her wi ngs would be

pl ucked and her woul d be beheaded in disgrace as well. Tstss
sat back linply in her command chair to await her fate.

Admiral Tstss's fate was decided a | ot nore quickly than she
t hought. She had expected reinforcenments, and her
repl acenent, to arrive in a week; but it was only a little
over two days before her command ended.
"Hurmman fi ghter approaching, from outside our perineter."
What did it matter? Tstss's command was over. Let the fighter
go where it wanted. Tstss didn't have any fighters left to
intercept it anyway.
"Adm ral ?"
"Let it go," she said wearily.
"But Admiral, it's headed straight for us!"
"What ?" Tstss sat up in her chair for the first tine in two
days. The fighter was indeed heading straight for her
conmmand ship. Was it attenpting a suicide run? A fighter that
smal | ?
"Activate | aser guns," said Tstss.

Shots fromthe | asers never cane near the bobbing and
weavi ng ship, even as it got closer to his command ship. It
| ooked like it was about to ram and then... it disappeared
of f the screens altogether

"Where did it go?" Tstss asked. Even if a ship that
smal | had ranmmed them they should have felt sonething.

"Sir... It's in our landing bay!"

What? "It crashed in the | anding bay?" Was it a suicide
attacker? If so, why hadn't they felt the inpact?

"Sir, it landed in the landing bay!"

They were bei ng boarded? By a one-man ship? "Security
to the I andi ng bay!"

Tstss waited inpatiently while several mnutes went by.
"Vl | 2"



"Security isn't reporting in fromthe |anding bay,"
said her aide. "In fact, | can't get anybody to report from
t he | andi ng bay."

"Cet me a vid of the |anding bay."

Tstss stared at the image of the single seat fighters.
The cockpit was open, and the fighter was enpty. What about
his security beings? He panned down, and saw the bodies. Mre
than 10 of them

"Security alert! W have intruders aboard!" said Tstss.
"How many humans can that ship hol d?"

"I think... only one, sir.". Then, "Sir, we have
reports of gunfire in Section 4!"

"Send nore security!™”

"Now we're getting reports of gunfire on Section 3!'"

Tstss turned on that section's nonitor. He saw one nan
in blue, calmy blasting away. His troopers fired at the man,
but he al ways seened to dodge out of the way. His shots, by
contrast, never nmissed. Who was this nan? What did he want?
Then Tstss realized where he was going. To the bridge. Here.

Tstss turned to the two burly bridge guards. "Burn
anyt hi ng that comes through that door!" The guards turned
their rifles on the doors.

They didn't have to wait |ong. The door opened, a
bl aster hand darted in, the doorway was raked with fire, and
just as suddenly the bl aster hand was gone.

Then, in a nove al nbst too quick to see, soneone rolled
into the roomas quick as a flash. The figure flashed its gun
once, tw ce, and both guards fell; then the gun flashed
several nore tinmes, and everything in the roomwas still.

Tstss | ooked around. Everyone in the room was dead now
except her, and the intruder in blue.

"You the guy in charge?" the nan asked casually.

"Who are you?" Tstss asked, the translator around his
neck interpreting for her.

"You the bug in charge?" the nan asked.

"I am Admiral Tstss," Tstss said. No reason not to
admt it anynore.

"Who is your immediate superior, and where can | find
hi nP"

Tstss remi ned silent.

The Sil encer burned a hole through one of Tstss's
wal ki ng | egs. She hollered in pain.

"Who is your immediate superior, and where can | find
it?"

Admiral Tstss's leg started to |leak green fluid. She
started to feel faint, but, fearing even nore pain, she said,
"Admiral Bzt..."

"Where can | find her?"

"August..." Tstss |ooked up at the Silencer. "Wy are
you doing this...?"

"You killed ny wife," said the Silencer. And in the
second it took for himto raise his laser and pull the
trigger, Tstss wondered, since her force had inflicted
virtually no casualties on Gafton, what this human was
tal ki ng about. ..

Chapter 5: An Interrupted Lunch on August

Despite the enornmity of the League's defeat at Vitalics, a



very small number of ships had managed to escape, and of
those few, one or two actually managed to make their way back
into the heart of League space (which quickly was beconing
occupied territory). One of those few was the battl ecruiser
Argon, under the conmand of Captain Hu. For several days they
had been evading I nsectoid patrols, making their way deeper
and deeper into League space. But wherever they went it
seemed that the Insectoids weren't far behind.

Hu was | ooking for an even match, where his ship could
take on one or perhaps two snaller Insectoid ships. But npst
of the Insectoid ships they had encountered on extrene
scanner range were |arge groups that the Argon woul d have no
chance against. But then, after a few days of abortive
engagenents, a single blip showed up on the scanners; it
seened the Argon was finally going to get its chance.

"Contact!' said the scanner officer. "One ship, small
contact, destroyer sized."

"Close for battle, maxi num speed!" At this point Hu,
throwing caution to the wind, alnost didn't care if it were a
trap. They had been running for several days now and the
wei ght of their disgrace at Vitalics hung heavy on his
shoul ders.

"Scanning...." Then, alnost incredulously. "It's one of
ours, sir. A fast attack destroyer!"”
"Hail them™"

In seconds a friendly face appeared on the screen

"Captain Presta, of the Swordflash,"” said their
captain. It turned out that the Swordflash had been one of
t he handful of ships assigned to barrier patrol along the rim
of League space. When they had heard the news of what
happened at Vitalitcs they rushed back to August to find it
al ready occupied by a large Insectoid fleet. The Swordfl ash
had barely escaped unscat hed. Now t hey were roam ng around,
| ooking for snaller opportunities for attack nmuch like the
Argon was.

"We're happy to see a friendly face," said Presta. "W
didn't know anyone survived Vitalics. Wre there any other
ships...?"

Hu shook his head. "A few nmanaged to escape, but nost
were hunted down. | think we should use this opportunity to
join forces," he said, quickly changing the subject.

Hu agreed, and they quickly conferenced to settle on
their first target.

While they were planning on their first target, the
subship Nautilus was making its first strike.

"Steady... steady..." said Captain Hollister. "Range?"

"Five mles, and closing," said navigation

The Nautilus was closing on two |Insectoid transport
shi ps escorted by a destroyer. The Nautilus was bearing down
on the destroyer first, since it would be the main threat.

"Two miles, and closing.”

"Cut velocity by 50%"

"One mle, and closing... One half mle... one quarter
mle...."

"Prepare to surface... now"

"Surface, surface!" cried the XO as a klaxon sounded. An
out si de observer woul d' ve seen a shimering effect as

the ship slowy surfaced into the visible spectrum a few
hundred feet behind the destroyer



Al arms yamrered on the Insectoid ship as the Nautilus was

pi cked up on their scanners. Insectoids scranbled to their
battl e stations-

"Firel"

Two energy torpedoes hit the destroyer am d ships at point
bl ank range. The Insectoids hadn't even had the chance to
raise their shields. The well placed shots detonated the
ship's energy core, and in seconds the ship exploded into a
fireball.

"Enmergency power! Hard astern!" cried Hollister, gripping a
railing as the ship desperately turned about to avoid the

m ni ature supernova in front of them The screens flared
bright, white light for a nonment, and there was a shudder as
t he shockwave hit, and then all was quiet.

"Damage report!"

" smal |l hull rupture on deck 2, nmust be a piece of
debris," said the XO "The cloak is tenporarily offline.

Now t hat the warship was destroyed, that wasn't so crucial
Probably sone of the exterior |lining used by the cl oak had
been damaged. Well, that could be replaced. Hollister

bl i nking away the rapidly dimnishing white circles in front
of his eyes fromthe expl osion, stared at the two unarnmed
nmerchant ships slowy trying to get away. The rest would be a
noppi hg up operation

The corporal eyed the target in the rangefinder. It was an
admi ni strative building on the edge of the August spaceport.
The I nsectoids had converted it into a barracks for one of

their warrior platoons. The corporal, lying on his belly in a
now deserted building across the street, grunbled, "I don't
get it."

The sergeant, lying next to him said, "Don't ask ne."
"We're invaded and there are swarnms of these things com ng
down all over the place," said the corporal. "And what does
the general tell us to do. Attack an arsenal ? Commit acts of
sabot age? Ambush a convoy?"

"No," the corporal continued. "W're to attack a
barracks unit. Around lunchtine. Their lunchtine. We're to
get the body of an Insectoid who's just started to eat |unch
And we're also to capture the rest of his uneaten lunch. |
mean, what sort of crazyness is that? No wonder we got
i nvaded. "

"I'f you think that's crazy, what did you think of that weird
| ooki ng guy standing next to the General during the
briefing?" said the Sergeant.

"You mean, the guy wearing the hood, nask, and |ong cape?
Very inconspicuous," said the corporal. "Mist be sonme sort of
hi gher-up in the resistance who needs to keep his identity a
secret."

"Either that, or a nut," opined the Sergeant. He saw a fl ash
to his right. "That's the signal. Let's do it."

Ceneral Markov's troops assaulted the edge of the spaceport
fromthree sides. Most of the Insectoid troops had di spersed
t hroughout the city, |eaving only a conmpany on defensive
duty. And half of those were eating |unch now.

Two of Markov's conpani es pi nned down the defenders while the
third noving, penetrating the barracks and shooting their way
in. The corporal reached the entrance to the barracks and
ducked his head through the door. A split second after he
pul | ed his head back, a barrage of laser fire blasted where



his head had been

"Lunchtime, eh?" said the corporal. "I hope they like their
eggs scranbl ed," he added, as he tossed a grenade in and hit
t he ground.

After the resulting explosion, and a monment of silence, the
corporal and his squad darted into the barracks, one by one.
I nsect bodi es o0o0zing green bl ood could be found everywhere.
"Let's take that one, it's bound to be lighter," said the
corporal, pointing to an Insectoid corpse on the ground that
was mssing its |ower half.

"They want an intact corpse, one that was clearly eating,"
said the sergeant. He pointed to another that |ay spraw ed
over its food. "Take that one, |ads!"

It took four of themjust to carry it out of the barracks.
The Insectoids were really heavy. As his nen carried the body
out, the sergeant scooped up the contents of a neal tray and
put it in a plastic bag he had brought with him Then he
followed his nmen out, all the while ducking the fierce |aser
crossfire.

A few mnutes later the attackers faded away. The
Insectoid officer was a little surprised that they hadn't
tried to penetrate nore deeply into the spaceport--none of
their ships or cargos were harnmed. It concluded, incorrectly,
that the attack had been repul sed successfully.

They were met at the rendezvous point by a strange
| ooki ng fell ow whose features were hidden by a mask, a cape,
and a hood. He supervised the body being | oaded onto a
gravlifter and took the lunch bag fromthe sergeant. "Good,
is very good," he said. Then, before he left, he handed a bag
to the sergeant. "For your nmen." And then he was gone.

The sergeant slowy opened up the bag, not know ng what
to expect. Inside the irresistible aroma of soft, crispy
rolls struck himlike a brick. The taste, if possible, was
even nore delicious; each soldier got half a roll, w shing
for nore; when the |ieutenant heard about it, he pulled rank
to get sone too

As they were eating, they noticed a shuttle taking off
froman adjacent building. It hugged the building tops as it
sped off, trying to stay bel ow eneny sensors. "I don't know
who that guy was," said the sergeant. "But he sure was one
good cook!"
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The Insectoids roanmed the cities in brigades, and as they
covered nmore ground the brigades broke up into battalions,
the battalions into conpanies, the conpanies into platoons,
and finally the platoons into squads.

One el enent of one such squad happened to wander into
the quarters of one of August's few extraterrestrials,

Pr of essor Capybar a.

He wasn't a professor, and he wasn't a capybara, but
that's what everyone called him partially because he | ooked
al nrost exactly |ike a capybara--beige, strawike fur, four
l egs with webbed toes, and the flat, wi de snout of a rea
capybara--and partially because he wore what |ooked |ike
spectacles (but weren't) on the end of his snout.

What ever the reality of it, he didn't mnd being called
that, and no one really seenmed to know what his or his race's



real name was, so everyone called himProfessor Capybara. He
was one of the very first non-humanoid |ifeforns encountered
in the gal axy, and, fortunately, he had turned out to be a
friendly one. Vague on his origins and the |location of his
race, it was unclear if he was one of a kind, or part of a
race of billions.

But to nost high officials he granted an audi ence to,
he was sinply Professor Capybara, speaking in a | ow,
reassuring voice, nmaking little "tweatle tweatle" sounds as
he tal ked.

An Insectoid trooper entered the passageway into
Prof essor Capybara's study, where the good Professor was
curled up with a good data pad on his couch. A small pile of
peanuts lay by him As the Insectoid watched the Professor
absent mi ndedly put one in his nouth, nmaking | oud rmunch-nmuch
sounds as his jaws noved horizontally.

The I nsectoid paused for a nonment, as if trying to
di gest what it saw there. Then it nade a | oud buzzi ng noi se,
t he equi val ent of, "Hey, conme here!" to its mates.

Two ot her Insectoid troopers, rifles on guard, quickly
joined in. The Professor, as if not hearing, didn't even
bother to | ook up, but continued chewing. He |iked peanuts
that had been exposed to open air for a nunmber of days; they
were softer, chew er, tastier too.

"You!" barked the first Insectoid, speaking through its
transl ator now

Pr of essor Capybara | ooked up, |ooking m | d-mannered
t hrough his spectacles that weren't really spectacles.

"What are one of you doing here?" said the Insectoid,
as if a capybara wearing spectacles was the last thing it
expected to find in a living roomon August.

"Reading [tweatle]," said the Professor

The Insectoids their rifles. "I will get a great reward
for your capture," said the first Insectoid. Reward indeed!
It might even get an award fromthe governor-general herself,
or, perhaps, even pernission to breed.

Prof essor Capybara sighed, putting down his datapad, as
t he troopers approached.

A series of inhuman screans could be heard coming from
the room Then, just as suddenly, they cut off. The rest of
the Insectoid squad, patrolling nearby, rushed into the
st udy.

Three Insectoid bodies were splattered against the
wal I s of the study, crushed so severly that gallons of green
bl ood oozed out fromthem dripping on the finely tailored
car pet .

O the Capybara, there was no sign.

Chapter 6: The Log of the Subship Nautilus

Captain's Log, 57 days after |-Day
LW5 Nauti | us
Captai n Robert Hollister, Commandi ng.

W' ve been on our own for nearly two months now. After
hulling those two Insectoid cargo vessels, we EVA ed a team
to |l ook over the damage we took fromthe expl osion of the

I nsectoid warship. W repaired the sensor webbing over the
hul | and qui ckly nmade repairs. The cl oaked seened to work



fine after that--we say "seened to" because we no way of
knowi ng for sure whether and how well its working. But our
hull is very sensitive to damage--any danage to the hul
necessarily damages the cl oak, since the cloak requires an
i ntact sensor web around the ship in order to operate
effectively.

The first engagenent taught us a nunmber of tricks and
tactics, forenost of which was not to get closer than a half
mle to our target--too close, and the sub gets damaged by
the resulting explosion. W don't much have shielding to
protect us like a regular warship. Since then we've made two
nore attacks that have been very successful. First we took
out a lone supply ship enroute to the Wienfor system then
several days later, we took out another escort ship and two
medi um si zed transports.

Crew nmoral e i s good, under the circunmstances, but no
one can forget that we're locked in this nmetal alloy crypt
for the indefinite future. By its very nature the Nautilus is
crowded; nost of the space on the ship is taken up by the
prototype generator. Qur shields are practically non-
exi stent, and our sol e weaponry consists of a "dual" torpedo
| auncher; capabl e of |aunching both guided nissiles, and
energy torpedoes. W have only eight of the former, and
they're inval uable; unlike energy torpedoes, which have to be
fired in direct line to an unnmoving target, guided missiles
can follow and track

The crew is holding up well, but there is sinply no
personal space on board this ship; we have to rotate and
share bunks, and in fact we had to lay out sone air
mattresses on the floor of the torpedo room The prototype is
rated for a crew of 72; we left spacedock with a crew of 64,
but it's still crowded. Even eating nust be done in shifts,
as our tiny ness hall can only hold 15 (crowded) or 20 (very
crowded) at a tine.

And that gets to one of our problenms: food. The
Nautilus is certainly not |arge enough to have hydroponic
farms, though we do have a standard oxygen regenerator; that
means that we mnmust put down periodically for food, and,
eventual ly, fuel. As nearly the entire Alliance has been
occupi ed, getting resupply is hazardous, at best. Wth our
food stores already down 25% |'ve set a course for one of
our renote resupply stations on Karis; perhaps the |Insectoids
haven't reached there yet.
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"There it is, sir," said the scanner officer
magni fyi ng the inage on the viewscreen

"Lifesigns?"

"None. "

As it should be. The satellite was fully automated, in
orbit around a lifeless rock. But it had defense systens of
its own, defense systenms that could only be deactivated if
t he proper code was transmtted. As of yet, however,
Hol I i ster wasn't quite ready to transmt the code. Not yet.

"The pl anet ?"

"No signs of life."

Hol | i ster nodded.

"We're in effective weapons range of the station,”



announced t he XO

"Status?"

"No change."

Good. That neant the cloak was functioning normally.
"Transmit the signal," said Hollister

The Nautilus transmtted the proper |IFF code. The
station sent an inmedi ate response, and powered down its
def ensi ve systens.

"Shall we surface, sir?"

Hol | i ster paused. Wen they surfaced, they woul d becone
vul nerable. But if there were a trap here, he couldn't see
what it was. He nodded fractionally.

"Al hands, surface! Surface, surface, surface!" A
kl axon sounded, the lighting brightened and there was a small
shudder as the cloaking field disengaged and the Nautil us
reemerged into the visible spectrum

"Maneuver us into docking-"

At that nmonment there was notion on the viewscreen. A
ship, coming up fromthe planet's surface.

"An Insectoid ship!" cried the con officer, checking
t he readi ngs.

"C ass?"

Con checked the readings. "Heavy cruiser... no, a
battl ecruiser!”

"Dive!" cried Hollister imediately.

"Dive, dive dive dive!" cried the XO There was a pause
that seermed to last for an eternity. And then, the lights
di nmed, and the proper indicators gl owed green

"Course reset, 114 mark two, full power!"™ Hollister
snapped. He didn't want to be anywhere near their | ast
vi si bl e position when that heavy cruiser reached orbit.

I ndeed, the cruiser was streaking directly towards their
former position, but as it got closer it slowed, then
st opped.

"Probably not sure what to do," the XO chuckl ed.

The heavy cruiser released a barrage of sudden weapon's
fire, surging first in one direction, then another

"They're firing blind," said the XO An energy bolt
streaked not far fromthem parallel to the stern. "Sir,
shal |l we set course?"

"No," said Hollister.

"No?" said the XO "Sir, if you're thinking of taking
that on..."

"W can't let it go. If we do, we won't have the
advant age of surprise anynore,"” said Hollister. "Ri ght now
they don't even know that we, this ship, this technol ogy,
even exists. But that ship saw us subnerge out of the visible
spectrum Once they report back to their home base, they'l
start an intensive search for us."

"But they're bound to find out about us sooner or
later," said the XO

"Better later, than sooner,” said Hollister. "Con, do a
passi ve scan of that ship. Look for weak spots.™

"Aye sir."

"Sir, we've taken out destroyers and |ight escorts
only," said the XO. "Ships that can be taken out in one shot.
If we strike that battlecruiser and don't take it out in the
first shot, we've had it."

"Perhaps," said Hollister, eyeing the battlecruiser. It
had stopped firing now, and was noving in slowy expandi ng



circles relative to its present position--a standard search
pattern. But they would undoubtedly get weary of that soon
and | eave to report their findings. Tinme was running out. He
turned to Con. "Any | uck?"

Con activated a three dinmensional representation of the
Insectoid battlecruiser. Using a renpte pointer he said, "If
we hit themhere, in their engine section, that should cause
an expl osion."

"Surely it can't be that easy," said the XO

"Li ke everything else, it's arnored," said Con. "But
two or three torpedoes, at close range, should be able to do
it."

"W can only generate two energy torpedoes at a tine,"
said the XO "What if they aren't enough?"

"We can instantly switch over to the hard nmissile
torpedoes,"” said Hollister. "Wapons, how |l ong does it take
to switch the dual use |auncher node?"

"Fi ve seconds."

"That should be sufficient,” said Hollister. "Con
Maneuver us under the eneny ship and into firing position. |
want to be exactly a half mile, no nore, no | ess, when we
fire. Weapons! Lock onto the vul nerable part of their ship.
If we hit the wong area, this whole exercise will be worse
t han usel ess. ™"

The Nautilus maneuvered into position. The |Insectoid
ship was nuch faster than the subship, but was noving slowy
inits own search pattern.

"In position," said the Con officer

"Weapons: lock on target, and prepare to switchover to
nmet al torpedoes.”

"Aye."

"Drop cloak... .now"

"Surface, surface, surface!" cried the XO over the
yamering of the klaxon

The Nautilus surfaced out of subspace, behind and under
the Insectoid battlecruiser. A few seconds past as energy
fromthe cloaking field was transferred to the torpedo
generator. During this time the subship showed up on the
I nsectoid scanners; information was conveyed to the senior
Insectoid officers, controls were activated, the ship started
to turn..."

"Fire!" cried Hollister
First one and then two energy torpedoes spat out of the
Nautilus, striking the Insectoid ship precisely inits
engi neering section. There was a mni ature expl osion which
flung the battl ecrui ser backwards... but still leaving its
engi neering section in direct view

"Switch over to nmetal torpedoes," said Hollister

One... two... three... four... five.... "What's happeni ng?"

"It's not working, sir!" said the weapons officer. He
rapi dly depressed a button. "It's jamed! It won't convert
over!"

"Prepare to dive," said Hollister pronptly.

The I nsectoid ship had regained attitude control and
was now turning to face the Nautilus. Hollister could see
m ni ature expl osions and debris trailing fromthe bottom of
the ship, but it still seened functional

"Dive dive divel" said the XO

The kl axon sounded again, but the lights didn't dim
"Are we cl oaked?" Hollister asked.



The cl oak of ficer checked a panel. "No!"

"What's wrong?" said Hollister. The Insectoid ship had
al nost conpleted its turn. In seconds its prinmary weapons
woul d be in direct Iine of site of the Nautilus.

"I... don't know," said the cloak officer. He slanmmed
his console in frustration. "It should be working, but it
isnt!”

"Hel M Keep us out of position of the topside of their
ship!" said Hollister. Most of the battlecruisers weaponry
was on the topside.

"Too late!" cried an officer, as several beans |ashed
out of one of the Insectoid s |aser cannons. Three of them
just barely missed the ship, but a fourth struck the Nautil us
squarely am dships, cutting through the hull and blasting its
way out the other side.

Hol i ster and the rest of the bridge crew were thrown
to the deck as the ship heaved and started spinning.

Pai nful ly, he worked his way over to navigation. He held on
to the console for dear life as the ship spun about, tossing
the crew across the chanber like rag dolls. Gipping the
console with one firmarm he rapidly tapped on the controls.

The Nautilus stopped spinning. But the Insectoid
battl ecrui ser was right on top of them all its guns trained
on them A voice canme through the comunicator, punctuated by
t he sgeaks of the Insectoid | anguage as it came through their
transl at or.

"Human ship. Surrender," it rasped.

Hol I i ster | ooked at the | oom ng ship on the screen. O
course they would want to take the Nautilus intact, if only

to learn about its cloaking technology. Well, that wasn't
goi ng to happen. Not as |ong as he was captain. He checked
engi nes, weapons, navigation... it was all down now, except

for thrusters. A power line nust've been hit.

There was only one thing left to do. Hollister opened
access to the main conputer under energency power. He
prepared to key in the self-destruct mechanism The
battl ecrui ser | oomed cl oser. Good. Maybe they could take the
I nsectoids with them

As he prepared to key in the sequence, there was a
brilliant flash on the viewscreen, and Hollister was thrown
back, and hit his head against the railing, and that was al
he remenbered for a while
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Captain's Log, 61 days after |-Day
LW5 Nauti | us
Captai n Robert Hollister, Commandi ng.

W're alive, so | suppose that counts for sonething. Taking
on that battl ecruiser was a m scal culation on ny part, for
which | take full responsibility. The Nautilus was a
prototype, its systems untested in battle, its crew untrained
inits capabilities and foibles. It was certainly never neant
to operate alone, on its own, as we are doing.

Let me try as best | can to reconstruct what happened
during our encounter with the battlecruiser. W had hit its
engi ne section, twice, but that only seened to slow it down.
It hit us with a | aser cannon that inpaled the ship in
sections 9 and 10 between decks 6 and 7. The ship was



spi nning, helpless. | managed to restore attitude control
but we had no power for nost of the ship's systens.

The battl ecruiser closed with us, denmandi ng our
surrender. | noved to activate the self-destruct, but then
there was a flash, and | was knocked out. \Wat actually
happened, we think, was that the Insectoid ship blew up. W
damaged but didn't destroy their engine section; while their
ship was still operational, our attack seenms to have caused a
buil dup in their engines that caused an overl oad.

And just in tinme, too. The explosion threw our ship
cl ear without rmuch additional damage; but the hulling of our
ship was another matter. Ei ght crewren dead at their
stations. They were all in the depressurized areas. Nearly
all of us have scrapes and brui ses and concussions, but we're
ok. The funerals were a solem, and only a brief respite from
our frantic attenpts to repair the ship.

The chief said we were lucky that no "critical areas”
were hull ed; we patched up the hull plating using supplies
fromthe space station. W replaced the exterior sensor
webbi ng from stores, but used up nearly all our remaining
supply in the process. The only good news, if there is any
good news, is that we were able to take on all the food
supplies we'll need for the next few nonths and sone key
spare parts

But it was a tense time; we hung here for three days,
waiting for the Insectoids to show up. | had repair crews
wor ki ng 24 hours a day to get us going again; if we had been
caught here, w thout the cloak, we would' ve been an easy
target.

Now the cloak is functioning again, as is navigation
and weapons. W figured out what mal functioned; when we tried
to turn the torpedo assenbly "off" so rapidly after firing,
it janmed in place. Not only could we not switch to netal
t or pedoes, but energy was still being drawn into the
assenbly, making it inpossible to get the critical mass we
needed to cloak. A bitter lesson for us all.
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Captain's Log, 158 days after |-Day
LW5 Nauti | us
Captai n Robert Hollister, Commandi ng.

W' ve had sone better luck lately, having successfully
conduct ed four ambushes. But we're starting to get the
Insectoids' attention, and they're naking things tougher for
us.

W plugged anot her unescorted cargo ship a few weeks
ago. Then we attacked two small convoys, each guarded by a
smal | escort ship. After that we started noticing the first
of the changes. Suddenly, convoys have gotten |larger, and
aren't traveling without escorts anynore; and the escorts
consi st of at least two or even three ships. W spied around
for a while, trying to find convoys with only one escort, but
after a week of furtively spying around, we couldn't find
any.

So we had to make a deci sion whether to stop operations
entirely, or take on a convoy which had two escort ships.
Al t hough the decision was mine, | held a neeting of the



senior officers in the wardroom At first opinion ran agai nst
continuing. After all, it's one thing to take one warship by
surprise, but two at the same time would be difficult, if not
i mpossible. If we went to ground, we'd have to destroy or
hi de the ship sonewhere

But then we started thinking exactly what that would
mean. We couldn't go to an inhabited human col ony, because
all of them would undoubtedly be under the iron heel of the
I nsectoids. W'd have to settle on an uninhabited world and
become honesteaders, trying to grow crops and sinply survive.

That settled it for ny crew, we're soldiers and
spacenen, not farners. W decided to take the risk

And, the first time, it paid off. W found a convoy of
ei ght ships--four cargo ships, two troop transports, and two
destroyers. W surfaced under one, blew it up, and
i medi ately cl oaked again before the second could turn its
guns to bear on us. Then the second started searching for us,
and we waited, biding our tine, until we could get a clear
shot at its unprotected areas. W surfaced, blasted it... and
then started our leisurely hunt for the others.

But we can't always count on it working. If we fail to
i medi ately destroy the first warship we attack and we're
forced to cl oak again, one destroyer could hug in close to
protect the other, making further attack inpossible. In fact,
if the two destroyers had been close to each ot her when we
attacked, we woul dn't have been able to carry this tactic
out. Sooner or later, they're either going to use this
defensive tactic or increase the nunber of escorts in a way
that will make it inmpossible for us to continue. W' re doing
the best we can with one prototype that wasn't neant to be in
conbat, certainly not acting on its own w thout support.
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Captain's Log, 250 days after |-Day
LW5 Nauti | us
Captai n Robert Hollister, Commandi ng.

Despite a run of successful attacks, our norale has been
flagging and we are starting to run | ow on some critica
parts; nost crucially, we only have two netal torpedoes |eft,
which will force us to rely nearly exclusively on energy

t or pedoes, which consune ship's power and take tine to
generate. Being "on" all the tine has taken a toll on the
crew too. Ch, we could see that we were causi ng damage to the
enemny, but being trapped in this very confining ship day in
and day out was difficult for the crew Unlike a regul ar

war ship, nmost of the interior of the Nautilus is taken up

wi th equi pment for the cloak; we were just fortunate that
none of that irreplaceabl e equi pnent was hull ed when we took
on that battlecruiser several nonths ago.

But all that changed | ast week. W were getting in
position to attack another convoy, four cargo vessels
escorted by two destroyers. W had maneuvered under one of
them and | was just about to give the order to fire, when
all of a sudden, the destroyer accel erated away from us. For
a pani cky nonent we thought we had been detected, but we
could quickly see that both destroyers were headi ng away from



us, and at top speed.

At that point we had to decide what to do. W could
surface into the visible spectrum and take out the four cargo
ships; there were no other warships in the area, and they
woul d be easy pi cki ngs.

O... we could follow the destroyers. Wat had caused
themto take off so suddenly? If they had detected us, they
woul d' ve turned to attack. Therefore, there nust've been
something else calling their attention. Sonething inportant.

| felt we needed to find out what that was. So, with
the greatest reluctance, | ordered navigation to follow the
destroyers at top speed. W coul d' ve stopped and hunted the
other four ships, but in addition to taking valuable tine, it
woul d' ve alerted the destroyers to our presence in the area.
The destroyers were faster than us, but they traveled on a
straight line, and their destination wasn't far away, mnerely
two sol ar systens away. When we caught up with them we found
an amazing sight: a battle with Alliance warships.

An Alliance deep space cruiser was mxing it up with a
damaged I nsectoid light cruiser. An Alliance fast attack
destroyer was chasing down survivors of a convoy. Fragnents
of another Insectoid destroyer were spread across space.

The Alliance ships had just about finished off the
Insectoid light cruiser when the two destroyers arrived. The
two destroyers imediately lined up on the fast attack
destroyer and started engaging it two on one. The deep space
cruiser turned to assist but it had suffered sone damage in
battle, slowing it up

W were still too far away to get an effective shot
wi th energy torpedoes; at this range, the Insectoids would
easily be able to dodge them before they arrived. But our
net al torpedoes had a homing capability.

"Ready netal torpedo," | said.

"Metal ? At this range? They'll shoot it down before it
gets there," said the XO

"Not if they don't notice it," |I said. "I'mganbling
they're too busy with that Alliance fast attack destroyer.

Al so, since we don't need power to generate a netal torpedo,
we don't even have to surface to do it. Wapons: target one
torpedo for each destroyer."

"Targeted."

"Firel'

Away went our |ast netal torpedoes. It would be a |Iong,
long time before we were ever resupplied with those again.
But how often could we cone to the assistance of an Alliance
war shi p? W& hadn't even known that there were other surviving
Al li ance war shi ps, besides us.

As it turned out the destroyers were so intent on
attacking the fast attack destroyer that they didn't notice,
not until it was too |late. One of the destroyers tried to
fire a beamfromits aft section at the i ncom ng torpedo at
the last minute, but it mssed. Each ship was hit in their
aft sections, disabling one and seriously damagi ng anot her.
This gave the fast attack destroyer and the arriving deep
space cruiser the advantage it needed to quickly w pe out the
new attackers.

"Open a channel," | ordered. "This is Captain Robert
Hol I i ster of the Nautilus. Identify yourselves."

Their responses came in. Captain Hu of the Aliance
deep space cruiser Argon, Captain Irwi Presta of the fast



attack destroyer Swordfl ash.

"But where are you? W can't get a fix on your ship,"
sai d Captain Presta.

"We'l | show you," | said, giving the command to
sur f ace.

Fromtheir open comm ines we heard the gasps of
surprise from both ships.

W set a rendezvous a few hundred thousand miles away
and prepared to dock with each others' ships so we could neet
and plan strategy. Well, not just neet and plan strategy; our
crew hadn't seen another human being in nore than ei ght
nmont hs, and their crews were in the sane position. Once we
had retreated to a safer |ocation we conducted a docki ng
operation. The Argon, by far the largest of the three ships,
set up an open galley am dships, and all non-essential crew
were granted | eave; except for those on bridge watch or
conducting tours of the ship.

The first question that we all had for each other was
the sane: had we seen any ot her surviving ships? The answer
was no.

"They were all wi ped out at Vitalics," said Captain Hu.
"W escaped, but we didn't see any other ship get away; not
that we were in a good position to track survivors; we were
fleeing with a large Insectoid fleet at our rear for days."

"W were one of the few ships on barrier patrol on the
rimof Alliance space," said Presta. "There were maybe 9 or
10 other ships in a simlar position, but we haven't heard
back fromthem™

"So the fleet is destroyed,” | said. | pretty much knew
this, of course, but getting confirmation of it was anot her
matter.

"Not necessarily," said Hu. "W've been hearing
persistent runors that the Aory is still out and about."

"War Admiral North's personal ship? Wasn't he at
Vitalics?" | asked.

"No. We're not sure what happened to whatever forces
he's commanded; at |east, we haven't run into them Likew se
for the Directorate fleet; no word on themeither."

"But Directorate space is occupied by the Insectoids
as well, so we can't presune that nmany of their ships
survived either," said Presta.

"So we're in atight bind," | muttered.

"Not the way | look at it," said Presta. "You're the
best news that's happened to us in nonths. W' ve been raiding
convoys just as you have for the past few nonths. But unlike
you we couldn't sniff out a situation first to see how well
armed a convoy was. There have been several tinmes we've
sinmply gone in to take a | ook, and been chased out by
battl ecrui sers and battl eships."

"Qur problem has been the opposite,” | said. "W can go
anywhere, but once we surface, we're very vulnerable to
attack."

"Then it's obvious that we should join forces."

And that's just what we decided to do. The Nautilus was
tasked with scouting out potential targets for attack; if we
found a suitable target, we would send a tightbeam signa
back to the Argon and the Swordfl ash; and once they had
engaged the eneny and kept them busy, we would surface and
take them from behi nd. So we hoped.



But first we took a break, a pause fromthe conbat.
After retreating for so long it was good to see other humans
free and alive, fighting the Insectoids, especially nenbers
of the fleet, whomwe had thought had all been |ost at
Vitalics.

W took on sone additional supplies fromthe Argon; as
a Deep Space Cruiser, they had the nost devel oped hydroponics
| abs, and they hel ped augment our stores of food. W al so
t ook what spare parts we could, but the Argon didn't have
much to give, and nost of our needs were inconpatible. The
Nautilus, as a custom prototype, wasn't very comnpatible with
standard fleet stores. But we did what we coul d.
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Captain's Log, 521 days after |-Day
LW5 Nauti | us
Captain Robert Hollister, Commandi ng

W' ve had a nunber of successes operating as a conbi ned
force, and it's got ne worried. For the past year we've been
successful ly anbushing small | nsectoid convoys, groups of
ships with not nore than two or three small fighting escort
vessel s.

Here's howit would typically work: first the Nautilus
woul d | ocate a convoy of ships on our passive scanners. Then
we would go in for a closer look. If we found too many
war ships in escort, we would slink away. But if the convoy
was only lightly guarded, we would send a single tightbeam
signal back to the fleet--the fleet being the Argon and the
Swor df | ash. They woul d come streaking in and take on one or
two of the heavies. Once they were engaged, we would surface
from behind and bl ast away in an unprotected area.

In that fashion we've attacked and conpl etely destroyed
twel ve convoys in the past el even nonths. Qur sensors
reported that sone of those convoy ships we blew up were
clearly carrying munitions; and others were carrying troops
and material for their occupation forces. Wile we're
certainly not stunting their overall war effort, we nust at
| east be hampering themin a nunber of areas--preventing
reenforcenments fromarriving, preventing troops from being
resupplied, and the Ilike.

But still we can't see the effect of our offensive on
the front lines, on our occupied worlds. It's one thing to
know intellectually that we're having an effect; it's another
to actually see it happening.

One thing that we have noticed happening is that
convoys are growing larger and are nore and nore likely to be
escorted by |arger nunber of escorts. Evidently the
I nsectoids don't have enough warshi ps to provi de adequate
protection to all their supply ships. But surely they nust
know what' s happeni ng. W' ve spotted increased patrols in the
area, presumably on the prow for our raiders. But with the
Nautilus on the job, we always see them before they see us.

At | east, as long as we can keep the Nautil us
oper at i onal

"What's your status?" asked Hu.
"Qur cloak is currently operating wi thin accepted



parameters,"” | said. "But that's only at the nmonment. That
system drai n we happened off of Gafton nearly forced us to
drop cloak. And that's the third time it's happened this
nont h. "

"Any idea what's wong?"

| shook ny head. "My crew was trained, or at |east
partially trained, to maintain the equipnent. W're not the
designers. Perhaps, if we had one of themw th us, they could
find out the root cause of the problem™" But the designers of
the Nautilus were al nbst certainly under Insectoid occupation
on August. "M best guess? That juryriggi ng we've been doi ng
isn't holding up. As individual parts fail we've been trying
to replace themas best we can with spare parts fromthe
Argon, but our technologies aren't fully conpatible. It's
amazing, | think, that we've been able to keep things going
as long as we have."

"How much risk are we facing?" This was from Captain
Presta of the fast attack destroyer Swordfl ash.

"I npossible to say. Theoretically, our cloak could drop
at any tinme," | said.

"Do you want to withdraw fromthe field?" Hu said,
voi ci ng what we had all been thinking. "You could stay in the
rear, acting as |ogistical support...."

| shook ny head. "My men and | are determined not to
spend the rest of the war as a cl oaked vacation ship. Mrale
isn't great now, but imagine what it would be if we were
simply sitting around and doi ng not hing, day after day?"

"There's another alternative," said Presta. "You could
go to ground."

I nodded. "And spend the rest of our life as pastora
farmers on some uncharted world, hoping the Insectoids won't
arrive one day and put control collars on all of us. Captain,
we're not farmers, we're naval officers. As long as our ship
as the power to nove, we're going to stay active."

"Very well," said Presta. "For what it's worth, | would
have felt the sane way as you."

"On to present business,” said Hu. "I suggest we |ay
anot her strike at Wienfor. W haven't |aunched an attack
there in a while...."

khkhkkhhkhkhhhkhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhkhhhhhhhhhdhhdhhdhhdhhdddhdddxddrdrrkx*x*x

khkkkkhkkhkk*k

The actions of the raiders hadn't gone unnoticed by the

I nsectoids. On her command ship in orbit around August, Queen
Zsst said to one of her aide things, "Report on the status of
the Grafton canpaign.”

"Qur forces are holding on to atw mle by two nile
enclosure in the western coast of the central continent,"
reported the aide thing.

"Still only that beachhead?"

Actually, it was quite an achi evenent. After severa
nore di sastrous attenpts to land on Grafton, the Insectoids
had established a mghty battlefl eet, and send many of their
shi ps down towards the eastern coast of the continent; when
the G aftonite fighters rose up to neet them the rea
i nvasion force landed in the sparsely inhabited western coast
of the continent. The real invasion force still encountered
resi stance, but less than before, as nmany of their fighters
had been drawn eastwards; and 40% of the first wave of troop
transports actually | anded and nanaged to di senbark. They



hurriedly set up their anti-aircraft units, and set up a
defense for the second and third wave to land with additiona
anti-aircraft units, for the Graftonite pilots attacked
furiously once they discovered the |landing. But after five
waves of anti-aircraft units had been set up, the Gaftonite
pl anes, with strong support from I nsectoid spaceships, had
been driven back

That only changed the nature of the conbat; the
G aftonites weren't content to |let the Insectoids establish a
beachhead, however small, anywhere on their planet; and
infiltrators cane by the night, sonetinmes in one's and two's,
and sonetines in overwhelmng force; and the Insectoid
conpound had to be reinforced agai nst constant attacks, and
they learned to fear the night. The Graftonites were so quick
that one of them could shoot four sentries before they could
raise their rifles; so there had to be eight dedicated guards
at every post, and even that wasn't enough. Still, despite
tremendous | osses, the Insectoids were hol ding what they had.

But the Queen wasn't satisfied. "What of the effect of
t he shiprment of warrior beasts we sent?"

"Destroyed enroute in a raider attack |ast week."

"Destroyed before they even got there?" Zsst thundered.
"Those were 200 of our best fighting things. Do you realize
how hard it is to breed those effectively!" She enitted a
faint buzzing sound and started to flap her wings in place
menacingly. "I want a full report on these raiders.”

It was presented al nost instantly by the aide thing,
who started to fear for its w ngs.

Zsst bizzed angrily. "Look at all these ship | osses!
was told these raiders were nothing but a mnor annoyance!
Why wasn't | told about the extend of their actions! Get ne
nmy intelligence officer!"

The intelligence officer, another Insectoid |like the
others, but with |larger eyes and bi gger antenna than nost
ot her Insectoids, appeared before the Queen

"What is the nmeaning of this?" said Zsst, waving the
report with one of her arns.

It was a credit to the intelligence officer that it
didn't need to ask what the Queen was referring to. "W
thought it was a minor matter, not worthy of your attention
my Queen-"

"When we | ose 47 cargo ships and troop transports and
27 warships, that nakes it worthy of ny attention. Who are
t hese raiders? What is your intelligence on thenP"

"We're not certain; so far, there have been no
surviving eyew tnesses; the eneny makes certain to thoroughly
destroy whatever they choose to attack. However, we've
anal yzed debris fromthe destroyed vessels and found the
weaponry used on them consistent with those used by Alliance
cruisers and their destroyers. Fromthe | ooks of the nunbers
and kinds of hits on our ships, |I'd expect we're dealing with
a single cruiser, and two or possibly three Aliance
destroyers."

"If the attack force is so small, why have there never
been any survivors?"

"We're not sure. Another odd thing; many of the torpedo
hits seemto have been fired at point blank range."

"Poi nt bl ank? How could they get that close to make
such an attack?"

"Insufficient data. A further odd itemto report: many



of those torpedo hits came from behind, or in vul nerable
sections of the ship. It's as if our ships stood very stil
and waited for the eneny to cone in and take the first shot."

Queen Zsst twi zzl ed one of her antenna. "How do you
account for this?"

"We're not sure,"” said the intelligence officer. "There
were runors that the Alliance was at work on a jitter drive-"

"Jitter drive?"

"Adrive that lets a ship travel a relatively short
di stance in a very quick period of tinme, and then cone to a
near or conplete dead stop. In essence, the ship would nmake a
great leap at one nonent, and at the next be in a conpletely
different |ocation."”

"So they could be leaping in fromseveral solar systens
away?"

"No, our intelligence speculates that this drive would
only work over very short distances; but it could ve been
enough to let the humans get a first strike in."

"How cone our intelligence never reported that the
human ships were outfitted with this drive?"

"The humans have had prototypes of this technol ogy for
some time, but never seemto have enployed it, for whatever
reason," said the intelligence officer

"And what are you doing now to |ocate these errant
shi ps?"

"We've laid traps along the major shipping | anes,
waiting for the eneny to attack."

"And have t hey?"

"No," said the officer. "They seemto have sone ability
to detect where we're laying our traps. W're not sure how "

"Havi ng sone trouble?" canme a whispering voice

A shudder went through the intelligence officer as the
robed and hooded figure entered the room Only the tip of a
dar k greenish nose and the occasional flash of a rectangul ar
pi nk tongue could be seen as it talked.

"We are dealing with raiders, Baracki," said the Queen

"Not very well, so it seens," said Baracki. "You have
| ost over 50 ships so far, have you not?"

Zsst turned to her intelligence officer. "Have you-"

"Do not waste your tinme, Zsst," said Baracki. "I do not
need your underlings to tell ne how the war is going. You
seem i ncapabl e of dealing with this mnor irritant. Perhaps
we had chosen wrongly in selecting you."

Zsst gave a quick glance at her intelligence officer
to see if he had any reaction. It was one thing for Barack
to speak to her like this, but in front of one of her
subj ects! "W can handle it," Zsst said, through gritted
mandi bl es.

"And we will help," said Baracki

We? Thought Zsst. This was the first tine Baracki had
ever made nmention of more than one of his kind.

Baracki waved a hand forward and anot her robed and
hooded figure stepped forward. "Meet one of my assistants,

Rugani. He will help you deal with this small problem"”
Zsst opened her mouth to protest, then thought better
of it. "What will you require?"

"One nodest fleet should be sufficient.”

"Where should they be depl oyed?" Zsst asked. According
to her reports, they had el enents of five fleets spread out
| ooking for these ships. Wat could one nore fleet do?



"Leave it to Rugani
Queen' s chanber.

The Queen glared at her intelligence officer. "Speak of
this to no one."

And then she got really worried.
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Admi ral Eze, another Junior Queen, stared with trepidation at
t he hooded figure on its bridge. Eze had never seem one of
THEM before... although she had heard runors. Al Eze knew
was that it was ordered to give its full cooperation

"What are your instructions," said Eze in a neutra
voice, trying to hide the feeling of terror building within
her .

"Take us to these coordinates,"” said Rugani, rasping
out a set of nunerical coordinates.

Admiral Eze's fleet |aunched inmedi ately.

When they arrived, a few hundred mllion mles outside

t he Capertown system Eze checked the scanners. Not hing.

Per haps they had arrived early. But it was all so

pr epost erous because how could this creature know where the
rai ders were?

"W have arrived," said Eze pointedly, to the silent
figure standing on the bridge.

"Al'l stop."

Eze waved an arm "All stop" said a subordinate. The
fl eet stopped.

"And now?" Eze said, after another nonent.

The figure in the hood seenmed to be | ooki ng about for
somet hing. But Eze got the feeling that it wasn't |ooking on
t he bridge.

There was anot her noment of silence. Then... "No," said
Rugani. "Not here."

If they weren't here, why had they conme here? Eze
wondered. But Eze wi sely kept silent.

Rugani issued anot her set of coordinates. "Inform ne
when we arrive," the creature said sinply, as it left the
bri dge.

They kept this up for nearly two weeks, stopping at
four different | ocations. Al ways, the result was the sane.
Rugani woul d concentrate, or enter sone sort of trance for a
nonment, and then shake his head.

Eze's crew was openly scornful of Rugani by now After
the npbst recent attenpt, it proved too nuch for the navigator
to keep silent. He buzzed jeerfully and said, clearly
sarcastically, "And where shall we set course for next?"

Rugani | ooked up at the navigator, who gasped as it saw
Rugani's face for the first tine. Rugani nade the slightest
of gestures with his right hand, and the navigator's head
j erked back, naking a | oud snapping sound and then a
di fferent sound altogether as the navigator's lifel ess body
slunped to the deck

Rugani turned towards Eze, but his face was obscured.

Eze, waiting in silence, could only hold his breath.

In a calm cultured voice, Rugani said, "Have your next
navi gator set course for...."



And then they hit on it. They were just inside the
Whenfor system Eze called the fleet to a stop. Rugani was

silent for a nonment. And then... "This is it," he said
softly.
"What ?" said Eze, sitting up. She hadn't expected this.
"The raiders will be here... in 25 of your hours,"” said
Rugani, speaking slowy as if he were concentrating. "There
will be a deep space cruiser, a fast attack destroyer,
and.... and...." he seened to pause.

"And?" said Eze, not, for the nonment, questioning the
source of this information

"Sonet hing el se," said Rugani sinply. "I suggest you
make ready, and nove the special ship | ordered you to
prepare into position. Is it ready?" he asked, the dark edge
of threat in its voice

"As you instructed," said Eze, with only the faintest
of trenors in her voice. "The battlecruiser's outer hull has
been nodified, and the sensor ghost generators have been
installed."

"Then let us send the rest of the fleet into the cover
of the nearby gas giant, and let us wait," said Rugani
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Captain's Log, 543 days after |-Day
LW5 Nauti | us
Captain Robert Hollister, Commandi ng

W' ve arrived at the Wienfor system We had hit them severa
nmont hs ago on the outskirts of the systemas they were
ferrying in nore troops and supplies, and we felt it was tine
to hit them again here. Wien we entered the system however,
we noticed only a single ship, a large transport of sone
kind, slowy plying its way past one of Wenfor's gas giants
towards the only inhabitable planet in the Wenfor system
Rurmor had it that there was a |l ot of fighting going on down
there; our people were giving the occupation forces a hard
time. We nust stop that transport!

And yet... it was odd of the Insectoids to send one
ship, alone, wthout any escort. Could it be that this one
ship was dispatched in such a hurry that no escort had been
avail able? O could it be another trap?

W had detected several of those, |one nerchantnen plying the
starways, while a fleet of attack ships hung back. But we
could detect no attack ships here. And yet it still bothered
me that one ship should be travelling al one.

| should ve listened to ny instincts and called off the
attack. But to resist the opportunity to attack an unguarded
troopship, if that's what it really was, was too strong to
resist.

So, to be cautious, |I took us closer, nearing the
target as it course tangented off of the gas giant. The
Nautilus, never very speedy, especially under cloak, was
still faster than the slow troop transport. As we closed on
it our passive scanner provided nore information

It really was a troop transport, a |large one, jamed
packed with several thousand troopers. The Insectoids would
never use such a juicy target as bait. | launched the
ti ght beam signal back to the rest of the fleet. The Argon and



the Swordflash raced in at top speed and were on our passive
scanners within a few nonents.

Funny, though, the transport hadn't changed direction
or speed, or tried to call for help. And yet our ships mnust
surely be on its scanners by now... | felt a sudden stab in
nmy stomach. Something was very, very w ong.

But we couldn't call off the attack now To do so we'd
have to send a general transmi ssion; even if we didn't
surface, the Insectoid ship would know t here was a cl oaked
ship around, and report this to their headquarters. The best
we could do was to be in position to fire on the transport in
case it showed any hidden surprises. | had the ship maneuver
around to its underside as we got closer

| frowned as | saw its hull up close. There was
somet hi ng odd about that hull...several pieces of the hul
seened very nodern, very new, conpared to the material that
conposed the rest of the hull.

At that noment the Argon and the Swordflash streaked
into range, and several things happened at once.

Pi eces of netal dropped off the troopship's hull,
reveal i ng gaping gun turrets. In a matter of seconds our
stodgy troop transport had turned into a sleek battlecruiser
And on our scopes an entire fleet of Insectoid ships energed
fromthe cover of the nearby gas giant and were streaking
towards us at top speed. In seconds they would be on us.

"It's atrap!" | said, just as the battl ecrui ser opened
fire. It's opening volley caught the Argon am dshi ps, sending
the ship tunbling. The Swordflash soared into the battle,
firing several torpedoes.

"Lock onto their engine section! Prepare to surface!"

yel | ed.

"But sir, that fleet will be on us in seconds-" said ny
X0

"Surface!" | said, hitting the button myself.

The Nautilus surfaced into the visible spectrum

"Fire!" 1 yelled.

Three energy torpedoes streaked out of the ship, two of
themhitting squarely into the battlecruiser's engineering
section. One of themwas absorbed by the ship's shields, but
t he second went through, and there was an expl osion as the
battl ecruiser's engines flickered and it slowy started to
tunbl e.

I quickly checked a nav reading, then activated the
ship to ship comm "Argon! Swordflash! Set course, 114 by 129
by 224."

| turned to the XO "Prepare to dive."

"Sir, it will take 60 seconds for our cloak to
recharge."

| watched the Insectoid fleet that was al nbst upon us.
"Hel m get us out of here!"

The Nautilus was slowly turning about when we saw t he
Argon and the Swordfl ash streak above us. The Argon was hit
but its nobility didn't seeminpaired. They both seened
agreeabl e to headi ng to another of Wenfor's nearby gas
gi ants where we mght be able to hide in safety.

But the Insectoid fleet was | aunching m ssiles, several
of them at each of us, and they would be in |laser range in
seconds.

| watched three missiles closing on us. "Range?"

"700 mles and closing."



" oak?"

"40 nore seconds!”

And we didn't even have any anti-nissile capabilities.

"Navi gati on?"

"We're heading away at top speed. But we'll only gain a
few seconds, those nmissiles are nuch faster than we are!”

"400 mles and closing."

" oak?"

"20 seconds."

"Push it to the limt," | said. | licked my lips. It
was going to be very, very close. The cl oaki ng process took a
few seconds; how "cl oaked" would we have to be to throw off
the missiles? The eneny fleet would know what they were
dealing with after this encounter, but at that nonment if we
could nmerely survive I'd call it a victory.

I could see the missiles on the viewscreen as they
streaked towards us.

"100 mles."

" oak?"

"....two... one... O oaking!"

"Dive dive divel" cried the XO as the klaxon sounded.

The Nautilus started to fade fromthe visible spectrum
The lead missile closed on us, 30 miles, 20 mles, 10
mles...

"Hard to starboard!" | ordered. | grabbed the railing
as the ship lurched to the side... and the mssiles passed by
t he space we had just been occupyi ng.

"Status!" | cried as | clinbed back into nmy command

chair.

"The cloak is operating within normal paraneters,"” said
the cl oak officer.

"Head us towards the other gas giant, top speed. Wat
kind of |ead do the Swordflash and the Argon have on us?"

"The Swordflash is nearly one million mles ahead of
us, and is under pursuit."

"And t he Argon?"

The sensor officer adjusted the viewscreen, and the
picture held it all. The Argon was dead in space; one of
those m ssiles that had been | aunched at it had scored a
lucky hit on its engines. The | ead ships of the Insectoid
fleet were conming into range. The Argon turned and opened
fire wth its forward batteries, carving into the hull of a
[ight cruiser.

But then the other frontline ships opened fire, seven
inall, one after another, and in seconds there was a
brilliant explosion, and the Argon was gone. | shielded ny
eyes monentarily fromthe glare, and one of the crew cried
out involuntarily.

| paused, stunned for a minute, then said, "Continue
course to rendezvous with the Swordflash. Report on novenents
of the Insectoid fleet."

The sensor officer brought me up to speed. Mst of the
Insectoid ships were in hot pursuit of the Swordfl ash
Sensors showed the Swordflash had taken a hit am dships
Interestingly, a nunber of other Insectoid ships were engaged
in a classic search pattern around the scene of their wounded
battl ecruiser. Evidently, they were |ooking for the Nautil us.

Vell, we were a secret no longer, but the Insectoids
woul d still have to find us.

Suddenl y, a broadcast appeared on our screen. It was



Captain Presta. "Hollister; if you're receiving this, please
don't respond. There's no reason to give away your | ocation
W' ve taken sone serious damage here; our reactor is going to
go critical at any tinme. W don't have a | ot of options. W
suggest you take your ship to safety. | want to thank you for
the hospitality of your ship; | especially enjoyed the food
and ness hall entertainnent you provided. Good |uck to you,
Presta out."

| sat in the stillness of silence for some tinme, as our
ship continued to head towards the gas giant.

"Course, sir?" asked navigation

"Mai ntain present heading," | said.

"The Swordflash has just made it to the giant and is
entering the upper atnosphere, but the Insectoids are
pursuing," said the sensor officer

"Did your sensors record any reactor damage to the
Swor df | ash?" | asked.

"Not specifically; but that mssile hit was near their
reactor, so it's very possible," said the sensor officer

"So that part of the nessage was true,"” | nurnurred.

"What do you nean, sir?" asked the XO

"Didn't it strike you as odd that in the man's parting
nmessage he took the tinme to thank us for our food and
hospitality?"

"It did seemkind of odd, but | thought that, under
stress, he was just trying to send a graceful |ast nessage,"”
said the XO

"Or maybe he's trying to send a nmessage of another
kind," | said. "Punch up the files on this gas giant; \Wenfor
IV, isn't it? | want to see everything there is to know about
it."

Data filled my screens. "El even noons, atnosphere

nmostly helium nitrogen... wait a mnute. \What are the names
of those moons?" | scrolled dowmn the Iist, and then sniled.
"Viola."

"What ?"

| raised nmy voice. "Ensign Lane, what instrunent did
you use to entertain our guests five weeks ago in the ness
hal | ?"

Lane | ooked as if he were being tested. "My... violin,
sir...."

"Thank you." | turned. "Navigation: set course for
Viola."

"Sir, Viola's course is currently skinmng the outer
edge of that gas cloud. It will be difficult to navigate and
obscure our sensors."

"Let's hope so," | said.

As we approached the edge of the gas cloud we could see
that the Insectoid ships were furiously searching for the
Swor dfl ash. W sl owly approached Viola, which was partially
obscured by the upper atnosphere of the gas giant, and
reached it w thout incident.

But there was nothing there. Had the Swordfl ash been
destroyed? W nmade one orbit around the noon, then two, then
three, then four... and then the Swordfl ash showed up.

We surfaced, on the side of the noon that was obscured
by the atnosphere, close to the Swordflash. They saw us, and
we saw them but we still made no signal. Silently we aligned
so that we could dock. It was only then, as we were arranging
to get our ships parallel to each other, that | could see how



bad the damage was.

Presta hadn't been |lying; he had extensive damage in
his reactor section.

The sensor officer caught my eye. "Sir, our passive
scanners are showing that his reactor is increasingly
unstable. If it blows..."

"Noted. Get everyone on board as quickly as possible as
soon as the hatch opens.™

It took a snmall eternity for the ships to dock, another
small eternity before the connecting hatch opened, and then
the crew of the Swordflash storned through. They knew the
clock was ticking, and nmany of them had been waiting at their
airlock to get through as quickly as possible. Sonme of them
were carryi ng wounded, and one of those | recognized, First
O ficer Jones.

"Jones, where's Presta?" | said, only glancing briefly
at his armin a sling.

"He's |l ooking for survivors with a search teamin the
damaged areas. W estimate we have about 3 minutes left on
the reactor. He says that if he's not there in two...."

| wanted to go through the corridor to join the search
on the Swordflash but the corridor was still packed with
crewnenbers trying to rush into the Nautilus. For a noment |
wondered if we could even fit everyone inside the Nautil us.
Did we have enough passageway for people to fit, even if
everyone was standi ng? Wuld we have to turn peopl e away?
Should | close the hatches in |less than two minutes and
di sengage?

The two minutes came and went as the renmai ni ng crewrenbers
who had been clustered at the airlock passed through. Then
there was silence. W were running out of tine!

| called the bridge on the con. "Let nme know the
instant the cruiser's reactor goes critical."

"Sir, it's critical right now"

| bit ny lip. "Prepare to cl ose-"

At that nmonment Presta and several crewrenbers cane
runni ng down the airlock corridor, saving nme from making a
difficult position. They were half carrying, half dragging
several of the wounded.

| hel ped pull themthrough, and seal ed the hatch
"Navi gation! Get us away from here!"

The Nautilus di sengaged and slowy pulled anay. A
monent later, just as | was reaching the bridge, we were
rocked off our feet by a tremendous explosion that shook us.
W didn't know it at the time, but a piece of metal fromthe
Swordflash's hull streaked across ours, scratching the
del i cate sensor webbing in place.

"Take us out of here! Prepare to cloak!" | cried.

The Nautilus energed fromthe upper atnosphere of
Whenfor V. Imediately, five Insectoid ships zeroed in on
our position.

"Divel!" | cried.

"Dive dive dive!"

The Nautilus dived out of the visible spectrum But as
soon as we had done that, the |lights changed col or again. W
wer e surfacing!

"What's going on?" | cried.

"I't looks like one of the sensor inhibitor relays have
burned out under the stress-"

"Fix it, quickly!" | said. | checked the sensors. The



first ship would be in weapons range in just under two
m nutes. "Navigation; orient us away fromthe | ead ship! Top
speed! "

As al ways, the Nautilus was much sl ower than the
pur sui ng ships. But our velocity away from our pursuers
shoul d buy us a few extra seconds.

"d oak?" | said.

"Wirking on it," said the cloak officer. "I'mtrying to
bypass the burned out sections-"

| wat ched the approaching ship on the screens. "Can't
you repl ace then?"

"No time," said the officer

"They're alnost in | ockon range!' said the sensor
of ficer.

"Now! " said the cloak officer

"Dive dive divel" said the XO

The Nautilus dived into subspace again. | imediately
changed course, just as a laser beamlanced out in the area
where we just were.

"That was too cl ose," said the XO

Al was silent for a noment, and then | noticed that
t he pursuing ships, instead of starting a circular search
pattern, were continuing on. In fact, they were going in the
same general direction as we were-

One of themlanced out with a laser burst. It struck
several neters off our bow

"Evasive!" | cried, grabbing the railing as | turned to
the Cl oak officer. "What's going on?"

"The cloak is operating-"

"-Wthin normal paraneters. | know, but then why did
t hey shoot ?"

"Maybe they're guessing," said the C oak officer, who
seened to be guessing hinsel f.

"There's one way to find out." | changed course again,
this time in a new direction. The Insectoids continued al ong
their old course for nearly a mnute. But then they turned,
and headed directly towards us.

"Are we cl oaked or aren't we?" | asked, ny perspiration
soaked uni form getting another rinse cycle.

"The cloak... wait! There's a leak in the sensor web..
noit's fine... wait, there is it again," said the C oak

officer. "There's an internmittent leak in the sensor web.
This isn't related to our previous problem W nust have been
hit by a chunk of debris fromthe Swordflash expl osion. It
nmust have scrapped agai nst sone of our sensor webbing, not
enough to deactivate it entirely, but enough to give an
intermttent reading."

" Meani ng?"
"Every 10 to 15 seconds we seemto be generating a 8
foot by two foot radar signature. It's small, and it w nks

out, but it's enough for themto follow"

In other words, a snall piece of us was blinking in and
out of the visible spectrum | immediately set course to
return to the gas giant, and for the next 10 m nutes we
pl ayed the nmpost dangerous gane of cat and nmouse |'ve been
i nvol ved in.

The Nautilus showed up on their scanners every 10 or 15
seconds; every 20 seconds we changed course, tacking this way
and that, but always heading closer and closer to the gas
giant. Once we got inside there, if we got inside there, we'd



be safe.

The I nsectoids pursued us closely, firing | asers at our
| ast reported positions, and then, speculating, firing at our
next suspected position. Every tinme | ordered a course change
| had to outguess our opponents; they had only to guess ny
course change once, and the ganme woul d be over

Lasers streaked by us but never touched us. W weren't
coherent | ong enough for a missile to |lock onto us. But then
one of the biggies, a battlecruiser, | think, |launched a
mssile in our direction

"It's a multiyield warhead!" cried the sensor officer.

"Full speed ahead!" | cried. W were at the outer edges
of the atnmosphere now. It would be a race against tine.

W plunged into the atnosphere, the warhead foll ow ng
us less than a mnute behind our position. But since they
couldn't know which direction we would go in the atnosphere,
they were forced to detonate.

The expl osion tossed me frommy chair, and | |ooked at
a bul khead in horror as | heard it creak under pressure...

"It's been nearly an hour," Admiral Eze renarked.

Rugani sai d not hi ng.

"The war head probably got them"

Rugani didn't coment.

"W haven't found any debris, but that's
understandable, in the proximty of such a gravity well."

Rugani put a hand to an ear inside his hood, as if
listening to something for a nonment. Then he strai ghtened up
"I"mbeing called away. But your raider problem has been
| argely solved. Station ships at a discrete distance to watch
for the ship if it energes.”

Eze | ooked at the viewscreen. "For how | ong?" it asked,
turning back to Rugan

But Rugani was al ready gone.

"Status report," | said, staring at the colors of
Whenfor |V s atnosphere on the viewscreen. It |ooked Iike
pi nk fog, al nost.

"Repair teans are EVA-ing to repair the sensor webbing.
and crews are working on the inside to shore up bul kheads two
and fourteen. Repairs on the C oaks and ot her affected
systens continue."

| nodded, and turned to Captain Presta. "Once we get
the cloak fixed, we'll be able to escape."

"Escape to where? Wth only one, overcrowded ship, what
ki nd of opposition can we nmount?" he asked.

"I don't know," | said. "And | don't think the ship can
take much nmore of this. W may have to set down sonewhere
after all.... for now, however, we're out of action."

Chapter 7: A Cook Takes Action

"W are encountering minor, scattered resistance, but
all essential facilities are firmy in our hands" said an
ai de.

"Good, " said Queen Zsst, studying the |atest reports.
Good; as ordered, her units were taking root everywhere but
the grounds of the capital itself, Sarney Sarittenden. Now
was the time to do sonmething she had waited years for



"Qunner! Lock weapons on Sarney Sarittenden. Lock al
m ssil es and energy torpedoes!”

"Weapons... locked...."

Her intelligence being spoke up. "Queen, don't you
think we should wait until we exam ne-"

"I have waited for this monent for over 20 years.
Destroy the human capital now FIRE"

M ssiles spat out of the Queen's flagship, mssiles big
enough to destroy a cruiser with one hit. They sped down into
t he atnosphere, on an ark that would prevent them from
burni ng up before inpact. They sped down, and hit...
precisely on the Throne Plaza itself, ground zero. There was
a tremendous explosion, and a fireball filled their screens;
and that fireball was anplified by other fireballs, and nore
m ssil es struck.

Queen Zsst watched with satisfaction. Finally, after
all these years, the synbol of the Alliance had been
destroyed. Her satisfaction, however, was short lived, as the
expl osions cl eared, and she saw... the towers and spires of
Sarney Sarittenden... without a scratch on them

How could this be? "Fire energy torpedoes!"” the Queen
cried.

They fired, slamming into the planet nmore quickly than
the missiles. More fireballs filled the screen; some of it
washed over onto the inmedi ate area around Sarney
Sarittenden; but when the explosions died down, she saw the
i mpossi bl e; the buildings weren't even scratched. Sonme of the
civilian buildings on the border of Sarney had been |evel ed
by the attack; but all the structures in Sarney itself were
unt ouched. How was this possible?

"You fool !'"

The Queen jerked her head up to see Baraki entering.

Her mandi bl es chittered a bit.

"What are you doi ng?" said Baraki

"W are destroying the synbol of the human resistance,”
sai d Queen Zsst.

"You are neddling in things you DO NOT understand, "
said Baraki. "Cease this inmredi ately!"

The Queen really had no choice; she couldn't have
destroyed the place even if she had wanted to. But how had it
survived such a devastating attack?

"What do you know about this place?"

"That is not for you to ask," Baraki snapped. The Queen
recoil ed; she hadn't seemhimthis angry before. He stonped
out without saying a word.

Al was quiet in the chanber for a nonment, except the hum of
el ectrical control panels. But then, there cane an
announcenent from an underling.

"Queen, we are picking up a beacon fromthe surface!"
stated a conminsect.

"A beacon?" said Zsst. "I thought all conmunications
facilities were in our hands."

"W thought so; this nust be a small portable
generator."

"Who can they possibly be hailing? Track their
transm ssion!"

"The beacon is hailing... us!" said the conminsect.

"Us! Froma human? What's it sayi ng?"

"Indeterm nate, but it's definitely directed at us"



said the comminsect, listening to the pul sing sound. "That's
it, the sane thing, over and over."
"Sounds like a trap," said an aide.
"Probably," said the Queen. "Were is it comng fron®"
"The eastern continent."”
"I thought the eastern continent was unpopul at ed?"
"That's what we were told. There are certainly no | arge
scale dwelling or industrial structures there."
The Queen considered. "Send a full conmbat teamto
i nvestigate."

"Levi! Levi!"

Levi Esherkol, finicking with neat on the grill, at
first didn't hear her. But then he did hear the engi nes of
the attack transport touching down near his home. In the
quarry, probably.

"Levi! The nonsters are here!" shrieked M ndy. She ran
i nside, a look of fright on her features.

"Ch, all right," said Levi, putting down his apron

"Levi, what do we do?" she said, trenbling.

Levi pointed to the range. "Keep flipping them every
five mnutes. Wien they start to turn black on the outsides,
turn down the tenperature." He scooped up a bow of something
and headed out the door

A squad of seven foot tall warrior units were already
di senbarked fromtheir ship. Their weapons were scanning,
bobbi ng all about, but several of themturned to face Levi as
he approached, openly carrying the bow, but no other
weapons, in his hands.

The human was unarmed. Cvilian. Therefore capture, not
anhiliation, was in order. For now.

"Hurman. You will service us," one of them said through
its flashing translator device, It pointed its gun barrel at
Levi with one armand lifted himpainfully by his throat with
another. A third armreached up and secured a control collar
around Levi's throat, which sealed with a click

"Ch, uh, yes," croaked Levi, rasping through his sore
throat as he dangled painfully in the air. Then he was
cruelly dropped to the ground. As he dropped he barely
managed to avoi d dropping the bow he carried.

"Report to the transport for reassignnent-" said the
I nsectoid, stopping in mdsentence. For it had started
sni ffing. The aronma coming fromthe bow was strong, very
strong...for an Insectoid, that is. A human woul dn't have

noticed the snell, but the concoction in the bow was
designed to give off a very appealing snell. Appealing for
I nsectoids, that is.

"What... is that?" came the harsh but flat voice
t hrough the transl ator.

"Thi s?" said Levi, |ooking at the bow of brown goo as
if noticing it for the first time. "Just sone insect food.
ent onol ogi st, | study insects and | just going to feed..

say, you descended frominsects, no? | suppose you mght to
give it atry...?"

Normal |y, there was no way the Insectoid was going to
accept food froma human; it could, after all, be poisoned.
But the smell was so overpowering... for a human, it was the
equivalent to the snmell of steaks, frying over a charcoa
grill, with a smattering of hickory chips to give it that



special snell... but the scent was even nore overpowering for
the I nsectoids, who were even nore sensitive to snells than
humans.

The Insectoid called over one of its junior hatchlings.
"Try this," it ordered.
The junior hatching did, wthout needing to be pronpted
again; it liked the irresistible snell too. Wen the
hatchling took a tentative taste, and then another, and then
another, it wasn't |long before the entire squad was diggi ng
out of the bow and licking the sides of it.

"I have sone nore of it in house" said Levi. He paused,
as if considering sonething. "You know, it's shane | going to
be conmon sl ave. | make very good food for insects, no?"

Queen Zsst, in her ship in orbit around August, dipped
one of her claws into the bow again. "It is good," she
hi ssed. "Very good, in fact. Very well, bring it in."

Levi Esherkol, wearing a collar and nanacl es around his
hand, was brought into her command chanber, | ooking m ghty
smal | and al one as he was fl anked by seven foot tal
I nsectoid guards. He was actually only the second human to
get this far; the first, Mtterand, hadn't fared very well.

"I amtold, human, that you made this food that is
pl easing to us," rasped the Queen

"That? Ch, that was nothing," said Levi, with a shrug.
"A qui ck snack. Wth the proper tools and equipnent, | could
do nuch better."

"What do you nean?" the Queen asked.

"Well, it's a science, see? At |least, for humans it
is," said Levi. "Tell you what; you give me access to a |lab
and | can cook up sonme food you'll really like!"

The Queen buzzed for a noment. She didn't think hunmans
had any ot her uses besi des manual |abor, but she had never
met the likes of Levi Esherkol before. If the human coul d
produce pl easing food, why not? She could al ways term nate

himif she grew bored or displeased. "Very well," said the
Queen, raising an armto dismss him
"Ah, just one minute," said Levi. "You haven't heard ny

conditions."

"Conditions?" said the Queen, standing up in her high
chair, towering over the poor Levi.

"Requests, then," said Levi, taking a step back, and

trenbl i ng.
The Queen sat down, hiding her anusenent. "State them"
"One: that you leave ny wife out of this. You will need
her on our farm on August, to produce much of the food
will need to prepare for you."

The Queen nodded. That seened reasonabl e enough
"Conti nue. "

"Two: That | have a fully stocked | ab, and one or two
of your... associates to experinment on."

The human woul d of course be cl osely watched. But
experinment, on an Insectoid?

"To test new recipes, | mean," said Levi hastily. "I
woul dn't want you to try a new recipe until | had tested it
on your underlings, right? If | didn't, | mght cone up with

somet hing you m ght not |ike, and what woul d happen to ne
t hen?"

"You woul d be executed," said the Queen. She shifted
about, appearing to grow bored.



"Final condition!" said Levi, sensing her restlessness.
"Leave the Eastern continent free from devel opnment."

"Devel opnent ?"

"You know, m ning, manufacturing-"

"Unacceptabl e,"” said the Queen flatly.

"Well," said Levi, swallow ng hard, "How about j ust
protecting two or three |ocations from devel opnent ?"
"Nane them"

Levi gave her the name and spacial |ocations of a
certain rock formation, a certain forest, a certain
waterfalls, and two other |ocations.

"I will consider your requests," said the Queen. Levi
opened his nmouth to say sonething nore, but she cut himoff,
"Take him away." And he was dragged off.

"Shall | have the human executed?" said an underling.

"No," said the Queen. "It amuses ne. But first scan the
| ocations the hunman seeks to have off-limt for devel opnment.
Look in particular for any signs of hidden human
installations. Then report back to ne."

The report canme back a few hours later. Obital scans,
arial overflights, and even | andi ngs by ground troops had
found not hi ng suspicious in any of those |ocations--sinply
varied arrangenents of trees, rocks, and water

"These humans are strange," said the Queen. "Tell the
human his terns are accepted. W will see how long it proves
amusing...."
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Fromthe Log of War Admiral Norman North,
Commander, Conbi ned Alliance Fl eet:
Two weeks after Vitalics.

W stopped to catch our breath, and found it to al nost be our

undoi ng.

My original plan was to head directly for Ootis
But then three of our ships started to devel op engi ne
trouble, and Danmark Il was alnost directly in our flight

path. Captain Bennett, speaking for the Directorate fleet
(replacing the late Captain Al ada, whose ship perished at
Jarja), suggested we stop there to make energency repairs--
two of the linping ships were his.

Actual |y, "suggested" may not be the right word. Even
fromthe very beginning of the Alliance between the League
and the Directorate, there's always been some tension when a
Directorate conmander had to take orders from a League
of ficer, or vice-versa. There have even been rare occasi ons
where each have gone their own way due to "creative
di fferences" over battle strategy.

But we can't afford to have creative differences now
There are too few of us left. Bennett obviously respects ne,
and he didn't state his suggestion as a denmand, but | stil
sense he's not fully ready to buckle down and take orders
fromthe senior Alliance commander. Unfortunately, that could
be our undoi ng.

A week ago | would ve let himgo his own way and do as
he woul d. But there are too few of us left now No |onger
will | passively sit by and let things unravel. |'ve already



seen the terrible price we've paid for our inaction. My
i nacti on.

Bennet's suggesti on does have sonme nerit. | don't want
to | eave any shi ps behind, and those three ships have
val uabl e sailors on it. W could evacuate the damaged shi ps,
but with our shipyards out of conm ssion each ship is
priceless, irreplacable. Nevertheless a rest stop does give
the enemy nore of an opportunity to catch up with us, even
t hough we have no indication that we've been pursued. Logic
suggests that the Insectoids are too caught up swallow ng the
sheer size of their latest acquisition to go after us, but we
can't afford to take chances. Despite my concerns, however, |
have authorized a quick stop, and even nmy own officers concur
with Bennett's suggestion to drop out at Danmark |1

Neverthel ess, if there cones a point where | have to

relieve Bennett of command to save themall, even if | have
to arrest him even if | have to court martial him even if |
have to execute him I1'd do it, in an instant. Never again
will | sit passively. Never again.
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The fleet was still decelerating into orbit when they
received a transnission from Governor Del apan of Danmark 11
"Admral! | knew the fleet would save us! W heard the worst-

"The worst is true," said North. "Wat you see before
you is all that's left of the fleet."

"Al'l ?" Del apan frowned. "You nean, all that's left of
the sector fleet?"

"All that's left of all the fleets. All of them" said
North. "And |I'm sure our woul d-be conquerers aren't far
behind us."

"The entire fleet," said Del apan, stunned. He took a
few nonents to digest this. "Well, it's good you' ve arrived
Pl ease take up defensive positions around-"

"You mi sunderstand, Governor," said North. "W're on
our way out of this region of space entirely."

"But... you can't just |eave us defensel ess!"

"I'mafraid we have no choice,"” said North.

"I order you to assune defensive positions around our
pl anet," said Delapan. "You are nilitary, and are bound to
obey the orders of civilian authorities-"

"-no longer," said North bluntly. He knew that even
under normal circunstances that the Fleet wasn't answerable
to planetary governors. But he wanted to drive the point
hone. "I"'mdeclaring this entire sector under martial |aw
Qur crews are comi ng down to take on supplies; we al so want
all avail able merchant spacers to be nade ready to join our
convoy-"

"You can't just give orders!”

"I can," said North. "My troops are com ng down arned.

I f anyone resists or hinders us, they will be shot."

"What! | won't permt-"

"W have your transm ssion zone pinpointed," said
North. "If you incite rebellion or attenpt to issue orders
contrary to ours, we will flatten your adm nistrative area
with a proximty nmissile.”

"What ... why...."

"Politician. Dissenbler. Traitor,"” North spat. "You're



all the sane. Because of your kind, we've |ost everything. If
you want to make yourself useful, start working on your
surrender speech for your new masters, who should be al ong
soon. End transmi ssion!"

The silence on the bridge was deafening. The crew had
never heard North be this... visceral before, even when
dealing with the eneny. Hs anger with the civilian
authorities was intense, but it was only magnified and
exacerbated by his anger with hinself.

Conmander Dulin | ooked worried but said nothing.

Li eut enant Conmander Wen cleared her throat, and said, "Sir,
don't you think-"

North glared at her, and she fell silent. Wen turned

away.
And then, in a voice alnmost too | ow for anyone to hear, he
muttered, "Not again. | won't let it happen again."

Transports and shuttles fromthe fleet touched down at
the main spaceport. And it was a nadhouse. Wrd had gotten
out about the fleet's landing, and the approach of the
Insectoid forces, and nobs rushed the spaceport, hoping to
escape. Everyone wanted to get aboard the few merchant ships
left that were being conscripted to join the fleet.

Maj or Fortran, conmmander of the dory's marine
battalion, bit his Iip. The word going around was that North
had given himstrict "shoot to kill" orders; Fortran, who had
received the orders face to face, knew that this was only a
slight exaggeration. North had authorized himto use
restraint if possible, but to "take all neasures necessary"
to ensure the cargo was obtained. Fortran's nen were on guard
at the spaceport perinmeter, holding back the crowds, while
t he regul ar navy peopl e took on supplies and made the
remai ning civilian spacers ready.

The scream ng crowd surged, and one of the perineter
security fences buckled, and fell. The crowd pushed forward
towards the thin |ine of League Marines. Fortran could hear
over his command nmonitor the corporal in charge of that
section of the cordon frantically calling his platoon | eader
for instructions.

"Sir, sir, what do we do?" said the Corporal, as the
crowmd surged forward. He was waiting, alnmpst fearfully, for
t hat dreaded instruction, "WC', weapons-free cl earance, a
fancy way of giving permission to fire into the crowd.

But before the platoon | eader could respond Fortran
broke into the command circuit. "Warning shots first! Fire
rounds, over their heads!"

Hs men fired a series of |laser volleys over the
crowmd' s head. The crowd screaned, pulling back. Fortran
barely had tine to exhal e before the next hot spot demanded
his attention. When had they ever gotten so desperate as to
be at the point of firing on their own peopl e?

"The reports are coming in; there isn't very nuch
avail able in the way of supplies at the spaceport, except for
fuel, and seven civilian and merchant spacers" said Comander
Dulin. "Perhaps if we went farther inland...."

"Too dangerous. Not enough tine," said North, |ooking
into the air.

"Sir, three of those ships are passenger ships, and
even the nmerchant ships can take on sonme passengers,” said



Dul i n neani ngful ly.

North continued to stare into oblivion. "M IIlions of
peopl e, and we get to choose the handful that get saved. But
are we really saving then? We're going on a journey that none
may return from Maybe they'd be better off where they are.”

“Sir?"

North waved a hand dism ssively. "Tell ground contro
that once everything is |oaded to take sone passengers
aboard. But that should be the final task, and only after al
the cargo is | oaded aboard. There will be a stanpede once the
word gets out. Wiat progress is there on the repairs?”

Suddenly, the alert klaxons bl ared.

"Report!' said North.

"An Insectoid fleet is entering the system™

"Comnposi tion!"

"...14 ships, four scouts, five destroyers, five
cruisers, four light, one standard class."

"Battle stations!" said North. "Jamtheir frequencies!
| don't want any nessage getting through!"

The battle was brief but fatal--for the Insectoids.
Even North's small fleet outgunned the small attack probe.
The Insectoids | ost three destroyers and two |ight cruisers
in the first engagenent. Deciding they had had enough, they
turned tail and ran... right into the arnms of the vanguard
force North had purposely positioned behind them

When all was said and done the Insectoid battle group
was destroyed, but two of North's cruisers were damaged, one
beyond i nredi ate repair.

"Evacuat e the heavily damaged one," said North. "And
t he ot her ship?"

"Damaged, but spaceworthy,” said Wen.

"What about the three ships that were undergoi ng
repairs to their drive units?"

"One has been repaired. Repairs are pending on the
ot her two."

"Tell themthey have one hour to nmake repairs. If they
can't make their ships reach at |east 90% of fleet flank
speed, evacuate their ships and scuttle them™

"An hour?" said Dulin.

North sw veled his command chair to face Dulin. "W
can't be certain they didn't get a nmessage off before we
engaged them Also, this conmbat probe is bound to be m ssed.
Those are ny orders."
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Fromthe Log of War Admiral Norman North,
Commander, Conbi ned Alliance Fl eet:
Three weeks After Vitalics

W're just a few hours out fromOrotis. | suppose | should
feel a small sense of victory that we've made it this far
wi t hout further |osses. | say "shoul d' because | don't;

there's no joy in making a hasty retreat. Basically, we're
retreating out of Alliance space at top speed, and so far no
I nsectoid ships have come so far so quickly to catch us
running with our tails between our |egs.

Whi ch brings nme to the subject of what we do next. Sone
of nmy officers have begun floating the idea of hangi ng out
here, at the rim and conducting hit and run raids on the



I nsectoi ds, when they cone out this far. But if guerrilla
warfare won't work in the core of our homeworlds, it wll
hardly work rmuch better here. We'd have sone successes in the
begi nni ng, but sooner or later the Insectoids, with an
overwhel mi ng nunber of ships, would hunt us down and destroy
us. Cuerrilla warfare only works when you have a secure base
of operations to retreat to and get resupply frony very
shortly we will have neither

|'ve been giving the matter of what to do next a |ot of
t hought. There are really only two ways to have any realistic
chance of destroy the Insectoids. First, we could build nore
ships. But that could take years, and the first thing the
Insectoids will do is to destroy or occupy all our shipyards.

That just |eaves one other possibility. If we can't get
t he nunbers we need to take back our honeworlds, the only
other way a fleet this size could defeat the eneny is if we
had superior technology. And that, I'"'mafraid, will require
us to leave Alliance space altogether. It's risky; for one
thing, we won't have any established nmeans of resupply when
we're gone. And it will nean | eaving everything that we know.
Qutside of our fleet, we may never see another human face
again, if ever. But we need to go into the uncharted regions
if we're to find what we're | ooking for

For it isn't by chance that | selected Ootis as our
final destination inside of Alliance space. The University of
Ootis is known Alliance-wide for a certain field of study
that will be vital to us in our search. The study of
hi stori cal xenol ogy. The study of the Chent.
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The remmants of the Alliance Fleet successfully nmade it into
orbit around Orotis without further incident. North split up
his fleet, sending portions of it out on barrier patro
around the outskirts of the systemwhile his main force took
up position above the planet.

The governor of Orotis, though hardly pleased by the turn of
events, was nore willing to be cooperative than the governor
of Danmark |1, and offered his assistance in the resupply
effort. Ootis, while hardly a major hub by the standards of
the core worlds, was one of the largest trading areas on the
fringe. Eighteen nerchant ships were in orbit or on the
ground when the fleet arrived, and all agreed to forma
convoy along with the ships that joined their fleet at
Danmark I1. The nerchant skippers figured, correctly that
they'd get better protection if they joined with North's
fleet, though if they knew that they were to undergo a
journey that mght [ast years or even decades, they m ght've
had second t houghts.

VWhile the resupply efforts were underway, North took a
mlitary shuttle down to the University of Orotis. Dulin and
Wen had tried to veto his decision, but he was adanmant; but
he did agree to take a platoon of Mjor Fortran's nen, nost
of whom t ouched down on an acconpanyi ng assault transport.
As Ootis didn't have its own landing facilities, North made
a splash as he landed on the front |awn of the sprawing
canpus. North slowy plodded across the canpus, flanked by
the security platoon, oblivious to the curious onl ookers. He
knew exactly where he was goi ng; he had downl oaded this



i nformati on before leaving the ory: the Departnent of

Hi storical Xenoscience.

North found the faculty nenbers and research scholars waiting
for him "Good, gentlenen, | see you received ny nessage," he
said calmy. "As many of you may know, ny nane is War Admiral
Norman North. | conmand what's left of the Alliance fleet."
There was a small nurnmur in the room

"The Insectoids will be conming here soon, perhaps in severa
days, or even several hours."

"What are you going to do?" said the head of the departnent,
Prof essor Stevenson.

"There's not much we can do," said North. "Nearly all the
fleet was destroyed. That's why |'ve cone to you gentl enen.
You're going to help ne defeat the Insectoids."

Shocked gl ances.

"That's right. W're preparing accommodations for you and
your senior researchers on the Gory. W' re taking you all on
alittle trip."

"Trip? Wiere?" They asked.

"To find the Chent."

The Chent. An extrenely technol ogi cal advanced ol der
race that had existed hundreds of thousands if not millions
of years before manki nd. Thought to be |ong extinct, some of
their works had survived--a few artifacts here and there, a
few scattered nonunents on distant worlds.

"The Chent are gone," said Stevenson

"True, Professor,"” said North. "But not their works."
He | owered his voice, but still spoke |oudly enough to be
heard. "The situation is grim W no | onger have the nunbers
to defeat the Insectoids. Qur chance, our only chance, is to
find some piece of Chent technology we can use to destroy the
I nsectoids. That's why | need you people. You' ve nade sone
good progress in deciphering the Chent nonuments. You can
hel p us locate other Chent sites, and nmaybe even point us in
the right direction of where to go."

"Researchers have been searching for Chent artifacts
for centuries, and nost have turned up little or nothing,"
sai d Stevenson. "\Wat nmakes you think we'll fare any better?"

"W have no choice,"” said North. "If we stay here,
we' |l be destroyed; if we dance around the sector, we'll only
be postponing the inevitable. This is our only chance. If it
will take time, spent it with ne. 1'll see it through with
you, if you cone with us."

A researcher said, "This could take decades, or
| onger. "

"Yes."

"Qur coll eagues on August or June are really nore
know edgabl e in this area and maybe they-"

"Your coll eagues on August and June are already being
fitted with I nsectoid control collars and are now sl aves of
the Insectoids. Do you really want to be in their conpany
ri ght now?"

St evenson said, "Let me have sone tine to talk it over
with my people.”

Nort h shook his head. "lI'msorry, but we have no tine.
The Insectoids could be here at any time. W'll only have a
few m nutes warni ng before they reach in-system which won't
be enough tinme to evacuate you and your staff.”

"Admral, | think we need to vote-"

Nort h shook his head again. "You don't understand; |'m



not asking you to acconmpany nme; |I'mtelling you. | offered an
expl anati on out of courtesy. Lieutenant!"

"Sir." The platoon | eader stepped forward.

"Al'l ow these nmen to gather any papers or files they
need. But they're not to | eave the building, and I want them
boarded on your assault transport within the hour. If they
resist, carry them If they run, stun themand carry them"

"An hour!" said Stevenson. "But what about our
famlies? Qur-"

North's face softened ever so slightly. "Call them If

they want to conme, we'll nake roomfor them Just be honest
with them-we're going away for a long, long time, and
there's no telling when we'll be com ng back." Turning on his

heel , he marched backed to the shuttle in the conpany of two
mari nes. Mich as he wanted to supervise the evacuation of the
scientists, events were noving too quickly, and he didn't
want to be caught on the ground when the Insectoids arrived.

"dory," he sinply told the shuttle pilot, as he
strapped hinself in.

H s concerns seened justified when the shuttle, on
final approach to the Aory, was relayed a proximty alert
fromthe bridge.

"How many of themare there," North asked, stiffening
i mediately. Hs mind was racing; could they evacuate the
scientists in time? How had they gotten here so quickly? If
the attackers were only another small conbat probe, maybe
they could repell them...

"Just a monent," said Wen, studying the data being

rel ayed fromtheir out-system pickets. "Just one... it's one
of ours, Admiral! A fast attack destroyer, the Suny Bl ue!
Wait... I'mgetting a relayed nessage...."

"What is it?" North asked, straining to |isten over the
sounds of the shuttle landing in the bay. Wth a scrape and a
smal | bunmp the shuttle touched down securely in the hanger

"The Suny Blue was assigned to Armi stice duty at
Vitalics," said Wen, her voice filled with awe.

One hour later the Captain of the Suny Blue, Tens
Zender, was standing at attention in North's conmand offi ce,
just off the main bridge.

"At ease, Captain," said North. He gestured for Zender
to sit down. "W didn't know that anyone survived the anbush
at Vitalics. Did any other ships get away?"

Zender swallowed. "No sir, not that we saw. But it was
quite a hectic situation."

"I imagine," said North. He gazed cooly at Zender. "I'm
very interested to hear how you got away. |'m even nore
i nterested to know how you found us."

"Found you, sir? W didn't even know any el enents of
the fleet had survived," said Zender. "Once we escaped we
realized that nost of the fleet was probably destroyed. W
were pursued by Insectoids ships in the area around the core
wor | ds, and barely nanaged to escape. Finally we decided that
our only chance for survival was to make for the fringe
worl ds. | guess you cane to the same concl usion.”

Nort h nodded. "But how did you survive Vitalics? \Wat
happened at Vitalics?"

"Well, sir, I"'mnot really sure." Zender swall owed
again, and got a pained | ook on his face as he tried to



recal |l unpl easant events. "The |Insectoids sent ships forward
to nmeet us. They weren't mlitary ships--actually, they

| ooked nore like cargo ships. The ships | aunched these round,
spherical objects, a lot of them"

"What ki nd of objects?"

Zender shook his head. "W don't know. But when these
obj ects got near us they exploded, spreading a fine mst. It
t ook down the shields, weapons, and power systens for nost of
the fleet. Then they started |aunching wave after wave of
rocket attacks at us. It was a slaughter.™

North's hands grasped his chair nore tightly, but
ot herwi se betrayed no reaction. "And how did you escape?"

"W were on the very edge of the formation. One of the
battl eshi ps got wi se that sonmething is wong and opened fire
on the ship heading closest to us. The Insectoid ship wasn't
destroyed, but it was damaged enough so it stopped | aunching
gl obes at us."

"Did any other ships fire back?"

"Not that | could see.”

"What battleship was this? Did you see what happened to
this battleship?”

"I don't know," said Zender. "Once we heard reports of
power failures throughout the fleet, we knew we had to steer
clear of the mist field, which we were mghty close to. Wen
we saw what was happening to the fleet, we knew there wasn't
much we could do... so we escaped. O tried to escape. W
were hunted for several days by several battle groups. They
got a few potshots at nmy ship before we nanaged to get out of
range, but they kept up the chase. W managed to evade them
hiding out in an asteroid field for several days. After we
got out, we knew we'd have to escape, so we headed out here."

"And did you see or hear of any other ships escaping
fromVitalics?" said North. "If you were clear of the field,
per haps others were as well."

"Perhaps one or two," said Zender. "But if there were,
we didn't see them"

"Hm" North drummed his fingers on his desk. "And they
were sinply destroying the fleet, not taking any prisoners.”

"Not that we saw," said Zender quietly.

North's face grew grave. "A lot of good men died that
day, Captain. And | served with a ot of themfor a |ong
tinme."

"Yes sir," said Zender. "Sir? What do we do now?"

"Return to your ship," said North. "Naturally, you'l
join our fleet. We're going on a little journey. You'll get
details on that soon. Dismissed." As Zender turned to go,
North hit a button on his comrand consol e. "Captain Dulin?

Pl ease report to ny ready room"

Dulin entered a few seconds later. "Sir?"

"Have a tech team go over Captain Zender's ship fromstemto
stern.”

"What shoul d they be | ooking for?"

"Anyt hi ng out of the ordinary. Tracki ng devices. Anything.
Then have sickbay do a thorough nmedi cal scan on our Captain
and his senior officers. Have them | ook specifically for any
signs of nedical tanpering."

"You suspect a trap?"

"Unlikely, but possible,” said North. "I believe the
young man is telling the truth. But | still find it hard to
bel i eve that anyone got out of Vitalics alive." He told Dulin



what Zender had relayed to him "I wonder who that battleship
captai n was and what happened to him"

"Hi s ship woul d've been vastly out nunbered; he was
probably destroyed, along with the rest."

"Probably," said North. "When you' re done with ny
little errands, call all senior captains to a neeting in the
briefing roomin tw hours. It's tine we got noving."

The briefing roomwas packed when North arrived
several mnutes late. Nornmally he insisted on punctuality for
all under his command, including hinmself, but he had just
been on the line with the nmedical staff, and received a
prelimnary report fromhis tech team Zender, it appears,
was in the clear.

"Centlenen," said North, gazing at the assenbl ed
Captai ns. Every senior captain was there, nostly Comrand
Captai ns but a sprinkling of War Captains as well. Most
seni or captains were in charge of the |arger ships, the heavy
cruisers and the battlecruisers, but several captains in
charge of destroyer battle groups were present as well. Also
present were North's senior staff--Dulin, Wen, and Col one
Robert Dey, commander of the dory's starfighter squadrons.
North noticed that all the white uniforned Directorate
captai ns sat on one side of the roomw th Captain Bennett,
who had been second in conmand to the |ate Captain Al ada,
while all of North's light-blue uniforned League sailors sat
on the other side. That woul d have to change.

North quickly related Captain Zender's story. A hushed
silence fell on the crowd.

"What kind of a weapon could render our fleet
def ensel ess?"

"W don't know yet what kind of a weapon it is, but we
know its effect,” said North. "It nmakes shi ps defensel ess. If
we stick around here, we're just giving the Insectoids an
invitation to try it out on us."

"No one is proposing that we stay here," said Bennett.
"What do you propose, War Admiral ?"

North slowy wal ked around the room staring at
different faces in the crowd, both Directorate and League
of ficers, as he spoke. "W know now that this battle won't be
won by sheer force of nunbers. In the past we have won
victories even when we've been out nunbered, but never by
margi ns of five or ten to one, never when the eneny is as
technol ogi cal | y advanced or nore advanced than we are."

"Therefore if we cannot win by numbers, we mnust prevai
by utilizing superior technology. W have to devel op new
weapons that will let our little pocket fleet destroy the
I nsectoids."

"How do we devel op this new technol ogy?" said one of
t he captains, Captain Harkness, of the second largest ship in
North's fleet, the pocket battleship Blue Luna. He was a
crusty old officer, but very reliable; and as Captain of the
Bl ue Luna, he was technically third-in-conmand of the fleet,
shoul d anyt hi ng happen to North and Dulin. North frowned
inwardly; with the conbination of the two fleets, he would
have to give sone serious rethinking to the chain of comand.
But not now.

"Perhaps 'devel op’ was a poor choice of words," said
North. "We're not going to devel op this technol ogy, we're
going to find it."



"Where do we find it?" Soneone el se asked.

"Qut there," said North, pointing out the viewport.
"Qut anong the stars. Anong the Chent." He paused to let this
sink in. "All of us know fromthe bits and pieces of Chent
technol ogy we' ve di scovered that they were vastly superior to
what we' ve devel oped now. |If we can uncover an abandoned
Chent base, or even the remmants of one of their ancient
cities, we may be able to harness enough of their technol ogy
to help us defeat the Insectoids."

"The galaxy is a big place," said Bennett. "W could
search for centuries and not find anything."

"I"'ve recruited a bit of help,"” said North. "Leading
researchers on the Chent fromthe University of Orotis have
patriotically decided to sign up and join our efforts to

search for the Chent. I"'mnot saying it will be easy, and it
will take time, but | think it's our only chance."
"But if we |eave human space, how will we be

resuppli ed?" one of the captains wanted to know.

"W won't be," said North. "Your ships already have the
ability to growa limted supply of your own food. We will be
augnmenting this ability with hydroponics equi pment that we're
bringing up fromOotis. W can plant gardens in our cargo
bays and on the civilian ships which are joining us."

"And what of spare parts, and fuel ?"

"W have an anple supply of spare parts at present,
but we will have to inprovise,"” said North. "As for fuel, we
can adapt our collectors to run on plasnma from any nearby
sun. "

"Plasma! " said one of the Captains. "Even if you get
that to work, we won't be very fuel efficient; and we'll have
to constantly be refueling."

"Not constantly,"” said North. "Mre frequently, yes."

"And what if it takes us a century of |ooking to find
what we're | ooking for--that means another century just to
get back to Alliance space!" said another. "The farther out
we go, the longer it will take us to return.”

"I never said it would be easy, and there's no
guarantees. But it's our only choice," said North.

"What if we stay here, and start a hit and run
operation? W can't destroy them but we can sting them wear
t hem down, " said anot her.

Nort h shook his head. "Guerrilla tactics work where you
have a network of friendlies who can resupply you and give
you sanctuary for repairs and refueling; we don't, or won't,
for very long. Sooner or later, they'd find us and destroy
us."

Bennett said. "War Admiral, | hear what you're saying,
but you're asking a lot. You're basically asking us to |eave
manki nd behi nd, and perhaps never to see our people again for
years, if ever again in our lifetinmes.... It's alot to ask."
Nort h | ooked at the assenbled officers. "Myst of you know ne,
if not personally, fromfighting side by side in battle, then
fromthe | egends of what |'ve acconplished. For hundreds of
years |'ve fought to keep the Alliance safe. You know what
I've acconplished, what |'ve achi eved, despite sonetimes
overwhel mi ng odds. |'m asking you to trust me again, now, and
to join me, not as League sailors, or Directorate sailors,
but as one group. Alliance sailors. Only by sticking together
can we survive. O herwise, by this tine next year we'll al
either be wearing Insectoid slave collars, or we'll sinmply be



dead. I'moffering you an alternative to this certainty. Now
who will stand with me?"

At that nmoment North's stern face |ooked as if it had been
chiseled fromstone. He stared at the assenbled officers |ike
a searchlight staring out at the darkness. Werever he gazed
confusion, and fear, was replaced by confidence, and

resol ution.

North's officers stood up, alnost as one, and decl ared

t hensel ves for him But he knew they woul d. The Directorate
of ficers, however were seated, each |ooking at the other, as
if waiting for an unspoken si gnal

"I don't like your plan," said Captain Bennett slowy. "But
you warned us against going to Jarja; and if we had |istened
to you, this roomm ght be a good fuller than it is now You
saved us then, just as you saved us before and undoubtedly

will do so again. | know your history, War Admiral, just as
know you, and while | say | have doubts about your plan, |
have no doubts about you. Where you lead, | wll follow"

And then Bennett' men stood up as one, and decl ared

t hensel ves for North. And after that day, though sailors knew
if in the past they had belonged to the Directorate, or the
League, they sinply called thenselves soldiers of the
Al'liance now, and War Admiral Norman North was their |eader
That didn't nmean there would never be factionalismor

di sagreements again, but at that noment, they were nore
united than they ever had been

It was two days |ater before outlying warni ng beacons,
di spatched far beyond the edges of the Orotis system sounded
the alarm a fleet of Insectoids ships, some 104 ships
strong, was on its way. Although information on the
conposition of the attack force was sketchy, it was composed
of at least 60 capital ships. This was no small conbat probe.

| mredi ately, transshipnents fromthe planet ceased; the
fleet formed the formations that North had worked out with
Dulin and Bennett; and the fleet was made spaceworthy within
an hour. There was a last nminute crush of people trying to
reach the civilian ships; but only a tiny number could be
taken, and then only after they agreed to maintain the
hydr oponic farms on the spacers that were appropriated by the
fleet. As the ships accelerated away fromthe planet, there
was nmore than one teary eye as the image of Orotis, the |ast
human out post they woul d ever hope to see, shrunk froma
round oval into a shiny dot in the sky... and then it was
gone.

When the Insectoid fleet arrived in-systemtwel ve hours
|ater, there was nothing to greet thembut Orotis itself and
enpty space, no trace of North, or the rest of the fleet,
whi ch were | ong gone, in search of a slender chance and a
wi | d hope.

Chapter 8
The Sil encer Cones to August

The Insectoids in patrol around August tracked the snall
fighter that streaked past their orbital blockade; but though
they trained their lasers on it, it was too quick for them
streaki ng i n-atnosphere even as their orbital fighters set
course to engage it.



Landi ng was another matter; once it set down, they
woul d quickly locate and destroy it. Then a deci sion was nade
not to destroy but to capture and interrogate the pilot. The
I nsectoi ds wanted nore information about this individual who
could slip through their net so easily.

The fighter settled in a clearing near a set of low hills on
the outskirts of the Capital city, in a small (and very rare)
public spot: a city park. But the ship's landing al so
attracted the attention of others.

"See that?" said Croft, squinting with his
el ect r obi nocul ars.

"See what?" said Gantry, one of the Agency nenbers he
had teamed up with.

"A fighter. Looks like it landed a bit to the west."

"How do we know it wasn't an Insectoid ship?" asked
anot her Agency team nmenber naned Jena.

Croft shook his head. "It |ooked |ike one of ours."”

Hoi sting up his backpack, he said, "Let's go."

Gantry groaned. "But today is Sniper Mnday!" Gantry
was the "caddie"; he was in charge of lugging the special
rifles in their protective carrying case.

"W can shoot some |Insectoids |ater. Someone m ght need
our help."

"The place will probably be crawling with Insectoids.

Si nce when do we hel p peopl e?" said anot her teammenber,
Corren.

Croft took a breath. "All right, we're not going to
hel p whoever's there; we're going to find out what the pil ot
knows. Once we finish interrogating himwe can turn himover
to the Insectoids, satisfied?"

It was funny what a difference a few weeks of
scavengi ng coul d nake. Most of the popul ati on of August had
been interned in forced | abor canps. But a few scavengers and
resi stance fighters survived. Sone of them were soldiers, and
others were Agency teans, |like the one Croft led. As he was
wi dely known to be one of the Eight, his | eadership of the
group was never questioned, even if his decisions constantly
wer e.

They tried as best they could to hurry, but they also
had to evade Insectoid patrols. But when they arrived at the
park it seemed the Insectoids had gotten there first. In the
di stance they saw the fighter, the exhaust still snoking, as
it lay neatly parked by a | ake, and the faint images of
Insectoids in the distance. The Insectoids didn't seeng to be
novi ng.

"Neat |anding," Gantry comented, peering at the ship
inthe dimlight. "Woever did that nust've been one great
pilot, even with repulsarlifts.”

But then as they cautiously snuck closer they saw
anot her detail... the Insectoids they had seen fromthe
di stance were all lying on the ground, unnmoving. In fact the
| awn around the ship was oozing with green, conming fromtheir
bodi es. Dead bodies. Al dead, at |east 20 of them What had
happened here?

The ship was a one-seater, maybe a two seater at nost.
Coul d one or two peopl e have gunned so nmany | nsectoi ds down?

And then Croft saw the figure, |eaning against the side
of his ship, whistling a sad tune, his hand reflexively
drawi ng, holstering, and redrawing his gun at a rapid pace.



"I's this a crazy man?" Gantry hissed, as Croft and the
others peered at the guy through the bushes.

Croft, realizing the sound of his voice night carry,
hit the ground, pushing Gantry down as Croft notioned himto
be silent. But the warning alnost canme too late; right after
t hey dropped, an energy bolt scored right where Gantry had
been st andi ng.

"I... see... you...." came the voice, as it stopped
whi stling and started humm ng. That voice sounded fanili ar
ki nd of.

Croft raised his electrobinoculars, as he lay prone on
the ground. Then Croft caught the guy square in his visua
sites... and caught the end of the man's pistol, pointing
straight at his binoculars. "Wait!" Croft yelled at the top
of his voice

The man didn't fire, so it nust have worked.

"We're human!" Croft yelled again.

The man seenmed to know it fromthe start, but he
wanted to give thema hard time. "Prove it," he said.

Croft slowy started to get up, but Gantry pulled on
me. "Croft, he's obviously mad!"

"Ch, nmost definitely mad," Croft said. "But probably
not at us." He realized that the man coul d have shot them
dead several tines by now, even at this distance.

Croft stood up, with ny hands raised, and he saw t he
man that Croft now expected to see.

The Sil encer.

The man had his gun drawn and pointed at Croft. "Croft?" he
said, lowering it a few inches.

Croft nodded. "Can | |ower ny hands now?"

The Sil encer nodded. "You can tell your guys in the
bushes there, there, and there..." he pointed with his
pistol, "To relax. They are with you, right?"

Croft nodded agai n.

They approached his ship. "How did you get here?"
Gantry asked.

The Sil encer nmade a deprecating expression on his face and
pointed to his ship.

"I mean, who are you? What are you doing here?" Gantry
asked.

"No time for that," said Croft. "We' ve got to get you
out of here, it's not safe-"

The gun whirled out of the Silencer's holster and two
bolts were fired. On the far side of the | ake, two
approaching Insectoids fell to the ground, one of them
screeching as it was shot.

"I know, it's not safe,” said the Silencer. Then
purely as an afterthought, "You' d better go."

"I'f you stay here nore and nore will come, and they'l
kill you," said Croft.

"I know," said the Silencer, standing his ground. He
slowy turned his head, |ooking for potential targets.

"What's this all about?" said Croft. "You don't usually
kill unless you're paid for it." Then, |ooking at the
Silencer's face, and thinking about his actions, he
under st ood. "Were's Anni e?" he asked.

The Silencer's face was granite. "They killed her
Gifford."

A squad of Insectoids burst into view Croft's people



rai sed their weapons, but before they could fire, it was al
over. The Silencer nmonentarily | owered his weapon.

"This isn't the answer, John," Croft said. "Sooner or
later they'Il conme at you with arnored vehicles, or shoot you
fromthe air."

"Yes."

"Don't you want to live?"

"No," said the Silencer. Then, uncharacteristically, he
added, "I just want to kill as many of these creatures as |
can."

"That's not what Annie would' ve wanted," said Croft.
That got hima glare, and for a nonment, Croft felt a wave of
fear. He licked his lips, and tried a different tact. "These

Insectoids didn't kill Annie, John. It's their | eaders,
they're the ones who gave the orders."
"I know, | killed one of them" said the Silencer. "I'd

like to get some of the others, but they're too well
protected in orbit." The Silencer's gun shot out again, and
two nore Insectoids fell. In the distance the sound of a
nmot ori zed vehicle could be heard. Tinme was runni ng out.

"But sone of them are on August! And working with us,
we can help you get them " said Croft.

For the first tine, Croft felt that sonething that he
was saying to the Silencer was finally having sonme effect.

Several mechani zed vehicles broke into the clearing on
the other side of the |ake. They were brinmming with troops.

"That will take tinme," said the Silencer
"I'n the meantinme, you can kill some Insectoids with us,
have sonme fun, paint the town... you can kill nore if you

cone with us and live, than if you sinply stay here and get
shot . "

"I don't know," said the Silencer. "I think I can kil
an awful |lot nore before the get ne."
"Come with us, you'll kill even nore in the long run!"

The Silencer considered, as the vehicles closed into
ef fective range.

"Prom se?"

"Prom se!"

When the Insectoid groundtracks cleared the far side of
the I ake, all they found was an abandoned fighter. One of the
Insectoid troopers, inspecting the cockpit, found a stick
pressed agai nst one of the controls. He renoved the stick..
and the ship expl oded, taking two of the groundtracks and
nore than a dozen Insectoids with it.

When the sound of the explosion carried a quarter nile
to the south, a snmall smle broke out on the Silencer's lips.
But only for a nonent.
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Fromthe personal log of Cifford Croft, one nonth after the
i nvasi on of August:

We brought the Silencer back to one of our hideouts in
August. If you're an outsider reading this (how did you crack
nmy code?) you may wonder what | nean by that. Were on
August? Well, since August, the western continent, is
basically one big city, we just refer to it all as August
(except for Sarney, of course). Ch, there are still sone



farms in the outlying provinces, and the entire eastern
continent is undevel oped (nental note to self: whatever
happened to Levi?). But, to put it sinply, August is August.

|'"ve kept a log in the past, but this time it has a
special meaning to me. We're slowy getting picked off one by
one, and chances are that we won't survive much | onger
There's no air cavalry waiting to cone over the horizon to
save us. Qur fleet has been destroyed and we're trapped here,
on our own.

I f you know anyt hi ng about ne or ny past, you may think
that this situation should be famliar to nme. After all, 1've
spent nost of ny life as an infiltrator, hiding around in a
soci ety that would inprison or execute ne (or worse) if they
got their hands on nme. Wile that's true, this is different.
Whenever | went on a mission, | always knew there was a hone,
somewhere, where | could go in safety once the nission is
over. Only now there is no safe hone to return to, and there
will be no end to the nmission. This occupation could | ast
dozens of years, or hundreds of years, or longer. Qur only
hope is to try to wear the Insectoids down, and it's a slim
hope. We can hurt the Insectoids, but there are only a few
Agency teans out there, and in the big scheme of things we
can't stop an arny; that's not what we were trained for

The Sil encer has been plenty quiet since we brought him
in. Preston and the others think it's because of his grief
over Annie. Only I, who have known the Silencer for a |ong
time, know better--the Silencer ALWAYS keeps to hinself. Even
I, who counts hinself as one of the Silencer's best friends
(if he ever had any), could rarely get much of a conversation
out of him | wonder if Annie ever got himto tal k?

Anyhow, we have to continue to stay active. But each
time we go out on a mission there's a chance that one (or
nore) of us won't come back. We lost Fletch | ast week and
Dori mthe week before. W're down to seven agency operatives
in this group... seven and the Silencer

"Good nmooooorni ng, August!" | boomed, entering the
conmon room giving a strategic toe to the fornms |lying on
makeshi ft beddi ng of foam packi ng.

| was net with groans fromthe hal f-dead. | had
appoi nted nyself norale officer; | was keenly aware that
wi thout norale, or at |east sone agitation, this bunch would
becorme little nmore useful than an unruly nob.

"Go away," said Jena, covering her head with a pill ow.

"Good norning!" | booned again. "The sun is shining,
the birds are chirping-"

"We're on sublevel 17a, and we don't know or care
whet her there's sunlight on the surface," said Gantry.

"And there hasn't been a bird seen on the western
continent in decades," Jena added, noaning slightly as she
woke up some nore

Good. At least | was getting their attention. "It's
time to start our day! Wile Preston here serves you a
del i ci ous breakfast of protein concentrate and distilled
water, it's tinme to consult our favorite fortune telling
device, the activity planner!"”

| turned to indicate a giant bl ack wheel behind ne,
part of a stabilizer froman Insectoid shuttle. W had
liberated the stabilizer covertly froma shuttle parked at
the Sarney Sarittenden spaceport, confident that our theft



woul dn't be di scovered until the shuttle was used again.
(Sure enough, the very next day when the shuttle was next
used, there was a | oud expl osion at the spaceport and a
snoki ng hole in the ground not far fromwhere the shuttle had
been) .

The wheel was divided up into a nunber of sectors, each
of which had a word painted al ong the edge, such as
"SNI PER", "ASSASSI NATI ON', and "ESPI ONACGE", "SPYI NG " SEARCH
FOR PROFESSOR CAPYBARA" (where did he go?), and "SHOPPI NG'
were witten. A giant pointer (actually, the burned rifle
barrel of an Insectoid gun) was in the mddle of the wheel
where it could be conveniently spun

After several weeks of going on the sane nissions, over
and over, we had decided to introduce sone variety by making
a gane out of it. Well, ok, actually it had been ny idea. But
t hi ngs had gotten so boring through repetition
"Who woul d |i ke the honor of spinning the wheel today?"

| was net by groans in response.

"Very well," | said, taking that as permi ssion to spin
nmyself. | took a grip on the pointer, and gave a wild spin.

The pointer spun around and around, only slow ng down a
bit after three laps. It really started to run out of energy
around the "Professor Capybara", |leading me to believe that
we were destined to spend another fruitless day searching for
t hat spectacled rodent, but then the pointer |anded on
"1 NTELLI GENCE GATHERI NG'

"Well well well,"” | said. "And so our agenda is set."

More groans.

And so today becane Intelligence Gathering Tuesday.
Actually, we didn't end up gathering that rmuch intelligence
about the Insectoids; but we did learn a | ot about the
Si | encer.

Whi |l e doing a routine reconnai sance (last Thursday
bei ng Recon Thursday), we noticed sonme unusual activity
comng in and out one of the tall skyscrapers just a few
bl ocks away from our hideout (once we cane out on the
surface).

W entered an adjacent building across the street that
was enpty and took the elevator up a few floors. Then we
| ooked across the way at the other building; and, seeing no
activity, we went up a few floors nore.

On the 44th floor we saw it, through the w ndows across
the way. It |ooked |like some sort of |Insectoid command post,
wi th consol es set up throughout the floor that were manned by
I nsectoid technicians. Crouching down on the floor, we caught
t he i mages through our el ectrobinocul ars.

"I'f we can sneak in and clinmb up to the 43rd fl oor, we
m ght be able to tap into an access cable on the 44th and get
into their network," | said. "The only tricky part will be
getting into the stairwell, but maybe if we try going
underground. ..."

"Unaccept abl e. "

| turned around to see the Silencer. It was al ways
surprising just to hear him speak

"But that's the safest way-"

"How many I nsectoids will die this way?" the Silencer
asked.

| considered. "Well, if we're lucky there might be one
or two in the stairwell."



"Unaccept abl e," said the Silencer

"Listen, Silencer, or whatever you call yourself," said
Jena. "You may have a deat hwi sh, but sone of us here want to
remain alive for a while longer. If you want to go in through
the front, guns blazing, by all means. But otherw se keep
qui et and follow our |ead."

A muscle twitched in the Silencer's cheek. | held ny
breath. The Silencer was not one to bait. But he sinply
stared at Jena, with a cold, deadly stare. She matched his
gaze for a nonment, then she | ooked suddenly away, | ooking
flustered.

"Right," | said. "To the stairwell."

W took the el evator down to the ground floor and then
| turned to head to the stairwell |eading down under the
pl anet surface. But when | reached the entrance to the
underground, | turned around and noti ced sonet hi ng.

The Sil encer was gone.

W ran to the entrance of the building, giving us an
unobstructed view of the Silencer walking calmy to the
buil ding across the street. Four Insectoid troopers were on
guard, all armed with laser rifles. They watched the Sil encer
as he wal ked up to them WMaybe they didn't shoot himon sight
because his gun was hol stered; or maybe they didn't shoot
because the sight of this single, grimhuman slowy wal ki ng
to themwas not l|ike anything they had ever seen. Hunans
cowering in fear? Yes. Humans running away fromthenf? Yes?
Even humans firing on then? Yes. But a single human wal ki ng
up to then? No.

Either way, they all had the sense to at |east point
their rifles at himwhen he got close. "Halt!" one of them
said through its glowing translator device, located on its
chest. "Wsat are you doi ng here, human?"

"I"'mhere to steal information fromyour comrand center
upstairs,"” said the Silencer

This took a second or two to penetrate. During that
time the wind how ed, a glint of sunlight glistened off the
Silencer's eyes, and a note of alarmplanted itself in the
m nds of the Insectoids. They raised their rifles ever
slightly, fingers tightening about their triggers...

And in that split second there was a streak of notion
and three, no, four discharges. Al Croft saw, from across
the street, was a bl aze of notion, the Iight of blaster fire,
and then, when he blinked again, the Silencer's gun was back
inits holster, and four |Insectoids were slunped on the
ground.

Croft and his operatives cautiously ran up to the
Silencer. There seened to be no other immedi ate resistance.

"Way did you do that for?" he asked.

The Sil encer shrugged m croscopically. "She invited ne
to go in with guns blazing," he said, indicating Jena.

W went inside. There were two nore guards at
reception, but they barely had time to see us, nuch | ess
react, before a blaster bolt ainmed to each sent them crashing
to the ground.

"Are you going to let us do any of the firing?" Croft
i nqui red.

"I'f you're quick enough,” said the Silencer

"I saw you shoot three bolts," said Gantry. "Wat was
the third for, did you m ss?"

The Sil encer nodded to the ceiling, where the bl asted



remai ns of a vidnonitor hung. "If | got it quick enough, they
may just think it's a mal function."

"And if you didn't?"

"Then they'll be waiting for us."

W entered the elevator, after first checking to see
that there were no nonitors in there. The Sil encer pressed a
button, and up we went....

When the el evator doors opened, two Insectoids who were
waiting at the entrance to the el evator sprayed the interior
with laser fire the mnute the doors opened. After a few
seconds of spraying the elevator they stopped firing,
real i zi ng sonet hi ng.

The el evator was enpty.

They turned to | ook at each other, and at that noment
the Silencer and | dropped fromthe top hatch of the
el evator. Before they could realize what was happeni ng, they
wer e dead.

The Sil encer took five steps out of the elevator, which
was sufficient to put nost of the floor in his view He fired
nonstop, a blaster in each hand, while our operatives energed
fromthe stairwell and opened fire as well.

In a matter of seconds al nbst two dozen | nsectoids were
dead. The Sil encer wal ked caly down the rows of consol es,
shooting occasionally; he didn't seemthe slightest bit
concerned about stray guards or technicians who m ght be
hi di ng.

In nmonents it was over. | went over to what |ooked |ike
a database interface term nal, but was di smayed when | saw a
ragged bl aster hole through the control circuits. "Now we'll
never be able to log in!" | said. | turned to the Silencer
who had wal ked silently behind me. "Look what you' ve done!"

The Sil encer | ooked past ny shoul der, and inspected the
jagged hole. "That's not frommy shooting," he said, as if he
could tell.

"This is what we get for the guns blazing strategy,"
said Jena, glaring at the Silencer. |I sensed those two m ght
have some trouble getting al ong.

The Sil encer shrugged. "If you didn't want the
equi prent danmaged, you should' ve left all the shooting to
ne."

"You?" said Preston. "Against two or three dozen
| nsect oi ds?"

"Yes," said the Silencer sinply.

Intelligence Gathering Tuesday ended on a sour note.

The next norning we spun the wheel, and it turned out
to be Sni per Wednesday. That was good. That's sonething we
could all share and enjoy together, including the Silencer

But as we gathered for our mssion | introduced the Silencer
to another teamtradition
"Place your bets," | said, pointing to a board which

bore all our names (and the Silencer's, newy added to the
board) .
"Il bet one ration on the Silencer," said Gantry.
"I'I'l bet a ration on the Silencer too," said Preston
"What is this?" said the Silencer
| cleared ny throat. "W have a conpetition, a ganbling
bet, to see who will come back from a dangerous m ssion. W
each bet on the teanmenber we think is likeliest to survive



that particular day; if they win, they get an extra hal f-
ration."”

But then everyone nmade it clear they were voting for
the sane person--the Silencer. His tactics mght have been
only short of insane, but everyone had seen his Gaftonite
refl exes in action.

Si nce everyone was betting on the sanme guy, we couldn't
really wager effectively, so we had to cancel this aspect of
our gaming. Well, at least we still had the activity wheel to
play with. And today the activity wheel said we were going
sni pering, and that cheered ne up a bit.

I think sniping was everyone's favorite activity on the
wheel . | know t hat everyone was al ready bored wi th searching
for Professor Capybara (should we renove himfromthe
wheel ?), and nost of the other sort of conmando operations we
performed were starting to get nonotonous fromrepetition

But sniping, that would be real fun. No one ever got
bored of sniping. W were going to have a great tine.

| couldn't have been nore w ong.

Preston fetched the rifles, and Jena brought the camm tarp,
all rolled up in a tight bundle. It was as if we were going
on an outing, or on a picnic. Wll we were going on an outing
all right, but the outing we had in mnd was a half mle off
the surface of the planet!

W took the elevators up to the roof of one of the
tall est buildings on August, the Regul ati on Buil ding, and
Prest on unpacked t he equi prent while Jena spread out the
cammo tarp and the rest of us started | ooking off the
rooftop--north, south, east, west, to find the best view The
wi nds whi pped by us and the hot norning sun shined down on
us.

"A squad down the block to the west," said one
operative.

"A command post backed up by heavy arnor on the east,"
sai d anot her.

"A few stragglers on the south."

"A troop convoy on the north."

"A troop convoy, perfect!" | said. "Just what the
sni per ordered! Preston?"

Preston finished unpacki ng and assenbling three agency
| aser sniper rifles with special |ong range scopes. Only the
scopes weren't the only thing special about these rifles. The
| aser projector inside produced a special kind of |ight not
viewable in the visible spectrum The probl emw th nost
sniper lasers is that after the first or second shot the path
of the laser bolt would give away the sniper's |ocation. But
since the beamwas invisible, the sniper's |location could
remai n hidden for |onger periods of tinme, especially if the
sni per was shooting fromlong distances.

W had had nerry tinmes sniping all over August the past
few weeks, picking off Insectoids troopers, watching the rest
scurry away on their malformed legs. It was great fun
really, and this tinme shouldn't have been different.

W only had three rifles, and the customary fight broke
out about who would get to snipe first.

"Hey!" | said. "We're running out of tinme. That troop
convoy is on the nmove. The Silencer will take one, Preston
will take another, and I'll take the third."

"Hey! You got to shoot first last tinme!"



"When you're one of the Eight, you'll get to decide who
shoots first," | said. "Now get under cover. We all got down
under the camo tarp, so that only our heads stuck out. It
was a little bit hot under it, but well worth it; the cammo
tarp automatically assuned the col or of the surroundi ng
rooftop, protecting us fromprying eyes, if any came up this
hi gh.

| located an Insectoid trooper on the scope, a driver
of one of the vehicles. | started to squeeze the trigger
"Ready... Aim..."

And suddenly, in nmy sights, the trooper jerked
backwar ds, and the vehicle skidded to the side and ramed a
bui | di ng. Someone nust have fired first. And | didn't need to
guess who.

After that it was a veritable shooting gallery, where
we attenpted to pick off all the targets who were now
scurrying across the thoroughfares. Although they could see
the approxi mate direction of attack, they had no way of
spotting our exact location, nearly a half mle away.

Gantry nunbl ed somet hi ng about wanting a turn and |
knew that it was about tine to switch. Before |I could start
dealing with the problem of how to persuade the Silencer to

| et sonmeone else take a turn with his rifle, | heard a dul
runbl i ng whi ch pushed all other thoughts out of ny nind.
| knew what that sound was. "Cease fire!" | hissed.

"And get your heads and rifles under the tarp!" Everyone did,
just before an ascending flying fortress appeared above the
top of the building.

At least, it was the Insectoid equivalent of a flying
fortress, a heavily arnmed gravitator platform about 10 feet
wi de and 40 feet long, with heavy guns mounted on it every
few feet, each manned by an Insectoid trooper. | peered out
at the gravitator through a tiny hole at the end of the camp
tarp.

The gravitator hung in the air above us for a few
seconds. Could it have located us so quickly? | thought not.
And yet the gravitator hung there. | suddenly felt a shiver
down our spine. The rooftop shoul d appear enpty to them but

if they detected us... we would be easy targets.

"Jena," | hissed. "Can this thing w thstand heat scans
and infrared?"

She paused a nonent. "I think so," she said.

It was at that nmonent that she shifted an armto
scratch her nose, and the thought i mediately flashed through
nmy head: notion detectors. But the thought cane al nost too
| at e.

Sonehow the Silencer was al ready up and runni ng even as
the first laser bolt singed the tarp. Did an unknown hunter's
instinct protect hin? O would that be a prey's instinct?

| didn't have nuch time to think philosophically about
it, as | and everyone el se was running for the stairs that
woul d take us all the roof. Laser fire burst thick around us
and we all ran for it without even trying to fire back; well,
al nrost all of us; the Silencer, reaching the stairwell first,
was on bent knee, rapidly firing several potshots, before a
returning volley forced himinside

W dashed down the single flight of stairs which took
us to the elevator shaft. | noticed that some of us were
m ssing but didn't have time to count faces because a deep,
deep runbling sound could be heard, a runbling so deep that



it shook the stairwell. W couldn't see it at the tinme, but
| ater hypot hesi zed that a spaceship, a cruiser, nmaybe, had
snuck up against the building. And a cruiser's lasers could
denolish a civilian building in seconds.

"Junmp!" | said unnecessarily, leaping into the open
shaft, as | was followed by ny conpanions. A few seconds into
our fall the top levels of the building were turned into a
fireball as turbolasers blasted the area. The concussion from
t he shock al nbst pushed Preston into a wall, but he steadied
hi nsel f, straightening his descent. We continued to fall,
trying to outrun the flames above us.

It was just a few nonments |later that we saw expl osi ons
again, but this tine even closer; this time the |Insectoids
were blasting a giant hole in the middle of the building,
just a few dozen feet above where we were falling seconds
earlier. They were nethodically destroying the buil di ng!
Wul d we get to the bottom before they destroyed the entire
structure?

| watched the ground bel ow steadily approached. While
we coul dn't increase our speed of descent, it was tine to
start worryi ng about decreasing our speed. The buil dings
generators were |located in the basenment, but if feedback or
t he shockwave fromthe expl osi on knocked themout. ...

The bottom cl osed quickly and | eyed the rapidly
approaching ground with horror. And then, just as | thought
that it wasn't going to kick in, I felt myself suddenly
braking rapidly. In seconds | |anded gently on ny feet.

Al'l elevators on August were powered by gravitationa
fields and projected force beans; all we did was disable the
el evator car and put the shaft in test nbode. This was SOP
whenever we needed a qui ck getaway from a rooftop

We quickly slunk back to one of our hideaways, but I
didn't have to wait until we got there to count the m ssing:
Jena, and two of our other operatives. Three people dead on
what shoul d have been one of our |east dangerous m ssions!

"They were expecting us," | said, gritting nmy teeth.
"Expecting us, how?" said Gantry. "Do you think one of
us-"

"Gantry, | picked the building at the last mnute,"
said. "No, they were expecting us because we always did the
same thing. Sniping froma tall rooftop. Do the same thing
enough times and they'll prepare for it. There are only a
finite nunber of rooftops that have a comandi ng vi ew over
the city. It's probably taken them several tries to catch us
like this,” | fumed. | blaned nmyself, personally; this was
supposed to be a fun distraction, fromthe normal life and
deat h missions we went on. Instead, we had our worst
casualties yet.

"Did anyone see any of the others?" | asked.

No one said anything. Then Gantry gul ped.

"Gantry?"

Gantry shook his head.

"What ?"

"As... as | got out of the cammo tarp, for a nonent,
passed over Jena's body, just for an instant,"” he said.
"She... had a burning hole in her forehead."

| didn't say anything el se. There were only four of us
left now, five if you counted the Silencer. | wondered what

he was thinking. He didn't volunteer any thoughts.
Suddenly, the who-wi |l -survive sweepstakes didn't seem



so funny anynore. The next norning, the board containing our
nanes was gone.

Chapter 9
Fire & Appl ause

From the personal log of Cifford Croft, five nonths after
the invasion:

W took it easy for a while after that. But taking it easy
isn't easy; just sitting there, doing nothing, drives all of
us stir crazy. Even the Silencer. | can see it in his eyes.
He just sits there, quickdraw ng, and rehol stering,

qui ckdrawi ng and rehol stering, over and over again.

It nust have irritated Jenkins, one of our surviving
operatives, for he | ooked at the Silencer and opened his
mouth, as if to ask himto stop. But the Silencer gave hima
cold stare, and Jenkins sinply closed his nouth and | ooked
away.

After a few days we had to go out, if only to go
shopping. Qur food supplies were limted, and we had to
periodically raid storage centers for nore. The storage
centers and the routes |leading to themwere often guarded by
the I nsectoids, of course.

W sneaked across one of the underground stripways.
August had as many as 50 interior levels in sone areas, and
each |l evel stretched for mles, much to our advantage. The
Insectoids didn't have the trooper force to station soldiers
on all levels. But they did have frequent patrols; it wasn't
often we could sneak fromone area to another w thout at
| east seeing a patrol. | tried to crack into the city's
internal security systemto see where the patrols were, but
while | could break into the system | couldn't figure out
how to access and target the scanners. The system had been
designed to be used by police bureaucrats, and so far | had
been unable to crack the very unfriendly user interface.

I thought | had the route to the nearest storage area
menori zed, but we nust have turned a wong corner, because
suddenly we were in unfamliar territory. Keep in nind that
it was very easy to get 1lost in an underground this size;
but at least, in earlier tines, there would be people
travelling through that one could get directions from or
el ectronic wall panels to consult. Now the underground was
virtually enpty, as nost people had been rounded up and the
few that hadn't been were in hiding. The only one to ask
directions of were the patrols, and sonehow | didn't think
they'd be very forthcomn ng.

W heard a patrol com ng our way and we quickly ducked
into a side passage.

Wong turn again. It was a dead end.

We heard the clop clop of the Insectoid feet com ng our
way. It sounded like a LOT of them Sone of their patrols had
only two or three of them but this sounded like at |least a
dozen. And in seconds they would turn the corner and see us.

W all had our weapons out, even the Sil encer.
suppose with the Silencer with us we shouldn't worry, but we
were boxed in a narrow corridor, and it would be difficult
for the Insectoids to mss us. Unless the Silencer could get
themall first. Could he?

W never found out because the Insectoids stopped, just



short of turning the corner. | heard them buzzing to each
other in their own |anguage, but had no idea what they were
sayi ng. Then, one of them made a | oud buzzi ng sound, a
war ni ng sound, and | heard sudden novenent, and then the
corridor lit up. That's right, it lit up, as if there were a
fireinit. But we heard no explosion, we just saw the lights
of a fire, and the screans of the Insectoids. One of them
screamng rapidly, turned the corner and ran towards us. W
could see it was on fire and desperately trying to rub
against the wall to put the flanes out. It cane close to us
and fell to the ground just feet fromthe Silencer, who stil
hadn't fired a shot. | think, for once, that he had been as
surprised as we were.

Then there was silence and the fires died down.

"That's about all of them" | heard a high pitched,
alnmost little-girl voice say.

And then | heard a cl appi ng sound, also around the
corner, as if someone had offered appl ause.

My people gripped their guns nore tightly. But for ne,
fear evolved into cautious recognition. "Stay here," |
hissed. | didn't want any m sunder st andi ngs.

| slowy edged nmy way around the corner, to see charred
bodi es under a low flame, and an expressionl ess young wonan
wi th reddi sh hair |ooking at me. Even as she stared | noticed
her hair turning back to bl onde.

"Sally?" | said.

"Who are you?" she said, peering in the gloom "Cone

forward slowy, or I'll use you to create sone light."

"No need," | said quickly, putting my hands where she
coul d see them

"Ch," said Sally, when I came closer. "It's you," she

sai d, soundi ng di sappoi nt ed.

"Croft!" dap! "Croft!" C ap!

| turned around and knew who | woul d see before | saw
him The O apper. Robert Cerk. A powerful telekenetic. But
we just called him The C apper

"It's ok," | called, raising ny voice slightly.

My peopl e came around the corner, gripping their guns.
Preston, | think, knew who they were, but Gentry and Jenkins
probably didn't, and I'msure the Silencer hadn't met their
acquai nt ance.

"Peopl e, neet Sally Ravanal, aka Red Sally, and Robert
Clerk, aka the O apper."

Cap! dap! dap!

Gentry and Jenkins | ooked at ne quizzically, as if nore
expl anati on was needed.

"They're high level operatives from Gamma Section," |
said. "She's a top level pyrotechnic, and he's a middling
range tel ekenetic."

"Tel ekenetic!" C ap! "Tel ekenetic!" dap

"Who has a tendency to clap,” | said. "What are you two
doi ng here? | thought the Agency shipped you peopl e out
before the invaders arrived?"

Ganma section contained all the Agency's nentalics; a
hasty, but correct decision had been made to ship them out
bef ore the occupation took hold; they were too valuable to
waste in street fighting. What were these two still doing
her e?

"I decided to stay and fight," said the C apper
nervously. He cl apped tw ce.



Red Sally gave hima | ook

"We decided to stay," said the d apper

Red Sally gave hi manot her | ook, a nore dangerous one.

The C apper gul ped. "She decided to stay,"” he said, in
a snmall voice.

"Why?" | asked. "You were ordered-"

"I"'mnot going to let nyself get kicked off my home
pl anet because of a bunch of giant npbsquitos,"” said Red

Sally. "l decided to stay and fight."

"And you?" | said, turning to the O apper

"She... she told me to stay," he said, nodding his
head.

"I see.”

"I hate to interrupt this reunion, but we're asking for
trouble if we stick around here," said Preston
W beat a hasty retreat back to our base.

It was really good to have sonme of the Gammas on our
side. But the flip side is that they were undisciplined,
especially Red Sally. The first night they had probl ens
falling asleep, due to the O apper, and were rudely awoken
early in the norning, due to Red Sally.

It all started after dinner, when we were getting ready
for bed. The O apper, eyeing the foam packaging we had laid
out for him started to clap nervously, slowy. It was a clap
every ten seconds or so, but it was still frequent enough to
get our attention.

"Doesn't he have any way of turning that off?" Preston
asked.

Red Sally said, "Believe ne, |'ve been resisting
burning his hands off for ages."

| said, "He only claps when he's nervous, or upset, or
fearful, or...."

"Or what ?"

"Or if he's bored, or if the weather isn't right," |
added. | went to the C apper. "What's w ong?"

"Not hi ng," he said, vigorously nodding his head.

"Cnon, | see you're clapping... tell difford what's
bot hering you...."
"Beddi ng..." he said, nodding his head slowy as he

studi ously avoi ded eye contact.

"What about it? You have to realize we don't have rea
beds here-"

"Beddi ng!" he shrieked.

Everyone | ooked up for a nonent.

"Lower your voice," | said. "Do you want to attract a
patrol ?" Qur little hideaway, formerly a spacious utility
closet, was fairly renote fromthe mjor passageway, but | oud

voi ces could still be heard fromit.
"Beddi ng," he said, softly. "Bedding in the corner of
the room |'mused to ny bedding in the corner of the room"

"Your bedding is in the corner of the room™

" the corner of the roomclosest to the door
closet to the door, it has to be in the corner closest to the
door..."

I 1 ooked around. The Silencer was lying on a pile of
bedding in the corner closest to the door. | didn't think
he'd appreciate doing a public service for the rest of us by
novi ng.

"What difference does it make? A corner's a corner,”



said. Then | remenbered how he didn't |ike the shape of our
drinking gl asses at dinner, and had spent nost of the dinner
slowl y cl appi ng about that. | shuddered; was he going to do
this all night?

"Corner closest to door," he said dully, slowy
cl appi ng in pace.

| sighed and went over to the Silencer. Hi s eyes were
closed, but it seens unlikely he was asl eep. Wen | crouched
down by him his eyes inmediately flew open, and | saw the
muscles in his right armjunp mnutely. He | ooked at me with
irritation, as if weighing whether 1'd be worth a blaster
bol t.

| cleared ny throat. "Um John, | was wondering if |
could ask you a small favor."

The Silencer continued to look irritated. He wasn't
going to make this easy for ne.

"The Cl apper... he's used to sleeping in this corner.”

The Silencer glared at ne.

"I mean no, obviously, he's never slept in this corner
before, but in his previous hideout, he always slept in the
corner closest to the door. It's a nervous habit, see? So
was wondering if you'd mnd trading places with him™"

The Sil encer said not hing.

"John? Wuld you be willing to nmove? To hel p the
group?"

The Sil encer considered for a nmonment. Then he spoke a
word, the only word he would say that night. "No," he said,
closing his eyes.

"John? John?" | said. | decided agai nst shaking him
Qovi ously, this discussion was over

"Sorry, | tried," | said, seeing the disappointment in
the C apper's face.

W settled down for the night. | tried to ignore the

periodic clapping sound. 1... 2... 3.. 4... 5... 6... T.
8... 9... 10... dap. 1... 2... 3.. 4... 5... 6... 7.. 8..
9... 10... dap.

This went on for several minutes. Then | heard a sudden
rustling around ne, and a startled squeal. Instantly | opened
nmy eyes, instinctively grabbing ny gun

The Sil encer was bent over the Cl apper, but before
could nmove forward the Silencer nmoved away, and | could see
the C apper, hands outstretched, bound securely together in
several loops with a sturdy piece of wire. The C apper | ooked
astoni shed, as if no one had ever done this to himbefore.

| turned back to the Silencer to say something, but he
was al ready on his back, his eyes cl osed.

W were awakened early the next norning by a pungent
snell; no, actually, it was a burning snell. My eyelids
slowy fluttered open to find Red Sally, her blonde hair now
a reddi sh brown, slowy burning one of the | egs of our dining
table. A stream of snoking was rising out of the foot of the
table as it slowy burned under her constant attentions. A
flame came out of one of her fingers, pointed at the |eg,
burni ng the wood but sonmehow not her fingers.

"Hey, what're you doing?" | asked getting up. "Stop
that."

"Some hideout this is," said Red Sally. "You' ve got
nothing to burn.”

"W need that table," | said, stanping out the flanes



with nmy boot.

"I was only going to burn a fewinches. It's like a
nmuscle; | need to keep practicing it, or | lose it," Sally
sai d.

"Uh huh." By now everyone was up. W had a quick
breakfast (after putting a bit of foam under the burned | eg
so it would Iine up with the other |egs), but not before
Gantry untied the d apper

"My hands hurt!" he said, |ooking accusingly at the
Sil encer as he nassaged his hands, which had red lines on
themfromthe cord. He clapped once, tentatively.

"I see they still work," said the Silencer dryly.

After breakfast we spun the wheel again, to see what we
woul d do that way.

"It's a lousy idea, to |l et random chance deci de what to
do," the Silencer renarked.

"What do you care?" | countered, sensitive to criticism
of the wheel. "Whatever option it settles on, it will alnost
certainly involve killing Insectoids.”

Clap! "Let me do it! Can | turn the wheel? Can |? Can
| ?"

"AI'l right," | said, glad that at |east soneone was
getting into the spirit of things. | stepped aside so the
Cl apper could turn the pointer

The C apper didn't nmove forward, and he didn't touch
the pointer. He concentrated, staring at it, and the pointer
started turning on its own. It spun, around and around,
around and around, every few revol utions getting another
mental push to keep it going.

"Uh, the purpose of the pointer is defeated if it
doesn't stop sonewhere,” | told the d apper

"Ch." Imrediately, the pointer canme to a dead stop
then noved two quadrants forward, and then stopped
per manent|y.

"Somehow | don't think this was exactly a random
selection," | said, looking at the pointer. It was pointing
to " SABOTAGE'.

"Sabotage!" Cap clap clap! "Sabotage!" Clap clap clap

| used a pointer to indicate sections of a video
schematic of the warehouse grounds. "This is one of the
Insectoid' s main ammo dunps in the city. W could go in
shooting again, as |'msure is popular in sone circles, but
that could set off the dunp prematurely.™

"Not if | do all the firing," said the Silencer

"Even if you do all the firing," | said. "There are
I nsectoi ds barracks here, here, and.... here. If the alert is
rai sed and they start firing, they may hit the anmo dunp. No,
this requires a bit of sneakiness. There's an underground
service crawway that |eads into the warehouse here. W go in
t hrough there, plant a few of our honemade bombs, craw out,
and boonml W detonate. Any questions?"

The Silencer raised a hand.

"Do we get to kill anyone?"
"I presume all three barracks of troopers will be wi ped
out in the explosion," | said. "Any other questions?"

The Silencer raised a hand again. "Let ne rephrase; do
we get to shoot anyone?"
"There's always that chance,” | said. "Q her



guesti ons?"

"Do | get to light anything on fire?" said Red Sally.

"Absolutely not! Not in the warehouse,"” | said. "If you
do, that will be the last fire you ever light."

"What about this crawl way?" Preston asked. "Do they
know about it? Isn't it sure to be guarded, or boobytrapped?"

"I't nost certainly is boobytrapped,” | said, having
done the prelimnary survey nyself. "That's where ny hero
cones in," | put an arm around the C apper

"Not to touch!" he squeal ed, noving away. C ap d ap

W crawl ed through the access tunnel. It was a five man
job--nyself, the Silencer, Red Sally, the d apper, and
Gantry. We sent Preston and Jenkins out on a shopping trip,
to get sone nore food

W noved t hrough the narrow space on our el bows and
knees. | noved silently, as did Gantry and the Silencer. But
Red Sally and the O apper were as |loud as a drunset as they
banged their el bows and knees agai nst the floor

"Quiet!" | hissed. "W're coming up to a guard post
ahead. There's a grill in the floor of the corridor above us
that connects directly to this tunnel. If they hear us, these

thin walls won't protect us fromlaser fire."

W noved at a slower pace to pernmit Red Sally and the
Cl apper to nove nore quietly. First | passed under the grate;
| ooking up for a nonent, | saw a shadow over it, and heard a
buzz buzz sound. If they | ooked down..

Gantry foll owed next, followed by Red Sally, followed
by the O apper and then the Silencer

When the C apper was under the grate he froze,
trenbl ed, and stopped nmoving. | could see his two shaking
hands moving cl oser together... if he clapped, we were dead.
| maneuvered past Gantry and Red Sally to try to notion him
forward, but he ignored me, staring at his shaki ng hands,
nmovi ng closer... and closer....

The Sil encer chose that noment to spin around silently
in the tunnel, and he gave the O apper a great kick in the
buttocks, sliding himseveral feet down the passage. | barely
had the sense of mind to put ny hand over his nmouth as he
tunbled into ne.

The buzzing sound stopped, and we coul d see the shadows
above us shifting. W kept dead silent for a nonent. Had we
been di scovered?

Anot her noment, still silent. Perhaps they were being
silent because they thought they heard sonething, but were
not sure and was trying to hear nore.

Anot her noment. And then, the shadows shifted again,
and the buzzing sound resuned.

| exhaled silently, unaware | had been hol di ng ny
breat h.

W proceeded w t hout incident down another hundred
yards of passageway, where a field of glow ng blue bars
bl ocked our way.

"An alarm" | whispered.

"Do you have equi pnent to neutralize it?" Gantry
whi sper ed.

"Yes," | said, pointing to the d apper
"Me?" said the O apper.
"See that button in the wall, behind the blue bars?"

The C apper squinted. "No."



"Look nore closely."

"I don't see anything in front of the blue bars.”

"Look behind the blue bars."

"Ch.." Pause. "I don't see anything, except for that
button."”

"Press it," | said.

The C apper concentrated, and | saw the button push
i nwards. The bl ue bars barring our way di sappeared. "Very
good. Take two claps out of petty cash."

The C apper noved to clap, but | was quicker, grabbing
themfirst and holding themimuobile. "Not until after the
m ssion is over. This warehouse is team ng with Insectoids
and is a clapping-free zone, understand?"

The C apper nodded.

| opened the grate |leading to the surface, ny gun drawn
as | pulled nyself up and out of the tunnel. | |ooked around.
W were surrounded by crates of munitions. Good..
cautiously slunk around, noticing the guard positions. There
were guards posted on the northern and eastern exits to the
room but they were in fixed posts. They shoul dn't bother us.
O nore serious concern were the warehouse workers, |oading,
unl oadi ng, and movi ng about. If one of them should conme our
way. . .

| set the Silencer to watch while Gantry planted the
bonbs. It would only take two or three to ignite the
expl osives here and blow the entire city block up. Meanwhile
| was quietly opening up containers, taking out things that
| ooked useful, and handing themto the C apper, who held a
sack that | quickly thrust into his hands. It turned out to
be a strategic nove, because it also inhibited his urge to
cl ap.

Gantry, being the consummate professional he was,
finished placing the explosives in under a mnute, hiding
t hem underneath things so they woul dn't be discovered unti
they were too late. |, however, was still picking out usefu
items fromthis denolitions supernarket.

"Croft," he hissed, hearing footsteps.

| stopped what | was doi ng and ducked down, but it was
too late. An Insectoid worker, wearing a hardhat of sone
sort, came around the corner, staring at a datapad. It |ooked
up, was about to buzz-

And a bolt fromthe Silencer's blaster caught it in the
mout h; it dropped wordl essly.

| | ooked at the Silencer, stunned; the blaster bolt
hadn't made but the tiniest of burping sounds. Then | saw the
attachment on the end of his blaster

The Sil encer was using a sil encer.

| nodded fractionally, scooped up a few nore
containers, put themin the O apper's sack, and we started
for the hole which led to the tunnel. The tiners were set for
8 m nutes, and we had already used up at |east one of
t hose. ..

The C apper and Gantry popped into the tunnel. | was
about to go next when we heard a kl axon. An al arm had
sounded!

Above us on the catwal k we heard an angry buzz, and saw
an I nsectoid trooper standing next to an al arm button
Grabbing its weapon, it fired down on us.

Fortunately for us, and everyone in the warehouse, it
struck a piece of enpty floor, just inches fromone of the



muni ti ons boxes.

Red Sally was in action in an instant, using just a
gaze to light the Insectoid on fire. Scream ng, in an
instant, it fell over the railing, right onto a heavy
muni tions crate! The mnute it burned through the whol e thing
woul d expl ode!

"Into the hole! Qickly!" | yelled now, above the
kl axon. W junped in, me, the Silencer, and Red Sally.

W started crawling as rapidly as we coul d. There was
no telling when that flam ng Insectoid corpse would detonate
the nmunitions. One thing was fore sure: we didn't have ei ght
mnutes to get to safety.

W crawl ed as rapidly as possible, and nade good
progress for a minute or two. | could see our exit fromthe
tunnel up ahead, and | knew we just m ght possibly make it...

And then the expl osi on cane, one whi ch shook us agai nst
the walls of the tunnel, and | could suddenly feel a
tremendous heat rising behind us..

Looki ng back, | saw a fireball rushing at us down the
tunnel . It would reach us in seconds, before we could reach
the exit. Instinctively |I closed ny eyes for a second, but
qui ckly opened them again, which is a good thing, or else
m ght' ve mi ssed what happened next.

The fires were al nbst on us when Red Sally, who was
last in our procession, send forth a powerful flameburst of
her own. It snacked agai nst the advancing firewave, slow ng
it, slowing it, holding it, and then, pushing it back
slightly, then holding it.

Red Sally, gasping with perspiration and | ooki ng exhaust ed,
whi spered, "Hurry... can't... hold it long..."

W scanpered out of the tunnel, nme dragging Red Sally,
who never left eye contact with the firewall behind us. As I
dragged her into the light | noticed her normally bl onde hair
was now a bright, bright red; in fact, it was now even warm
to the touch.

W stopped for a nonment in the corridor, even though it
was dangerous, nerely because we needed Sally sonme tine to
get on her feet. The Silencer stood with a gun in each hand,
each pointed in opposite directions down the corridor. After
a nonent she nodded and stood up, a little unsteady. But she
was able to keep up with us as we nmade our way hone.

W all congratulated Sally; after all, she had saved
our lives. But she wasn't happy.
"I didn't get to burn any of THEM" she said

"You burned one of them" | remarked.
She nmade a di smissive sound and turned away. Her hair,
al ready bl onde again, was still wet with perspiration as she

| aid down on her foam stuffing and dropped off.

"She must be really exhausted," Gantry remarked.

"Ch, all she needs is some rest," | said. "She'll be up
and igniting flammabl es again in no tine."

| 1 ooked around, and only then noticed sonethi ng was
wrong. Preston and Jenkins were m ssing.

They shoul d have been back before we were. | had sent
t hem shoppi ng for some food.
"Preston and Jenkins are overdue," | said.

"Mbst of you non-Graftonites are slow," the Silencer
shrugged.
"I think sonething' s happened to them™



"Let's give it alittle nmore tine," said Gantry. "Let's
give it another hour or two before we start |ooking for
them™

| nodded, feeling a bit alone. If Preston and Jenkins
had been caught or killed, that would | eave Gantry as the
| ast agency agent |eft, besides ne.

It turned out that Gantry was right to insist we wait,
because several ninutes |ater, Preston, breathing heavily,
stonped through the entrance to the | arge mai ntenance cl oset
that was our hone.

"Need hel p," he gasped, as if he had been running hard.

"Slow down," | said. "Take a few deep breaths. Wat's
happened? Where's Jenki ns?"

"An Insectoid patrol," said Preston. "After we got the
food, we had to run, and we got separated. | got lost. 1've
spent the past few hours just trying to figure ny way out. I|f
Jenkins is still out there, he's lost too."

| knew what it nmeant to be lost. Wth fifty dark
underground levels with corridors that all |ooked alike
stretching for hundreds of mles in every direction, it was
very easy to get lost. Even before the occupation, of course,
it was common for people to get lost in the underground, but
back then there was al ways soneone around to ask directions
of, and the electronic wall maps were functioning. Neither of
whi ch was the case now. The corridors were enpty, operating
on low, auxiliary lighting. The only people who cane through
t hose tunnel s now were the occasi onal scavenger, or, nore
likely, Insectoid patrols.

| grabbed ny blaster. "Then we'll have to go | ooking
for him Were was your |ast known position?"

"Level 32, Section 85, subsection 2," said Preston

"Let's go." Red Sally would stay behind to rest, but
the C apper, Gantry, and Preston got up and headed towards
our exit. But | noticed as | headed to the door that the
Si | encer was staying put. "You com ng?"

"No," said the Silencer. "You could search for days
down there and not find him It's a fool's errand. He's
probably al ready dead by now. "

"Al right," | said. "If you don't want to cone to save
Jenkins, then maybe you'll want to come with us to find sone
food." Preston hadn't come back with his pack; he nmust have
dunped it to travel faster. "W have alnpst no food left:
that's why we sent themout, renenber?" | knew which buttons
to push.

The Silencer nodded. That made sense. "But |'m not
spending nore than a mininumof time on this usel ess chase,"
he war ned.

"Noted," | said, sighing.

The C apper clapped nervously in anticipation as we
t rooped out.

It was sonme team we were buil ding here.

Chapter 10:
Jenkins i s Found,
But No One |s G ateful

From the personal log of Clifford Croft:

W went through the dark corridors slowy, alert to every
sound--the drip drip of water, the scurrying of rats, the



di stant sounds of footsteps. W were expert enough by now to
be able to tell the sounds of Insectoid footfalls from human
ones, but none of the ones we heard were human. They were
all the creepy scurry-scurry scraping sounds of Insectoid
patrols.

Whenever the sounds of one came cl ose, we stopped and
stood absolutely still, hoping it would pass us by. Wth so
many corridors it was unlikely they would stunble onto us.
That's why in nost cases, standing absolutely still until the
sound grew distant, was the smartest thing to do. Still,
there was al ways the chance that they would cone across our
particul ar corridor. ..

We searched for an hour, and then two, and | coul dn't
hel p but notice that the Silencer was show ng signs of
i mpati ence, drawi ng and hol stering his blaster in rapid
succession, as if he were playing with a toy he was eager to
use. Perhaps on one of us...?
| turned to Preston, "W've searched the entire area in this
section of level 32. Are you sure this is where you got
| ost ?"

"Well, partially," said Preston. "But we were al so on
| evel s 30 and 31, and that was hours ago. Who knows where he
may be now?"

| didn't turn around to see the inevitable ook from
the Silencer. Even | knew that there had to conme a linmt to
this search. Jenkins was |ost, or captured or dead, and there
was not hing we could do about it. If he was merely |ost, and
he found his way out, then there was some hope-"

"Who knows where he may be now," said a high-pitched
voice, imtating what Preston had just said in a nocking way.
The Silencer's guns were out of their holsters so
quickly that | hadn't see themdrawn. But the bl asters bobbed
this way and that, unsure where to point. The d apper cl apped
three times, despite the netal block I had given himto hold.

"Yes, much shoot everything that noves--is the Agency
way, " affirned the high-pitched voice, obviously
sarcastically.

| peered ahead in the darkness. There was a di scarded
pi ece of machinery in the corridor. Wioever or whatever was
speaki ng seened to be behind that device.

"Come out," | said, ny own weapon drawn. "W won't
shoot you."

"Prom se not to hurt, yes, the ones gripping guns
tightly always pronmise..... "

Suddenly that voice sounded famliar. It should have
sounded fam liar earlier, but with all the tension, and the
unfam liarity of their surroundings, nmy mnd had drawn a
bl ank. But another one of the Gammas? Wat was this, nutant
reuni on week? | hol stered ny gun. "You can cone out now,
Mongo. "

A head suddenly darted above the machi nery. Wen it saw
us, it paused a nonent, and then slunk forward. This being,
undoubt edly human, was |ike no human any of them had ever see
before. He had dark, straight hair that went down over his
forehead and wi de dark eyes. Even in this poor |ight they
could see he had incredibly pale skin, as if he had never
been exposed to sunlight, and he was incredibly thin, as if
he were only bits and pieces of nuscle and bone. He
cautiously skul ked over to them pacing slowy, noving his
head this way and that, |ike some ani mal checking out his new



sur roundi ngs.

"You can relax," | told the Silencer, who didn't |ower
his gun. "This one's a friend."

"Afriend, yes, we put friends in confinenment, that's
what friends do," said Mngo.

"So | heard,” | said. "What did you steal this tinme?"

"Steal ? Yes, they say Mongo steals. Mngo | ooks at
bits, and pieces, and shiny things, and just touches them
smal | things that no one m sses, and they say Mongo steal s-"

"What did you steal ?" | asked again, patiently.

"A |l andi ng bay power energy converter," said Mngo.

"That's not a snmall thing that no one m sses," |
conment ed, wondering how he had been able to nake off wth
such a large object. Well, evidently he hadn't.

"So they put himin jail, Mngo they put injail, with
all hardened crimnals. Do they take into account all Mongo
has done for Alliance? Do they renmenber all times Mngo has
saved Al liance, fromvery very bad enem es? No. Do they say,
' Thank you Mongo, thank you for saving dear sweet |ives on
August?'. No. Do they say, Do they say, 'Mngo, you have
done a small bad thing, but you have saved Alliance, nany,
many tinmes, we are grateful? No! It is only, 'Mongo, you are
bad, we do not need you right now, you go to confinement.""
"It was the ninth or tenth tinme you had been caught,"” | said.
"You coul dn't expect the Agency to intervene on your behalf

forever." Another thought crossed nmy mind. "How did you get
out ?"

"I nsect peoples streamout of the sky, invading. Do
ki ndly guards say, 'Bad Insect people com ng. They will make
you sl aves, or kill you. W should free you now before we run

of f'? No, guards think nothing of prisoners, they just run
away. But Mongo knew that forcefields relied on mlitary
generators that were about to be hit-"

"About to be hit?" said Gantry. "How did you know t hey
were about to be hit?"

"So polites, Agency peoples, always interrupting, very
good reputation-"

"Cet on with the story," | said.

"Force field go off, we escape. Alien peoples cone
everywhere, but they don't see Mongo, no, Mngo knows all the
pl aces to hide. Mongo knows; Mngo |ikes tunnels!™

Gantry got inpatient. "Very good, but we're |ooking
for-"

"Jenkins, nmust find Jenkins," said Mongo. "Mngo knows.
You can find your Jenkins, must find Jenkins, two | evels down

and on section across--at least you will find himthere. My
not find himyet there."

"What does he nean, will find himthere?" Gantry said.
"Croft, you know this...."

"Agency operative," | said. "Gantry, |1've had nore

contact with the Gammas than you have. Meet Mongo, an off-
agai n and on-agai n Agency operative, whose specialty is
precogni tion."

"Precognition! That means he can see-"

"Sonetines," | said. "But predictions are often vague,
and open to several interpretations-"

"Conpl ains, all they do is conplains-"

"And in addition as you can see he's very high-
mai nt enance with an attitude to match-"

"Attitude? Mongo just told you where to find your



Jenkins. Wat attitude would you call that, difford Croft?"
The Sil encer grow ed, "We've spent enough tine in this

open hallway. | feel like stationary target. You, creature,
take us to Jenkins!"
Mongo sat still for a noment, then started to buff his

nails. "What if | choose not to-"

There was an expl osi on of chipped wall pieces and ferrrosteel
as the wall around Mongo expl oded with blaster fire. The

Sil encer had used one of his blasters with the silencer on
it, but in the absolute stillness of the underground Croft
was afraid that the sound would still carry. The C apper
cringed and cl apped three times to add to the noise.

Mongo, his life threatened, i mediately turned over a
new | eaf. "Mongo hel p! Mongo hel p!"

"Very good," said the Silencer

"But you don't want to go to find your friend," said
Mongo. He noved cl oser, coming out of the gloom He |ooked at
the Silencer and a | ook of recognition cane to his eyes. "You
shoot ne with your right hand; how did you do that?" he said,
| ooking at the Silencer's right hand and then his armup to
hi s shoul der.

"What did you nmean?" asked the Silencer, show ng one of
his rare enotions, curiousity.

Mongo hastily turned away, nuttering, "Sorry... not
yet, not yet."

"What do you nean, we shouldn't go after Jenkins," said
Croft, also curious but trying to steer things back to nore
pressing topics.

"Ali en peoples around,"” said Mongo. "Or they m ght be,
or will be, or could be."

"What do you nmean, might, will, coul d?" said Gantry.
"Waich is it?"

Mongo | ooked at Gantry like he was an idiot. "Mny
futures, sone happen, some not. And sone futures that happen
may happen sooner, may happen later, often hard to tell
Many flashes, all undated, hard to sort through." He
shuttered, then blinked, as if he had just received anot her
one. "You too," he muttered, |ooking at Gantry.

| spoke one-on-one with Mongo briefly to pin himdown
on Jenkins' exact |ocation--tw |evels down, subsection C,
corridor 22, Room 15a, a deserted classroom That's where he
may be/ have been/wi |l be. Mngo told ne that there are or
woul d be patrols in the area looking for him If we were
| ucky, we would get there before the patrols.

"You m ght get there before them" said Mongo, "But you
will not get out before seeing them And this one," he | ooked
at Gantry with his big dark eyes, "will die."

Gantry didn't |l ook pleased with the news of his

i npendi ng death. "I'mnot going down there," he said
i medi at el y.
"Are you sure?" | asked Mngo.

"Mongo never sure. Mongo unreliable, Mngo high
mai nt enance-"

"Are you sure," | said again, putting nore aggression
in ny tone.

Mongo took a step closer to Gantry. He peered cl osely
at Gantry through half shut eyes for a nmoment.

"Well?" | said, after a noment.

"Mongo wrong," said Mongo. "He dies later, in another
pl ace. Mongo apol ogi zes for the m stake."



Gantry | ooked extrenely agitated.

"Relax," | said. "Wat Mngo sees doesn't necessarily
occur. It's not a death warrant."
But Gantry had a question, "How far can you... see into

the future?”

Mongo shrugged, as if he had never considered the
guestion before. "Weks... months... Mngo not sure. Mngo no
| onger under warranty."

"Al'l right, if we've finished with that noral e booster
| vote we go after Jenkins," | said.

"He said the level is swarmng with them" said
Preston, speaking for the first tine.

"So much the better,"” said the Silencer

Mongo took us down two levels to the appropriate
section, offering us running commentary every step of the way
descri bi ng how ungrateful we were and how under appreci ated he
was. | had dealt with this behavior many tinmes before and
over tinme had been able to unconsciously screen it out, but I
could tell fromthe expressions of the others that they
weren't handling it as well. As we got close to the | ocation
where Jenkins was reported to be, or would be, we heard the
scrape-scraping of an Insectoid patrol. W flattened agai nst
a wall in shadow, and three junctions ahead of us heard the
chittering sound of their troopers speaking in their hissing,
clicking and buzzi ng | anguage.

And then we actually saw them three junctions ahead of
us. A patrol passing by, crossing perpendicular to us.

W stood silently against the wall, our weapons drawn,
pointing, aimng... could they see us, in the dark? They said
their vision was better than hours..

The patrol passed. | heard Preston clear his throat as

if to say something, but the clicking sounds hadn't decli ned;
they had only increased.

A second patrol passed by, only two junctions ahead of
us. W ducked behind some falling debris and peered out. The
I nsectoids seened to turn their heads this way and that; they
couldn't be nore than 20 or 30 feet away. dick, click
buzz. ..

W wat ched, one by one, at the last of the patrol
passed out of our line of sight, and indeed stood still for a
mnute later until the click click buzz receded.

"I thought you said we wouldn't encounter themunti
after we found Jenkins," Preston whispered.

| preenptively cut off Mongo's reply about
ungr at eful ness. "He's not always as accurate as a weat her
stat, Preston. Conme on."

Cautiously we slunk to the appointed corridor. Mngo's
eyes turned this way and that in the gloom Was he really
navi gati ng according to a nmenory, or rather a vision of the
future?

Mongo stopped and pointed to a door ahead of us. QGuns
rai sed, we pried it opened and cautiously peered in. It
| ooked li ke a dark, enpty classroom WMaybe Jenki ns wasn't
here yet (or nmaybe Mongo was wong). But if he were here, in
hi di ng, he m ght shoot us before he realized-1 saw a flash of
somet hing being raised in a corner, behind a desk, and
hi ssed, "Jenkins!"

The blaster, it was clearly a blaster, held but didn't
fire. "Croft? Is that you?" he hissed back



"Are you on a last nane basis with any Insectoids?"
said, gesturing for the rest of the gang to follow e in.

"How did you find ne?" said Jenkins, getting up from
behi nd a desk.

| introduced Mongo. "But detail ed explanati ons can wait
later,"” | said. "I can't help but notice the heavy pack on
your back; while rescuing you is reward enough, may | presune
it's filled with food?"

Jenki ns nodded.

"Good." | turned to Mongo. "You said we'd encounter
them on the way out; would we be safer if we hunkered down
here and wai t ed?"

Mongo shrugged.

"What does that nmean?" Gantry denanded.

"Mongo not know. Starting out now nay be worse, or
better, or no difference."

"You're useless," Gantry snorted.

"Mongo remenber you say that."

| groaned. We'd be hearing about that remark for a
whi | e.

"Ck, | vote we get going," | said. | didn't relish
hangi ng around in this gl oony abandoned pl ace unl ess we have
to. "Any other suggestions?"

There were none.

W prepared to get going. But before we left | took the
G apper aside. "You know what to do if we encounter an
Insectoid patrol, right?"

The C apper | ooked confused.

"That's what | thought. You may have thought | took you
along just for comc relief, but you actually have an
addi ti onal purpose,” | said. "If we're attacked and forced to
fight, I want you to use your power against the Insectoids."

"You want nme to lift themin the air?" Nervously. dap
cl ap.

"Push them over! Knock them out! Anything to put a few
out of commi ssion.”

"My power doesn't work that way." Cdap clap

"Make it work that way," | said, clapping ny own hands
twice. Clap clap. "Get it?"

The C apper nodded.

W didn't find trouble when we left that classroom

Troubl e found us.

Al most imredi ately we were bracketed by two patrols,
com ng down opposite sides of the hallway. It was either the
worst run of bad luck we had had in a while or sonehow t hey
had been expecting us. The Silencer's guns were out and
firing, one pointed down the north end of the hallway and one
poi nted towards the south. Laser and bl aster bolts were
flying everywhere

"Retreat!" | yelled, dashing back into the classroom
The others quickly followed, taking positions behind desks
and pointing their guns straight at the door. No one had been
shot, | think, and we all took deep breaths as we stared at
the partially opened door

The first Insectoid tried to rush in and was gunned
down by three shots; so was the second, and the third, and
then the fourth. And then they stopped, show ng that even the
I nsectoi ds have a nodi cum of intelligence. W heard t hem
clicking and buzzi ng outsi de.

"A standoff," said Preston, breathing heavily.



"Anyone hit?" | asked, glancing around to identify
everyone visually, but not taking ny eyes off the door for
nore than a second at a tine. No one responded, which neant
either no one was hit or whoever was hit wasn't in a
condition to reply. If I had had nmy wits I woul d' ve had
everyone sound off, but on second thought that woul d' ve
i nforned the Insectoids exactly how many of us there were, so
maybe that woul dn't have been such a good idea after all.

| saw that the Silencer, Preston, and Gantry had their

guns drawn and pointed at the door; | couldn't see Preston
fromnmy current position. Confident that we were as well
protected for the nonment as we were going to be, | took the

[ uxury of |ooking around again. As | remenbered from our
first stay, the roomhad only one exit, the door we cane in.
O didit? | peered in the gloom...

"Humans, " cane an artificial sounding voice through an
Insectoid translator. "Humans, we have no wi sh to harmyou."
Cick click buzz.

"You have a funny way of showing it," said Preston

"Surrender, we will not disnenber, will not hurt," said
the flat, insincere sounding voice.

| crawled ny way to the opposite corner of the room
Yes, there was a vent there! Trying to act as quietly as
possible | pulled on the netal grating..

"We have called for reinforcenents, there is no
escape...."

Wth a wenching sound the grating came off. The
I nsectoi ds nust have sensed that sonething was going on, for
there was a scurry of activity outside the partially opened
door. But no one cane in.

I motioned with ny hands to get everyone's attention
They saw what | was doing and one by one started to crawl to
my position. The vent | ooked dark and uninviting but at that
nmonent our options were pretty linmted.

At that noment, however, the dimy lit roomlit up with
a flash, and an expl osion bl ew the door in and a good piece
of the wall around it.

The I nsectoids cane streaming in, and, nonmentarily
stunned, we didn't respond.

Except for the Silencer, that is. He hesitated only a
split second before opening fire with both blasters while in
a crouched positions; if he could ve had weapons nounted on
his feet I bet he would ve fired with those as well.

The I nsectoids opened fire but the ones in the front
ranks fell imediately and the other ones were forced to
search for cover, hiding behind desks in their end of the
room But sonme of those desks started to push against the
I nsectoi ds; one by one they were being crushed agai nst the
wal I's, emtting i nhuman shrieks as green liquid squirted from
t heir exoskel etons. The C apper |ooked weary as he gl ared at
t he desks, one by one, causing themto smash into the
| nsect oi ds.

In seconds it was over. The remaining Insectoids fled
out the large hole they had created, and we had restored the
i npasse, for the nonent.

Then we heard that the buzz buzzing of the few outside
bei ng acconpani ed by the click clicking of farther off
sounds, getting closer

It nust be those reinforcenents.

"Quick! In herel™ | hissed, clinbing in. It was a



narrow squeeze, but that was a good thing; the Insectoids
woul dn't be able to follow us in here. The only trick would
be to get far enough down the vent to be out of direct
weapon's fire range fromthe classroom If an Insectoid
should sinply stick his weapon into the vent and fire...

That and ot her cheery thoughts sustained nme as
wi ggl ed on hands and knees down the vent as fast as | coul d.
Thankfully it turned to the right after |less than a m nute of
flight, indicating we'd be out of site of the classroomentry
point. | could only hope that everyone foll owed ne behind.

The vent was totally dark; | only felt ny way by touch
If the vent should constrict and get too small to continue, |
woul d be at the end of a small, narrow tunnel, with a half
dozen or so of ny conpanions janmmed up behind me, trapping ne
conpletely...

Adrenal in kept me going, and thankfully none of these fears
materialized before | sawa dimy lit exit to my right as the
tunnel branched. | avoided that one, figuring it was too
close to our entry point, and kept going. The great thing
about our escape was that | was fairly sure the Insectoids
had no i dea where this vent was; maybe they could punch up
the plans for this area, but by the time they did and figured
out where this vent was on their map we'd be | ong gone. Even
peopl e who were experts in | evel managerment had trouble
figuring out maps of the tunnels of August!

After twenty mnutes of steady nmoverment and turning
down possibilities to |l eave the vent system | finally turned
right on a likely exit, figuring we had put enough distance
bet ween us and our pursuers. The others exited behind nme, one
by one, huffing and puffing, all except the Silencer, who
was beginning to suspect wasn't renotely human.

We caught our breaths, and | did a count and was
relieved to see that everyone was still with us. As well as
t he foodpack that Jenkins had been carrying. Good man! It
must have been tough for himto lug that through the narrow
craw spaces.

W cautiously peered out of the roomwe were in, sone
sort of abandoned living quarters, into the gl oomy corridors
around us. They were enpty, though in the faint distance
t hought | could hear a scraping sound.

Now we faced a different problem we were |ost.

It wasn't a laughing matter; conceivably, in the dark
we could be I ost down here for days, in which tine we could
pi ck up anot her patrol

We | ucked out when we found a stairwell which had the
| evel nunber on it. W were one |evel higher than when we
started, but we still didn't know what section or block we
were in. Well, at least we could return to our |evel; our
current hideout was on |evel 15. Maybe once we returned to
our level things would | ook famliar. O course, level 15
extended for mles in every direction. Such was the
subt errani an sprawl of August.

We clinbed in silence and without incident. Wen we
once thought we heard some activity on the stairwell bel ow
us, as if someone had opened the door to the stairwell, we
all froze instantly, at the sanme tinme, for a nonent. Then
after a monent's silence, the door slamred shut, and we
wai ted anot her nmonent. When there was no further noise we
cautiously started our ascent again.

W canme out on a junction on |level 15 that | ooked vaguely



famliar to ne. "That way, | think," | said, pointing one
way.

"No, | think it's the other way," said Jenkins,
pointing in the opposite direction

Gantry offered a third opinion for another direction

The Silencer didn't offer any opinion, and Mongo had no
flashes of insight. So we conproni sed by going a few bl ocks
in each of our directions and | ooking to see if anything was
fam liar. Nothing did.

Then | renenbered ny el ectroconpass. Like many pl anets,
August had a strong magnetic pull fromits north pole. The
conpass mght not work this far down, but then again it
mght....

The conpass didn't nmove for a nmonment, and then | shook
it; then it noved slowy, lazily. Gk, we had been going
nort h.

Whi ch was right. Because | remenber that Preston had
taken us south to | ook for Jenkins.

W travel ed along this route for another 10 m nutes and
then things started to clearly ook famliar to all of us--
the burn marks on that wall, the faded sign on that door
etc. And in minutes we were honme, safe and secure in our
mai nt enance cl oset.

"That was sinple enough,” | said. "Wat's for dinner?"

Chapter 11: Liberating The Farm

From the personal log of Cifford Croft, nine nonths after
t he I nvasi on of August:

O course, nothing was that sinple, especially when it
cane to living with Mongo. Wiile he was an inval uabl e asset
when used agai nst the enemny, he tended to create dissension
anong allies. And I'mnot just tal king about his tendencies
to steal; no, he created worse problens than that.

I mredi ately after dinner, he started up again with his
predi cti ons about the deaths of nembers of the team

"It seens to ne that if we had stayed put for a few
m nutes, we woul d' ve avoi ded both patrols,” said Gantry,
gi ving Mongo a purposeful glare.

"Yes, yes, blanme Mongo, Mngo always at fault," said
Mongo. " Al ways get angry at Mongo, yes. Mongo not the one to
tell you to go there. You ask, you ask for help, 'Were find
friend ? And Mongo, Mongo give you exact direction, even
gui de you there. But Mngo say, 'Danger. Danger if go there
to get friend. Mongo risk life to guide you, but danger.' And
this is thanks Mongo gets."

The C apper cl apped twi ce.

"Mongo thanks you," said Mongo, erroneously taking it
as a sign of gratitude.

"What el se can you tell us about the future?" Gantry
asked.

"You mean your deat h?" said Mongo innocently. "Mngo
see in future that you are very, very, concerned about your
death. You bl ame Mongo unfairly for warning you-"

"That's enough!" | said. "Mngo gets occasional flashes
about the future, but they're not always right, and they are
al ways fragnmented. He's good as a warning sign, and useful as
an ally, but we shouldn't be setting our clocks, or our



lives, by his predictions.™

"I want to know nore," said Gantry. "Wat are the
ci rcunmst ances of ny death? Do you see death for any of us?"

"Deat h, yes, see death, very unsafe business you are
in, is no surprise,"” said Mongo sullenly. "See death for
you," he said, pointing a bony finger at Gantry. "And you,
and you and you, and maybe you," he said, pointing at
Jenkins, Preston, the Silencer, and at ne.

"Under what circunmstances? Wien?" Gantry demanded.

Mongo was sil ent.

Gantry grabbed himby the shoul ders, and started
shaking him "Tal k!'"

Mongo started to sob and weep as he pitied hinsel f. |
pried Gantry away. "He doesn't work that way."

"Well make him"

"Mongo gets flashes, insights, concerning hinmself and
peopl e around him but that's all,” | said. "Inmagine if you
were constantly bonbarded with flashes of insight, visions of
future events, but each vision wasn't |onger than a second or
two long, and all were disconnected. Wuld you be able to
pi ece together what they were all about? Wuld you be able to
keep yourself from goi ng mad?"

It was at that nonent that they understood. In a stroke
t hey understood why Mongo was what he was.

But my defense of Mdongo had an uni ntended side effect.

"Mongo not mad." | heard grudgi ngly behind ne.
"No, of course not," | said. "But experiencing what
you' re experiencing has to be stressful on you."
"Yes, stressful, very stressful,"” nuttered Mongo. "Made

wor se when not appreciated."

Preston asked, "How do you..."

"Mongo not know. Agency not know. Top scientists of
Ganma Section not know. Together, know very little. Al that
is known is that Mongo is not appreciated."”

"I"'mglad we had this little get-to-knowyou session,"
| said. "And before any of you start planning for your
funeral s, renmenber that what Mongo sees is at best what m ght

happen. Only your overworrying will cause it to happen. On no
| ess than two previous occasions Mngo clained to have
"foreseen" ny end, and I'mstill here.™

Mongo nuttered sonething unintelligable and retreated
to the corner with the bedding | had prepared for him He
woul dn't nmake friends easily.

| put himnext to the C apper and Red Sally; they had
known each other previously fromtheir time together in Gama
Section. But | nade the m stake of noving the O apper's
beddi ng to make space for Mingo's, and that started a whole
round of discussion and accusation . The C apper was used to
sl eepi ng against that wall, the O apper didn't want to
conpl ain but wasn't confortabl e-

I cut it off alnost before it began, noving the
C apper's beddi ng back where it was and switching Red Sally's
beddi ng (she didn't care where she slept, as |long as she
slept in sonmething flammble), with Mongo's. But that started
a line of conplaints from Mongo about how di spensi ble he felt
and how his feelings weren't being considered.

| screened out the noise fromthat corner of the room
and turned to Preston. "How re we doi ng?"

"We got enough supplies for a few days, but we won't

| ast nore than four or five days, especially not with this



new nmouth to feed."

So Preston resented himtoo. "This new mouth | ed us
directly to Jenkins, and will save our lives four or five
nore times before the nmonth is out,” | said. "He's
irritating, but he's nore valuable than a squad of Junp

Troopers." Speaking of them | wonder what had becone of the
Junmp Troopers, the elite nechani zed pl anetary paratroopers?
Wped out in the initial Insectoid attack, | supposed.

"We'll need nore food soon," said Preston. "It seens

they're stepping up patrols in this sector. W should
probably search farther afield for other supplies.”

"Good. You take Jenkins and Gantry and scout around to
see what you can find tomorrow. |'Il take the Silencer, the
Ol apper, Red Sally and Mongo to scout around on the surface."

"Splitting us up?"

"There are enough of us to formtwo teans,” | said.
"And yes, |I'mconscious of the fact that |'m keeping the
Agency peopl e separate fromthe Gammas. You just need to
build up sone nore tol erance for them"

"\Where are you goi ng?"

"I spotted a hive last week on the surface. They're
starting to sprout up everywhere. | want to see what's goi ng
on inside one of them"

Bui | di ngs all over August were being selectively
denol i shed and replaced by large, nulti-level hive |ike
structures. So far | had never seen the inside of one of
them a lapse in intelligence info that | intended to renmedy
the very next day. Usually it was safer to go around at
ni ght, especially on the surface, but | wanted to be able to
see what | was looking at; nost of my critical gear
i ncludi ng ny infragoggl es, had been left behind at the Agency
in my haste to depart.

My team sl unk around on the surface, noving from
buil ding to building. The Insectoids were starting to build
up their forces on August, but the city, covering al nost the
entire Western continent, was just so big, that it would be
some time before they could fill every nook and cranny of it.
Certain areas like the capital, at Sarney Sarittenden, which
the I nsectoids had taken over as their command, was sinply
swarnmng with Insectoids, but nost of the city only had
sporadi c patrols.

| had noticed a hive going up on the edge of this
sector, and we went and checked it out from a buil di ng across
the street. W noticed a steady stream of ground transports
| oadi ng and unl oadi ng equi pnent and people. Lots of people,
stream ng in and out.

"Winder what's going on?" | said. The C apper cl apped
twi ce.

"Let's go in and burn sonmething and find out," said Red
Sally, starting to get out of the squatting position

| pushed her down and said, "No. This requires a bit
nore finesse. The only ones who can get into that building
are the Insectoids and their human sl aves. Therefore, 1'1]
have to dress for the part."
| took a control collar out of my backpack; several weeks ago
| had retrieved it off a deceased prisoner who had been shot
in the back; | had cut it off, made sure it was thoroughly
deactivated, and then nmade superficial repairs to allow ne to
snap it on and off my neck. | put it on now and di sgarded ny



backpack and weapons, except for a small blaster | put in ny
ankl e hol ster, under ny trousers. \Wile sone of the slaves
were wearing the green uniforms of the Insectoids, others
were wearing their own tattered clothing. My cl othes were
al nrost as tattered and dirty as the human sl aves; the only
problemis that | probably | ooked a bit nore well fed than
they were. Well, nothing | could do about that.

"So you're going to play spy," said Sally disgustedly,
curling her lip. "Wy did you bother bringing us al ong?"

d ap cl ap.

"I may have a harder tine getting out than | do getting
in; I'll need you to create a diversion if I'"'mforced to run
for it," |I said. "Think you're up to it?"

The Silencer drew his guns; Sally's hair turned a
slight pink; the Cd apper put his hands together; and Mongo
put his finger to the w nd.

"Wsh nme luck," | sighed

The trick about infiltrating a group is to make it | ook
like you were always part of it. If | sinply wal ked across
the street and attenpted to join the slave procession, the
I nsectoid guards woul d notice something funny. So | slunk
fromposition to position, nmoving steadily closer into
danger, until finally only one guard separated ne fromthe
prisoners streaming in and out. | held a rock in my hand,
which | used to good effect, tossing it far in the opposite
direction; it hit the ground with a clink!, causing the
Insectoid to | ook at the noise; when he turned back, he
didn't notice one nore prisoner noving anong the bunch
M ssi on acconpl i shed.

I have to add parenthetically that this sort of thing isn't
very difficult for ne; as a Level One Agency Operative, one
of the Eight, I'ma top-notch infiltrator, and have
infiltrated far nore controlled societies than this. But it
was good to see that a few nonths of guerrilla conbat hadn't
made ne lose ny touch. | followed the Iine of prisoners
shuffling into the hive.

My eyes had to adjust going inside because there was an
eerie green |light everywhere. W went up several |evels,
deposi ting boxes of equiprment and supplies here and there,
and | could see i mediately what this was: a manufacturing
facility. So at least sonme if not all of the hives were
manuf acturing plants. They were using our resources and our
| abor to help fuel their war machine.

Once we had delivered the supplies we were herded back
outside to waiting vehicles. "Were are they taking us?"
hi ssed to a young worman ahead of nme in line.

She | ooked surprised, as if | should already know She
sai d not hi ng.

W were getting close to the vehicles. Time was running
out. "Were?" | whispered.

"Back to the | abor canp,"” she whispered, glancing this
way and that, as if tal king was forbidden

I ndeed it rust have been, because two Insectoid guards
cl osed on us and struck us with the butts of their rifles,
sendi ng us to the ground.

"CGet up,"” one of themgrated through its translator
matri x.

Wncing through the pain | realized | was actually
grateful for the chance to reach down so | could pal mny
hi dden blaster. As | got up | showed ny appreciation, first



by vapori zing the thorax of the Insectoid who had hit nme, and
then bl asting the other one, and then in rapid succession two
nore behind him

"Run!" | yelled, taking nmy own advice. Prisoners, at
first unsure what was happening, started to run off.

There were ot her guards further ahead in line and they
started to open fire, hitting some of the fleeing prisoners.
But then they thensel ves were under attack; | didn't have
tinme to observe it at close hand, but | think the Silencer
shot several imediately, picking themout effortlessly
t hough the crowd of scream ng and fl eeing hunmans. Red Sally
caused one to spontaneously conbust, and the C apper hit one
of themwith its owm rifle butt.

In all the confusion a good nunber of the prisoners
escaped, though the guards were quickly reenforced,
preventing the bulk of the prisoners fromagetting free.

"See how easy that was?" | said, when | had rejoined
t he group.

"W shoul d destroy this factory," said Preston, over
l unch back at the maintenance cl oset.

"A good idea, if we had sone heavy ammo," | said.

"We still have some of the explosives left."

"The only problem being that we have to plant it inside
the factory," | said. "No, | have a nuch nore pressing target
in mnd." | paused. "The work canp. There are prisoners who

need freeing"

"We don't even know where it is," said Preston

"But those transports go there," | said. "It will be a
sinmple matter to trace them'

"They' re bound to be guarded.”

"I hope so," said the Silencer, making this one of the
rare times he chose to speak

"This operation will proceed in several stages, or
steps," | said. "Step one involves the Silencer." W stood a
bl ock away and around the corner fromthe factory we had
visited the previous day. Security there had been doubl ed;
but that didn't concern us.

"See that lone Insectoid guard there, younder, a few

hundred feet away?" | said, pointing to a dot in the
di stance. "I need you to kill himneatly, in one shot, where
it won't show. "

The Silencer snorted, as if he were still waiting for a

real challenge; and he took up his laser rifle (with a
silencer fitted to the end of it), and, after a nonent's
hesitation, fired. The Insectoid dropped |ike a sack of
pot at oes.

W ran over to the Insectoid body and then the Sil encer
and | dragged it to the next intersection. It wasn't fun
touching the thing, but | had thoughtfully prepared gl oves.
Once we arrived at the intersection | saw an Insectoid
transport approachi ng. Right on schedul e.

| nmotioned everyone back to the safety of the area just
around the corner, then | gave the thunbs up to the C apper

He gave ne a thunbs up back, with an idiotic expression
on his face.

| looked at the Insectoid body. It wasn't noving.

| turned back to the C apper. "Now " | hissed.

The C apper cringed.



The body suddenly stood upright, as if pulled by
strings.

"Cood," | said. "Now make it waver back and forth, back
and forth a bit."

The body started to waver, then swi ng, back and forth,
as if it were drunk.

"Good, good."

The approaching transport saw the Insectoid standing in
the mddl e of the road, swaying back and forth; something was
obvi ously wrong. The transport stopped short of the guard,
and one of the Insectoids got out of the driver's section

The guard fell to the ground, dead, the instant it's
tendril left the transport. The driver, seeing something was
am ss, noved to reactivate the transport with its tendrils,
but a sudden bolt elimnated the driver as well.

W raced around the back, saw it opening up to revea
two guards and a | oad of human prisoners. The Silencer got
one and | got the other; the only thanks we received for our
efforts were a series of shrieks fromthe prisoners.

"Al'l off, last stop!" | yelled. "Ladies and Gentl enen,
| apol ogi ze for this unschedul ed stopover, but your guards
are experiencing technical difficulties.”

The prisoners stared at me with a mxture of shock and
incredulity on their faces.

"You're freel" | yelled. "Get out NOWN™"
The prisoners streamed out of the truck.
"Now we have a transport,” | said. | spoke into ny com

"Step two: Preston, go."

Preston, lying prone in a building just above and
al nost across fromthe factory, had one of the parked
transports in the scopes of his weapon which was poking j ust
outside of the hole in the glass he had cut. He depressed the
firing stud, and a tiny transmtter lodged itself in the side
of the transport.

The transport obliged us by giving us several mnutes
to collect Preston and Gantry before getting underway. Step
three was the pursuit. We followed it at a cautious pace, but
never letting it get too far ahead; the netal walls and
canyons of August nmade it difficult to use a tracer
effectively at any distance.

The transport went south for nmore than two hours, and
we followed. It only slowed when it reached a | ess devel oped
district, one of the few districts left open for farm and.

For al t hough August inmported nost of its food, it stil
keep sone of its land open for farm ng. Wre the |Insectoids
still tilling the land, or were they using it for other
pur poses?

W parked a safe distance away and surveyed the
perimeter. There was a wire fence around the edge, and
sentries patrolling. It was obviously a civilian internnent
canp.

| looked at the Silencer, and he nodded. By unspoken
agreement, we agreed that this was an operation that would
best be carried out at nightfall. | spread the word to
Preston and the others.

While we waited we counted guards and studied security
nmeasures through el ectrobi nocul ars. Not too bad--we counted
only a dozen guards, though there could be nore in a barracks
structure along the edge of the perineter. The barracks were
outside the internment area, where it was safe fromattack



fromthe prisoners, but that would give us easy access to it.
It would be the first to be attacked.

But | was forced to bite ny Iip the rest of the day as
| watched how the prisoners were treated. They were forced to
work the I and, grow ng oddly shaped green vegetables | had
never seen before--presunably food for the Insectoids. But
the I nsectoids were cruel, using whips or their sharp
tendrils to assault prisoners who they felt weren't working
hard enough

One prisoner even had the teremty to collapse with
exhaustion for a monment when he felt a guard wasn't | ooking;
but within seconds he was eclipsed by a seven foot tal
shadow. The prisoner trenbled with fright, and the Insectoid
vom ted some pink goo on hiny and then the prisoner started
| aughi ng hysterically, so hard that it |ooked painful, and
then the Insectoid vomted some identical |ooking pink goo,
and the prisoner started crying. There nust be something in
what ever the Insectoid was vomiting that directly worked on
the brain.

A few of the Insectoids gathered to watch the spectacle
for a few monents, buzz buzzing to thensel ves as they
obviously enjoyed it. Then an overseer called out, and one of
the I nsectoids ended their fun, by disnenbering the prisoner
Swi sh swish and his arnms were cut off; it was so quick that
the prisoner couldn't even scream Then swi sh swi sh his |egs
went off, and then he did scream but only for a few seconds,
for then his head went next.

The other prisoners nearby started to scream but their
screans were cut off as the Insectoids turned their attention
on them and then all was silent, as their horror was checked
by their fear.

| raised ny rifle in anger

Preston saw what | was about to do and noved to stop
me. "No Croft, we need to wait-"

But | ained carefully and squeezed the trigger. There
was a "swwit!" and the Insectoid who had di smenbered the
prisoner scratched a slight sore on its body cavity.

| indicated the tracking sensor, and the blip this
I nsect oi d now gener at ed.

"Why did you do that?" Preston whispered

"That one's mne," | said calmy.

When nightfall cane we noved, first closing on the
barracks. It never occurred to the Insectoids to guard from
outside attacks, this far out of the center of the city. W
showed themthe error of their ways.

Gantry, Jenkins, and Red Sally burst into the barracks,
the first two opening fire, the third sending forth a sheet
of flame. The fire was so hot that it al nbst singed even her
as her face beaded with sweat and her hair turned a dull red.
They shot and burned everything that noved in that barracks,
and took them conpletely by surprise

But the noise alerted the sentries on the outside, and
that's where | and the Silencer noved into action. The
Sil encer picked off guards left and right in the darkness,
and | shot purposefully, each of us using infrared scopes
(something | had been fortunate enough to liberate froma
mlitary arnmory). When it canme time to shoot the target who
had di smenbered the prisoner | shot carefully, aimng |Iow

The I nsectoids nust have seen the flashes from our



muzzl es, but they were still confused and were dying nore

qui ckly than they could respond. In a matter of nonents the
area was clear. The five of us had slaughtered nearly three
dozen of the eneny; chalk that up to careful planning and the
advant age of surprise.

W noved cautiously into the canp, alert for any guards
we might have nmissed. | walked calmy to what | knew | would
find, a certain buzzing, clicking Insectoid who was down on
t he ground grabbing one of its lower linbs in pain. It tried
to reach for its gun when it saw ne, but | kicked it away. |
| ooked around for a second and picked up a jagged piece of
netal . That woul d do.

| started to hack off the nonster's tendrils, one by
one, pausing to listen to it shriek each tinme. Then | cut off
its lower linbs, causing it to shriek louder. Finally, after
a pause, | cut off its head.

There was sudden silence. Then | turned around, feeling
rather than seeing the Silencer standing behind ne. He | ooked
at me expressionlessly, and then moved on

W gathered up the prisoners and told themthey were
free. Most were too weak to start on an extended run, so
first we gathered what food there was and distributed it
anong t hem

"Break up and head in different directions,"” | said.
"There are several ground tranports here, at |east half of
you shoul d be able to nmake your escape that way. Just avoid
the transport parked over the ridge, that's our own ticket
home"

"Thank you, oh thank you," said a nman, who, like the
rest, was thin and emaci ated. "You don't know how beastly
they were too us!"

"I have sone idea," | said dryly, remenbering what |
had observed earlier that day.

"I's there any way we can thank you?" said the man. "I
don't even know your nanes!"

Refl ex, and my training, prevented me from divul gi ng
this otherw se useless fact. "Your thanks is enough,” | said.
| turned to Red Sally. "Red? You have enough juice left for
anot her fl ame?"

Red Sally snorted. "I'mbarely warmed up."
"It looks like the Insectoids were grow ng sone food
here; | think it would be nice if you torched the place,"”

said. "Just wait a few mnutes for the prisoners to disperse
The flames might attract unwanted attention.”

It was still early in the night; we actually gave the
prisoners an hour to disperse and make their way away from
the internment canp. Chances are that few of them would
survive on their own, but at |east we were giving themthat
chance. | had Gantry sitting in the front seat of our vehicle
to make sure it wasn't appropriated.

When Sally was ready she took a deep breath, and sent a
I ong spurt of flame into rows and rows of the greenish
what evers the Insectoids were growing. In just a few minutes
there were rows and rows of fires on the farm The |nsectoids
woul dn't be harvesting any of their alien lettuce fromthis
farm

"Let's go," | said.

W piled into the back of the transport and headed on
our way. | nmentally started to wonder if we could park the



transport sonmewhere in the capitol, it could be useful. The
transport al so had some supplies, sacks and boxes in the
corner, that would merit inspection |ater

W returned to the capital without incident. | can only
wonder at the reaction of the Insectoids when the next set of
ground transports arrived at the farmto find all their
sol diers dead and the place in flanes.

W put the transport in an underground garage. | bit ny
lip; out in the open here, it would probably be stolen or
vandal i zed quickly. Well, nothing we could do about that for
NOW.

As we wal ked back to our hideaway the Sil encer suddenly
rai sed his hand and stopped for a noment.

"What is it?" | asked.

The Silencer shook his head and stood still for a
nmonent. "Probably nothing. At |east, not close by. Continue."

W made our way back to the naintenance cl oset;
strained to hear the sounds of an Insectoid patrol, but heard
not hi ng.

W planned quite a cel ebratory di nner that night,

t hough | don't know how we coul d manage it when the only
supplies we had were liquid starch (hardens when cooked),
canned neat strips, and a few other itens. | was preparing to
do the cooking nyself, basking in the gl ow of happy
conversation in the crowd--even the Silencer was letting

hi nsel f be tal ked to, which was quite a good sign, for him
For once we had acconplished somnet hing positive and coul d see
the effect of it, and that made us feel good. And what's
nore, we had done it without any casualties.

"Very (clap clap) good work, M. Silencer," said the
d apper.

The Sil encer stiffened, |ooked away, and reached for
his gun. The C apper shrank back. The room was suddenly
silent.

"Hear that?" said the Silencer, in a whisper

| strained, | didn't hear anything. | started to speak
when | DI D hear somet hing.
Tap tap tap.

W waited, another nmoment, and then it grew | ouder

Knock knock knock

Soneone was knocki ng on the door to our maintenance
cl oset.

Chances are it wasn't the Insectoids; they usually
didn't knock before coming in. Even scavengers wouldn't go
around politely knocking on doors. But everyone who knew
about their honebase was already inside; so this nmeant that
we had been di scovered by soneone, or sonet hing.

Weapons drawn, we cautiously approached the exit to the
mai nt enance closet. W had installed a locally powered
cryptic lock and created passkeys for everyone inside, so the
only way they could get through would be to burn or bl ast
their way in.

The Sil encer positioned hinself on one side of the
door, and | and Gantry and Preston and Jenkins took positions
fromother angles to give ourselves clear lines of sight to
t he door.

Knock knock knock. The knocki ng was | ouder, nore
i nsi stent now. Who could it be? Could this be sonme Insectoid
trap to lure us outside?



The Sil encer |ooked to ne, and | nodded. He pal ned the
door's control, and pulled back instantly as the door cane
unl atched. A tiny crack opened to the outside.

Sonet hi ng reached forward and slowy pulled the door
open. In the dark corridor we could make out the shape; a
thin, emaciated person in rags.

"Qooh!" said the man, seeing the outlines of our
weapons. "Don't shoot!"

"Put your hands up!" | barked. "Cone in! Slowy!"

As the man canme into the light | saw he was unarned. It
was the same man who had effusively thanked ne at the farm

But the farmwas hundreds of miles to the south; how
did he get here?

Preston checked the corridor; it didn't seemlike there
was anyone el se there.

W shut the door and started the interrogation.

H s nane was Ceorge Sashay and he had been a
prof essional visual artist, before the invasion. The
I nsectoi ds eval uated himat one of their processing centers
and found he was best suited for manual |abor. He had been
working at the farmfor several nonths when we |liberated him
earlier that day. Wen all the prisoners were escaping, he
made his way to our vehicle and snuck in the back while
Gantry wasn't watching; it was there that he hid in one of
the boxes until we returned.

He quietly foll owed us back to our hone.

"Wait a minute," | said. "How did you foll ow us?
didn't see or hear you."

"I did," said the Silencer

"I followed a bit behind you," said Sashay.

"Then if you weren't in visual sight of us, how do you
know where we turned off to go into the naintenance cl oset ?"
| asked.

"Ch, that was easy," said Sashay. "I sinmply |ooked at
all the footprints in the dust. They all |ead here."

| blinked, feeling like a fool. Could we have really
| eft such an obvious trail for our pursuers to find? But the
corridors were very dimy lit; one would have to really be
| ooking for such a thing to find them And this was no expert
tracker. Could his story really be true?

"I tend to notice such things, dust | nean," said

Sashay. "Remenber, |I'man artist."”

"That | eaves one question: why?" | asked.

"Well, | didn't see nuch of a future follow ng the
others," said Sashay. "But | ook at you, you're well-fed
param litaries, obviously survivor types. | figured | would
join your group."

| frowned, but said nothing. | pointed to Jenkins and

snapped ny fingers; he watched the prisoner while we went to
the other corner of the roomto confer

"It's far-fetched at best," said Gantry. "I don't
beli eve an ordinary civilian could have tracked us |ike he
did."

"Don't underestimate the survival instinct,"” said
Preston. "I'm suspicious too, but what other explanation
could there be? That he's a plant, fromthe Insectoids? In
that case, they would' ve had to know that we were going to
hit their farm and no one knew that."

"Good point," | said. "What | think may be nore likely



is that he was the canp spy, working for the Insectoids to
spy on the other prisoners. Wen he saw us, he saw a chance
to get a big bounty by turning us in."

"But if he wanted to turn us in, he had already |ocated
us," said Preston. "He didn't have to knock on the door to
get our attention."

"He said he located us," | said. "Maybe he wasn't sure
we were in here.”

"So you think he's a spy?" the Silencer asked.

"Not necessarily,”" | said. "I'mjust trying to think
out all the possibilities.” | |ooked at the enaciated figure
sitting quietly in the corner under Gantry's watchful stare.
Maybe, on the other hand, he just wanted to survive.

But maybe we didn't have to guess. | whistled for
Mongo, and he cane scanpering over. "NMongo! Wat do you get
on that fellow?"

Mongo stared at Sashay with crinkly eyes for a nonent.
"Cook," he said at |ast.

"What ?"
"Cooks. If you keep him wll cook for you."
"W don't care about that," | said. "WII he betray

us?"

Mongo concentrated again. "Don't see betrayal; but
doesn't mean doesn't happen. In sone future he cooks foods
for you." He licked his lips. "If you going to kill him have
hi m cook dinner, first."

"Doesn't sound dangerous to nme," said Preston

"Are you thinking of keeping hinP" the Silencer asked
me, as if we were tal king about a new pet.

"Why not?" | asked.

"What skills can he bring to the group?" the Silencer
asked. "Can he shoot a gun, or start fires with his m nd?"

"Probably not," | admitted, seeing where this was

goi ng.

"Then he goes," said the Silencer
" \Npy 2"

"He consunmes food but contributes nothing," said the
Silencer. "This isn't a ten star hotel. Every time we go out
to hunt for food we risk our lives. W shouldn't have to do
it for freel oaders."

"I see your point," | said, and | did. "How about we
keep hi m here overnight, give hima neal, and send himon his
way ?"

"That rai ses another problem™" said the Silencer, his
voice grim "He knows our location. Even if he's not a spy,
if he gets caught and interrogated by the Insectoids, he can
gi ve our location away."

"Well, we had tal ked about establishing a new hideout,"
| said, not liking where this conversation was goi ng.

"Whi ch we haven't yet done, and once we do, we planned
to use only when we were in inmmnent danger of discovery,"”
said Preston, slowy seeing things the Silencer's way. He
turned to the Silencer. "What are you suggesting?"

"I can nmake it quick and painless," said the Silencer
calmy

"I say we burn him" said Red Sally, speaking for the
first tinme.

"Burn nme!" said Sashay, picking up on this. "But | can
be of great use to you!"

"What can you do, paperweight?" said the Silencer



"Have you ever fired a blaster before in your |ife?"

"Well, no," said Sashay, rapidly casting about. "What
about them" he said, indicating Mongo and the C apper. "They
don't look like gunfighters!™

"They have other skills," said the Silencer

Sashay | ooked about wildly as he rapidly tried to think
of a way to save his life. "Wll so do I!"

"You? What can you do, paperwei ght ?"

"I can cook! Better than any of you, I'Il bet!"

"That's hardly an essential skill," said the Silencer
hunor| essl y.

Sashay was silent for a monent, thinking wildly. The
Silencer let it go on for a few nmonents, then he took a step
f or war d.

"Wait!" said Sashay. "I can paint!"

"Also hardly an essential skillset,'
reaching for him

"Wait!" said Sashay again, holding out his bony arm "
can hel p you conceal yourself better!"

The Silencer lowered his arm "Wat do you nmean?"

Sashay licked his |ips nervously. "Well, | already told
you about the footprints, you can clear the dust there
yoursel f. But what about your door?"

"What about it?"

"The absence of any dust may al so attract unwanted

said the Silencer,

visitors. | can nmake you safer by hiding your door."
" How?"
"Cet me sone plastiformand sone nmetalic paint and
can put a fascade over your door that will make it | ook Iike

ordinary wall," said Sashay. "It will peel back every tine
you open it, but look Iike regular wall to anyone passing by
when it's closed.”

The Sil encer stood, considering. "That m ght be
somewhat hel pful, if we could get the materials, and if you
could acconplish it. But that's only one task; what could you
do to earn your keep after that?"

"The transport,"” | said, picking up on the idea. "He
could hel p us disguise the transport, hide it behind an
artificial wall of his, maybe." | turned to the Sil encer

"You know, if he's as good as he says, we could really use a
di sgui se and canoufl age expert."

The Silencer considered for a noment. Then, to the
relief of Sashay, he slowly nodded. "All right, Paperweight.
You show us what you can do."

The Paperwei ght, as he was called, started with dinner
And by all accounts everyone was quite satisfied. Somehow the
Paperwei ght took what few ordinary ingredients we had and
used the cooking range to nmake a quite enjoyable neal. |
think in retrospect everyone was glad that we didn't banish
or kill him at |east not before dinner

Chapter 12: Desperate Raid On Sarney Sarittenden

Fromthe journal of Cifford Croft, ten nonths after the
i nvasi on of August:

Sashay, or the Paperweight, as the Silencer and the
others took to calling him was as good as his word. The next



day | led an expedition to |locate the materials he needed;
and he got to work i mediately, creating a canoufl aged
version of the door that would ook like the wall around it.
But once the task was done, e.g. once the door |ooked |ike

the wall, the Paperweight wasn't artistically satisfied; he
kept wanting to dab little colors here or there to nake it
| ook nore realistic. | managed to pull himaway fromthat and

get started on a bigger project, building an artificial but

real | ooking wall around the ground transport we had stol en
| didn't think it was possible, but when he was done,

several days later, he had col ored and nol ded pl astiform

around it so it looked like a real wall. The plastiform could
be easily unwapped fromthe very end where it met the rea
wal |, if you knew where to |ook; and if you knocked on it,

you' d get a holl ow sound; but under any but the closest of
i nspections it would | ook real

The Paperwei ght's cooki ng continued to earn our
appreciation. | think his culinary talents, combined with the
fine job he did on the door and the wall covering the
transport, nuted any sentiment to get rid of him The only
problem wi th the Paperwei ght was that he was, well, a bit
irritating.

He al ways insisted on painting us; he would sit there
with an easel, when we returned froma mssion and were just
trying to relax, and he would paint us. Preston or Gantry
woul d get annoyed and turn away; Jenkins would just ignore
him as | did; but the Silencer got himto stop painting his
portrait by shooting one of Sashay's creations in progress,
when Sashay was right behind it. To this day |I'm not sure how
he managed to get an angl e where he could shoot the painting
wi t hout al so shooti ng Sashay.

Simlarly Sashay stopped painting Red Sally when one of
his paintings burst into flames as he drewit. Only the
Cl apper and Mongo actively cooperated with his efforts,
posi ng whil e naki ng exaggerated facial expressions. In fact
Mongo hung up the atrocious portraits of hinself all over the
pl ace and conpl ai ned that Sashay wasn't painting enough of
hi m

But Sashay wasn't the only one causi ng problenms; Red
Sally keeps lighting fires, sometines burning things we
needed. She keeps buggi ng us to go shopping for objects that
were fire-resistant but not totally inflammable, saying she
needed a "challenge". W tried once or twice to |let her cook
our dinners, under Sashay's direction, but she al ways went
overboard and burned things. But the worst incident happened
one ni ght when she had a nightrmare and started to burn her
bl anket. |, who was on watch, imediately ran over to her
shook her awake, and snuffed out the flanes.

"Does this happen often?" | had asked.

"Qccupational hazard," said Sally, glaring at nme. She
al ways glared. | think she was angry with ne for not letting
her start as nmany fires as she mght |ike.

I know the Silencer was angry; he was al ways hoppi ng
mad that we weren't spending every nminute of every day
shooting Insectoids. He's still burning up inside about what
they did to Annie; I'mnot sure how he's going to work it
out. Maybe he won't.

W're still trying to work things out with the C apper
who cl aps for any reason or no reason at all. If his bed
isn'"t in the right place, or his dinner dish is out of



alignment, he'll start clapping. W' ve tried tying his hands
together, but that's not a practical solution; | found sone
soft gloves for him but that only nmuffles the clapping sound
slightly. The only thing we were able to do was to stop him

fromclapping at night--1 say we, but it was the Silencer who
did it, using something | euphem stically call "aversion
t her apy".

And then there's Mongo. He still conplains how
under appreci ated he is, but actually |I do appreciate him
W' re out nunbered and outgunned and we need every advant age
we can get. He's not always accurate in his visions but he's
saved ny life nore than once in the past and I'mglad to have
himwith us. | just wish | could get himto shut up sonetinmes
about how ungrateful we all are.

As for us, nyself, Preston, Gantry, and Jenkins, the
remai nder of the agency cell that was set up several nonths
ago, we don't say nuch, for what is there to say? | think our
noral e suffered because we didn't have a sense of progress.
Sure, we were hitting the eneny here and there, but we didn't
see results that were changing our situation. In our years
with the agency we were used to short, discrete assignnents
with clear end goals nmeasured in days or weeks. W had
al ready been at this for nonths and there was no end in
sight. No amount of sabotage we could do on our own would end
the Insectoid occupation, and all we had to | ook forward to
was uncounted years of further resistance and life of rats
living in a maintenance cl oset.

I think we all felt that underlying unhappi ness, and
that was the setting for our feelings and actions on the days
we lost both Gantry and Jenkins, the first on a recon patrol
and the second only a day later, on a hunt for food.

Gantry and Preston were scouting the area, |ooking for
potential targets--an essential task because we had to | ocate
targets before we could attack them It was a dangerous task,
because they could stunble into an eneny patrol or trap at
any time. And that's exactly what happened. Preston escaped
in a firefight, but he says he saw Gantry shot dead

I initially blamed nyself, as the senior agent,
wondering if | should have sent teans |arger than two; but
even |, in ny grief, knew better. Scouting teans by their
very nature had to be small in nunber; their defense lay in
their ability to avoid detection, not to fight, so the |arger
the team the nore likely they were to be discovered, which
is why scouting teans always had to be as few in nunber as
possi bl e.

No, chalk it up to weariness on the part of Gantry
and/ or Preston, or just plain bad |uck, but he was gone. And
if that wasn't bad enough, the follow ng next day, when we
were foraging for food, we |ost Jenkins.

Food was getting nore and nore scarce--August survived
by having food inported fromother worlds, and that was no
| onger happeni ng. The | nsectoids, maybe, were grow ng small
amounts of food for their captives, though we never saw any
evidence of this on our attack at the farm nore likely they
were doi ng what we were doing, which is raiding warehouses of
food. But those warehouses were running out of food, rapidly,
forcing us to venture farther and farther a field to search
for food.

The I nsectoids, having a good idea that food storage
areas were being raided by scavengers and resistance units,



put guards on the storage areas they were able to | ocate and
identify, and stepped up patrols in the area. That nade
hunting for food a | osing proposition. As time went on, we
had to spend nore and nore tine searching for food, and we
were nore and nore |likely to be caught.

That's what happened when we found ourselves in a
firefight after we went |ooking for food one day in one of
t he underground storage areas. The entrance to the storage
area, a giant one block by one block facility on |evel 37,
was under guard by the Insectoids; but we tried to use a
| aser torch to cut our way into a back wall

What we didn't anticipate was how quickly the
I nsectoi ds woul d cone around the backside of the perineter
| ooking for us; they nust have either inplanted sensors in
the wall or actively been scanning for energy signatures.
Because before we had cut through one side of the wall we
were attacked from both sides of the corridor in a crossfire.

W at | east had sonme warning that they were coning
because we coul d hear their buzzing sounds as they
approached; so we ducked into an al cove opposite the wall we
had been cutting into before the first shot was fired.

But then the firing did begin, fromboth sides. The
Sil encer and | popped around the corner, firing sporadically
for a second before pulling back, but with the unfriendly
fire comng fromtwo ways this was very dangerous at best.
But then | felt something hot near ne, and Red Sally brushed
by me, sending a ball of fire down one end of the corridor
for a split second before pulling back; then she was poking

out in the other direction, sending a flamng ball in that
direction as well. W heard harsh screans and for a nonent
the firing stopped.

"Now " | cried, junping into the corridor. The Silencer

and the others followed, and we opened fire on the survivors.
W started running forward down the corridor, the Silencer
and | firing ahead of us, and Preston and the others firing
behind us. If they had been at full strength they could
easily had cut us down, but nost of the ones still living
wer e busy fanning down the flanes.

| reached the corner first, firing all along, and it
took me a few seconds to stop when | saw there were no | onger
any novement anong the bodies; only snoking, charred remains.
W turned the corner, taking us out of the line of fire, and
it was then as | counted noses | noticed Jenkins was m ssing.

Meanwhi l e, we heard | oud buzzing sounds comning from
down the corridor. Reenforcenments were arriving.

| looked at Preston for a split second, and we were in
agreement; no Agency man gets |eft behind.

W turned back into the corridor we had just left, and
could see a stirring mass at the far end as fresh
reenforcenents were making their way past the charred |ines
of the first wave. W didn't have to go far, just about 25
feet, before we found Jenkins, face down.

Preston laid down a covering fire while |I reached down
to check for a pulse. Wiile | was doing so | saw the gaping
hole in his chest; he had been hit from behind while we had
been retreating. And there was no pul se. He was gone.

I was up and sprinting out of there in a second, and
Preston was follow ng; blaster bolts streaked around us, nopst
of them coning from behind us, but sone of them com ng from
ahead of us! The Silencer was giving us covering support,



carefully firing around our fleeing forms to attack our
attackers. Only the Silencer could fire down a crowded, dark
corridor in split second intervals to hit targets 70 or 80
feet away w thout hitting us.

W rounded the corner, breathing heavily; and | | ooked
at the Silencer and Preston, to make sure they were ok
Preston was wi nded but was fine; the Silencer |ooked totally
unfazed. | nodded fractionally to thank him and we took off,
qui ckly getting out of there.

W managed to evade our pursuers and get back to
mai nt enance closet. W had | ost two operatives in tw days,
Gentry and Jenkins, and we had | ost the two of them on what
shoul d have been very routine m ssions. And what was worse
was that we didn't get any food. |In other words, we'd have
to go out again and risk our lives again if we wanted to eat.

But no one wanted to eat right now W were all upset,
and no one nore than nme. | hadn't been close to Gantry or
Jenkins, but | had seen a progressive pattern over the past
ni ne nonths, as, one by one, Agency operatives were picked
up. Only Preston and | were left. The others--the Silencer
Red Sally, the O apper--all had special abilities that m ght
enable themto survive. But Preston and | were just ordinary
men, and, sooner or later, our number was bound to cone up

From his facial expression | could tell that Preston
was thinking the sane thing. W were stuck in a | osing
proposition, and top Agency operatives were snmart enough not
to just sit around and wait for the end to cone.

"Maybe we should nove on," said Preston, saying what we
al | were thinking.

"Where?" | asked.

"One of the outer provinces," said Preston. "The
concentration of Insectoid troops nay be | ower there.”

"Yes," | said, following this line of thought. "And
let's just say we find some place in the outer provinces.
Wiat do we do then?"

"Establish a new hideout, find food...."

"And what do we do all day when we're not finding
food?" | said. "There will be no targets to hit out there,
will there?"

Preston shook his head.

| raised nmy voice. "W all have our own reasons for
staying this close to the center of things, just a fewmnmles
out from Sarney Sarittenden. Because that's where all the
targets of opportunity are. Because this is where we need to
be to hurt the eneny. W can go to the fringes, and maybe

have a peaceful life for a few years, until they expand out
there.. but is that what we want? Preston, how do you plan to
spend the next five, or ten years? \What hobbies will you take

up to pass the tinme? Mdeling plastic? Painting?"

Preston averted his gaze.

"W stayed here to fight, because that's what we do," |
said. "Sitting around and doi ng nothing but existing mght be
fine for nost of the sheep that passes for civilians around
here, but not us. If we could be happy sitting idly by we'd
never have joined the Agency. You and | both know that."

"Then what do you suggest?" Preston said. "W stay here
and get picked off while going shopping for liquid starch?"

"l don't know, " | said.

"There's another option," said the Silencer, speaking



for the first time. "W can attack the governor-general's
office in Sarney Sarittenden."

"Sarney Sarittenden?" said Preston. "That has to be the
nmost tightly guarded place on August! We'd never get in."

"No," | said suddenly. "I know a way, at least, | think
| do."

"We' || be killed before we get close to the governor
general . "

"I't would be nice to get the governor general,'
the Silencer. "But even if we don't, all the senior
occupation officials are located there. W could wi pe out a
| arge nunber of them"

"This is madness," said Preston

"We're not having an inpact," said the Silencer, as if
he were reading ny thoughts. "Ch, we're an inconveni ence; we
can sni pe at an outpost here, take out a snmall factory there,
free a group of prisoners sonewhere else. |'msure our
activities get nentioned on sonme report that sonme mdl evel
i nsect reviews. But we're not inconveniencing their |eaders;

said

i ndeed, we're probably not even a blip on their scopes. | say
we make them aware of us."
| swal | owed, thinking about this. | had a strong sense

of self-preservation, which was telling me to run, to go to
the outer provinces and hide. But | knew that once the fear
wore off, the restlessness would set in, and | would cone
back. And if | was going to be killed for something, | wanted
to die fighting for sonething nore substantial than shoppi ng
for liquid starch.

Assassi nation had never been ny favorite |ine of work,
but | had done ny share in ny tine. The nature of the
assi gnment--going in quickly, getting the job done, and
getting out--appealed to me, because it rem nded nme of past
assignments | had done. O course, in a real assassination
job I would have spent days if not weeks researching the
target; what we were tal ki ng about doi ng now was nore of a
sem -unpl anned raid than an assassination, in the hopes of
nabbi ng the top Insects.

Maybe it was nmy desperation, or maybe it was my anger
over the loss of Jenkins and Gantry, but it made sense to ne.
| |1 ooked up; everyone was |ooking at nme, and | wondered how
much time had passed while | was caught up in self-thought.
Slowy, | nodded.

The Sil encer nodded back. Red Sally was next--and why
shoul dn't she? This was a chance to make her enem es burn.
And then the O apper, who nodded reluctantly after Red Sally
glared at him Good, he had sonme backbone. O maybe he was
just nore afraid of Big Red than he was of the I|Insectoids.

| turned to Preston. He shook his head, paced back and
forth for a monent in the far corner of the room then cane
back and nodded.

W were united on this.

"I know of a secret way into Sarney Sarittenden," |

sai d.

"How do you know it's still a secret to the
I nsect oi ds?" Preston asked.

"I don't," | said. "W'll have to find out, tonorrow
eveni ng. "

"No," said a weak voice
W all turned. It was Mongo. In all our discussions we



assuned that the Paperwei ght and Mongo, who were obvious
nonconbat ants, woul dn't acconpany us, and so had
unconsci ously screened them out of our deliberations.

"No, not to go at night," said Mngo.

"What do you nean?" Preston asked. "Wy shouldn't we?"

"Go, go in norning," said Mongo. "Tonorrow norning, or
maybe next norning after that."

"Why?" Preston asked again. "If we go tonorrow norning,
it will be safe?"

"No, not safe!" said Mngo

"Then what does it matter when we go?" he asked.

Mongo concentrated a nmoment, as if he were trying to
get the imges straight in his head, or trying to sumon up
the patience to deal with Preston, |'m not sure which. "Not
safe at all! See images of bad, bad ends for all of you. Many
possi bl e bad ends! But many nore bad ends if you go at night;
if you go in two nornings fromnow, mnuch better, is chance
that some of you may survives, fewer bad ends, even a few
good ones."

"Well, since we'll be indoors, |I don't think it really
matters if it's day or night outside," | said. "But would it
be better if we go tonorrow norning, or two nornings from
now? You aren't being clear."

"Not clear, not clear at all! Yes, they say to Mngo,
"be clear about future, tell exactly what will happen and
when, and fetch ne tea so | can read about it in daily
newscast'. But Mongo not work that way; hard to say, see many
possibilities. Not sure if norning better, or two nornings."

"Then we'll go tomorrow nmorning,"” | said. "W don't
have enough food to |l ast nore than one nore day, and |I'd
rather get shot on this nmission than on a shopping trip." If
we survived, a tall if, we would worry about food again
af t erwar ds.

Mongo | ooked uneasy but said not hing.

"What about nme?" said Sashay.

"You want to cone too?" Preston asked.

"No!" said Sashay. "As ny dear departed wi fe once said,
don't put your finger in a boiling pot! But what's going to
happen to nme if you're killed?"

"You'll have fewer people to cook for," said the
Sil encer, lying back and closing his eyes. Sleep was an easy
thing for him even before a mission like this. O maybe the
t hought of what was to cone nade him sleep nore easily?

| went over to the Paperweight. "Look, if we don't
return in a few hours, go to the transport. You know where it
is. Drive by night out of the city; if you' re lucky, you'l
cone to a sparsely popul ated area out of the provinces."

"And if 1I'mnot |ucky?"

"Take Mongo with you," | said. "He'll help."
"O no! You will not get poor Mongo on sone d-diiirty
farm" he said. "If Agency spies foolishly get thenselves

killed, Mongo knows what to do."

"Real | y? What does Mongo do?"

"Mongo was taking care of hinself for many, many nont hs
bef ore being captured by Agency nen," said Mdngo. "Mngo
knows pl aces that are safe, yes, very safe. Before you took
Mongo, Mongo was never seen or shot at by eneny. Mngo live a
ot longer on his own."

"I don't seemto recall capturing you, or forcing you
to stay against your will," | said. "You're free to | eave at



any time."
"Ungrat eful Agency peopl es need Mongo's hel p." A bony
finger pointed accusingly at me. "Croft hinself says so."

"So | did," | sighed.
"Mongo gets no appreciation, but Mngo helps.”
"You're a regular philanthropist,” | sighed, |ying back

in my bedding. | nodded to Preston, who was taking the first
wat ch. Tonmorrow was going to be some day.

| didn't think I would sleep at all that night; | spent
the first part of the night going over options in nmy mnd,
sepl how we woul d get into Sarney, and how we woul d get out.
resol ved to think out as much of the plan of action as
possi ble. I knew the | ayout of Sarney Sarittenden, but had no
i nformati on on what had been done inside by the Insectoids or
what parts of it they occupied. Chances are their highest
officials would be |ocated in the Chanber of Leaders or the
central control room W mght not get the governor-general
but perhaps we could kill some of his senior aides before we
were taken down.

My thoughts turned norose as | reflected on the |arger
i ssues. How had we cone to this? | had spent several hundred
years of my life defending the Alliance and its predecessors;
governments had cone and gone, but | had al ways been
def endi ng August, always been defendi ng our people. And al
of a sudden, because of the gullibility of our politica
| eaders, we had all owed our defenses to drop, had all owed our
forces to be anbushed, and humanity was now paying the price
for that. The sickness went deeper than a handful of
political |leaders; it was the fault of the people who el ected
them They had lost the will to fight, or to even let our
warrior class fight for them they were nore consunmed with
the latest vids, the latest fashions, the |atest tastes, they
had no roomor interest in their lives for an unattractive
war; they considered even news of it to be an uncouth
di sruption of their aesthetic pursuits. It was that attitude
that had el ected the present adninistration, and that
attitude that had caused the downfall of the Alliance.

Most of the citizenry who had been so concerned about
their next vid were now nore concerned about their next neal,
if and when it was com ng as they | abored under the yoke of
I nsectoid oppression. If we ever survived this great
di saster, | wonder if the populace will |earn sonething of
hardship fromthis and the need to have a strong self-
defense, or if the lessons learned during this tinme wll
sinmply be forgotten after a few years of restorative self-

i ndul gent pl easures. ..

I awoke in the norning, with the Silencer shaking ne;
he had relieved Preston, allowing ne to sleep the entire
night. | |ooked up questioningly at himand he said, "It
m ght have been your |ast sleep. You m ght as well have
enjoyed it."

| got up and prepared our gear. Mongo was stil
wat ching us with wide-eyes, as if sonmething were really
bothering him "Not the right norning... not the right
one..." he nmuttered, watching us nmake our preparations.

"What ?" | asked Mongo. "So tonorrow nmorning is better
after all?" Inwardly | groaned; now that our decision had
been nade, | didn't want to delay this another day.



Mongo wat ched ne hol di ng ny equi pnent, and | ooked at
the others, as if he were trying to match this scene with
images in his mnd. "Not the right day," he muttered again.

And then Red Sally cracked open the door and peered out
into the gloony corridor. Mngo's head jerked around;

i medi ately he said, "That's right, that's very correct."”

| had been about to tell the others to scrub the
m ssion, when | turned back to Mongo, and saw what he was
| ooking at. "What? Now it's the right day, just because Big
Red was the one to open the door?"

"This is the norni ng where she opens the door, opens
t he door, opens the door," Mongo repeated. "Probably is right
nmorni ng. Must be right norning."

"Does that nean we come back alive?" Preston asked

Mongo shook his head. "Chance you may cone back; see
many different inmages. Some you die, others you captured, a
few you escape. But if you go another time, only see sane
ki nds of inmages, all of you, dead, shot, killed."

"A few chances that we escape?" | said. "Wll, that's
the npbst encouraging news |'ve heard in a while. Are we
ready?"

W turned to go. | made ny goodbyes to Sashay as the
others filed out. But before | left, Mngo grabbed ny arm and
rapi dly whi spered in ny ear

"What did he say?" Preston asked, as we trooped down
the corridor.

"He said, our only chance to survive is if we cross
paths with big nose." | frowned, as if part of me knew what
that meant, but couldn't quite translate it into recognition

| was pretty famliar with Sarney Sarittenden, the
capital of August, and, by extension, the capital of the
League and the Alliance, though in recent tinmes that didn't
count for nmuch. When | say | was famliar with the place, |
was not so familiar that | really understood what Sarney was
about, but famliar enough that | knew that there was
somet hi ng unusual about the place. It was built of an odd,
gently glowing netal that defied description, and unusua
t hi ngs were known to happen there. Even the exact origin of
Sarney Sarittenden was a nystery, for we didn't have the
materials to build such a structure. It seens likely that it
had been built by aliens, though how or why and for what
reason was unsure. | had had ny own experiences with Sarney,
and let's just say that there was nore to the place than it
seened.

Sarney Sarittenden connected seanml essly to the rest of
August, its polished, glow ng netal extending several |evels
down bel ow the surface; but all the entrances to Sarney were
above ground, on the surface; there had never been one
under ground--at |east, not one known to the public.

But | knew one.

W descended into the tunnels directly adjacent to
Sarney. Insectoid patrols were nore frequent here; after all
we were close to the seat of power. But even the |nsectoids
couldn't be everywhere, and we inched forward, noving slowy
and carefully, stopping when we heard the patrols. It took
two hours of slow but steady progress before we got there,
but we arrived undetected (so |I hoped).

"There" was actually an enpty storeroom right up
agai nst the side of Sarney itself, relatively high up in



| evel 4. Formerly the hone of sone sector of the bureaucracy,
it was abandoned now. | |ooked over at the smooth wall al ong
one side, feeling it with nmy hands.

"What are you doi ng?" Preston asked.

What was | doing? | wasn't really sure. | stopped
| ooking at the wall. |I was in the right place, | think

"Haven't you been here before?" Preston asked.

"Yes, but usually leaving, not coming in," | said,

trying to renenber.
"That makes a di fference?" Preston asked, not
under st andi ng.

"Here it does," | said, finally renembering. | fished a
hand scanner out of mny backpack, and slowy passed it al ong
the wall. Slowy... yes! Several contact points on the wall
surface, invisible to the naked eye. | gauged their |ocation

on the scanner, and then tapped the appropriate code.

A section of the wall slid open, revealing a gently
gl owi ng passageway beyond.

"CGentlenen... Sarney Sarittenden."

In one bold stroke, we had gotten in without a battle,
past conpani es and conpani es of Insectoid troopers. Wile
didn't claimto know nuch about Sarney Sarittenden, |
certainly knew nore than the Insectoids.

W entered the passageway cautiously but w thout
i ncident; ny scanner showed no detection devices or traps
waiting for us. As we entered the entrance seal ed behind us,
| eaving no sign on either end of an exit there.

| pointed to the door ahead of us. "W are on the 7th

| evel of Sarney, | think. The Chanber of Leaders is on Level
1, and the control roomis on level 4; both are in the
central rotunda, one above the other. Normally, | would take
one of the central access stairs, but they're sure to be
guar ded. "

"What's the alternative?" said Preston
"There another stairwell on the side, but that wll
require a |longer wal k through corridors, and a greater

i kelihood we'll encounter opposition.”
| looked at their faces. They obviously had no idea
what to do. If | were doing this nmission right, | would' ve

gone in with canp tarps, slunk around, explored the place,
and pl anned and plotted for days. This m ssion was being done
on the fly, with no intelligence gathering or planning
bef or ehand.

I would have to decide for them | resisted the urge to
go the nost direct route, guns blazing. W'd try the
circuitous way.

Cautiously, we nade our way out of the chanber. | saw
t he broad, gleam ng hallways of Sarney around us, the gentle
hum of its mghty power, but no Insectoids. | could hear a

faint buzzing in the distance; they were around us, but not
too cl ose.

W started off, nyself and the Silencer in the |ead,
Preston in the nmiddle, the dapper and Red Sally bringing up
the rear. W encountered two Insectoids around a bend in the
corridor, but got the drop on them with silenced guns; they
weren't even armed, which was a good sign. Chances are that
this far in there were only posted guards, not ones roaning
on patrol. W just had to nake sure that none of the
I nsect oi ds we encountered survived | ong enough to raise an
al arm



W reached the side stairwell, started clinbing. As we
climbed we encountered an Insectoid comng down the stairs;
we shot himbefore it had a chance to buzz. W reached | evel
four without incident and started maki ng our way to the
central done, the capital rotunda. Traffic was heavier here,
and we shot several nore along the way. One of them gave off
a screamas it was shot, causing the Silencer to |ightning
quick fire off another shot to decapitate it.

W waited a tense monent to see if anyone or anything
woul d cone runni ng. But nothi ng happened. So far this was
very easy. Perhaps too easy? But if this was a trap, how
could they have known that we were conming? No, it sinply
nmust be that we were too far inside to encounter nuch in the
way of armed opposition. Ironically, this mght be a safer
m ssion than shopping for food!

We snuck into the outer section of the rotunda. On
| evel four there was an outer circular area that circled the
control room wth entrances at every mmjor conpass
direction. W could see two guards posted at every entrance.
Aiming around curved walls, we shot them two at a time. Qur
guns were silenced, but even silenced guns create sonme noi se;
however, the conbi ned buzz and sounds of el ectronic equi prent
fromcontrol danpened anything but a very sharp noise

W picked off a second set of guards, then a third,
then the fourth; skipping past an entryway each tinme to nove
to our next target. Now all that remained to do was to
assault the control roomitself.

| peered inside, just a for a nonment. From ny
constricted viewpoint | saw a handful of I|nsectoids buzzing
as they studied their consoles. Good. This was probably the
governor-general's command center. | nmade a signal with ny
hand, and ny team di spersed

I took the north entrance; the Silencer took the south;
Preston took the east; and Red Sally and the C apper took the
West. When | had given them enough tinme to get into position
| withdrew a deno charge from ny pack, which was already set
for 5 second detonation. | whispered into my com "Ready...
set... now"

Pushing the activation switch, | lobbed it into the
control roomand then retreated into the outer area and
flattened my back against the wall, while the others did the
sane fromtheir entrances.

There was a | oud expl osion that shook the ground. And
then we went running in, guns blazing. The roomwas, or had
been packed with several dozen technicians, functionaries,
and guards. There were only a dozen or so |left who were
uni njured, and they quickly recovered fromtheir shock to
reach for their weapons as we entered.

But we were quicker, blasting everything that noved and
much that didn't; consoles, equipnment, |live |Insectoids, dead
I nsectoids, spraying the bodies with blaster fire. Red Sally
flamed a guard who was trying to sneak up on her from behind.

In nonents it was all over, and the Insectoid s center
of control on August was smashed. For a nmoment we stared

around us at the destruction we had caused. | don't think
anyone had believed that we would get this far, certainly not
this easily. | let everyone enjoy a few nonments of

sati sfaction. This was for Gantry and Jenkins, and all the
ot her Agency operatives we had |ost. This was something that
woul dn't just be a blip in the governor-general's report.



The governor-general. It was probably on level one, in
t he Chamber of Leaders. Dare we press our luck and...?

It was at that nonent that an al arm sounded, and | knew
our attack had been di scovered, and that we wouldn't stand a
chance of getting to the governor-general

It was only many, many years later that | discovered
that (a) our attack didn't trigger the alarm (b) that the
governor-general wasn't waiting for us in the Chanber of
Leaders, and (c) we had al nost bagged oursel ves a nmuch, nmuch
bi gger target than the governor-general
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Queen Zsst, |leader of the Insectoid invasion fleet, sat
in the Chanber of Leaders on |evel one, surrounded by
carnage. The walls were splattered with green circul atory
fluid; her guards were all mashed into crumpled, flattened
forms on the ground, except those that were flattened agai nst
the wall; and her aides chittered nervously in the nest
around her, afraid to show their nandibles.

And for good reason. The Queen had been pressing the
alarmbutton for several minutes before the first wave of
guards cane in. She vented her range on themin her harshest
buzzing tone, a tone that signified pending discorporation.
"An alien sinply wal ked in here, liquidated ny guard, and
could easily have liquidated nme! What do you have to say
about your security!"”

The captain of the guard was terrified, but stanmered
sormet hi ng.

"Where is the governor-general ? Where is the captain of
nmy security?" The guard stanmered sonet hing about a failure
to communi cate with central control, but the Queen cut him
of f.

"I'f you val ue your existence, find out where they are,
and find and kill this alien before it escapes!"”

The captain of the guard was so eager to get out of her
presence that he never thought to ask the Queen what this
alien looked like. But then, it didn't really matter; al
humans tended to | ook alike.
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W started to run down the stairwell, but heard heavy

mar chi ng sounds bel ow us. | could see several squads of
Insectoid troopers nmarching up towards us. W ran as quickly
as we could, but we were never going to make it back to the

| evel seven stairwell before they reached us.

So we got out at level five, just one |evel down, and
kept running. The Insectoids were only a few seconds behi nd
us. They weren't quite as fast as we were, but | heard a | oud
buzzi ng sound, and saw sonet hing catching up with us--a large
killer bee. It's buzzing was |oud enough to bl ank out nopst
other noise, and it cast a shadow as it closed on Red Sally
and the C apper, who were in the rear

The Silencer fired a round of quick shots at it as we
continued to run, but that only stung it slightly, causing it
to flinch; then Red Sally let |oose, and she burned it in
md-air, and the flamng beast hit a wall with a whoonph! and



it alnost exploded with enmbers as it hit the ground.

We kept running, looking for a main stairwell, which we
unfortunately found--conplete with nore Insectoids, just
com ng up out of it. We quickly reversed course, but coul dn't
do that for very long before running into our origina
pursuers, so we took the only alternative we could, down a

side corridor... which led to a dead end.
Whi ch could be that quite literally for us. W were
t rapped.

As the first wave of Insectoids cane around the bend we
bl asted them and the second wave, and the third; but there
were too many of them and blaster bolts were flying
everywhere. W all crouched down or lay prone to try to
present less of a target, but we had absolutely no cover in
the corridor, and while the Silencer was blasting away w th
his two blasters, a bolt struck his right arm and the pain
nmust have been so intense because he cried out and
i nvoluntarily dropped the blaster in his right hand.

But nmore Insectoids were rounding the bend and the
Sil encer forced hinself, through gritted teeth, to keep
firing with his left hand; if we gave them even a second to
target us as they cane around the bend, we were dead.

The bodi es kept piling up, but the Insectoids kept
com ng; they must have been throwi ng an entire conpany of
Insectoids at us. Red Sally send burst after burst of flane
at them but they kept coming; the C apper kept pushing them
back, or pushing them agai nst each other, but they kept
com ng; Preston and the Silencer and | kept firing |ike
madman, but they still kept coning
And finally Red Sally sent out a giant sheet of flane, which
engul fed the attackers and forced others out of sight around
the bend to draw back, and she cried out, and fell to the
ground, her bright red hair actually stean ng

And for a nmonment, there was silence. Then |I heard the
unm st akabl e buzz-buzz around the bend. They were stil
there. Massing for another attack. Wthout taking ny eyes off
the corridor for nore than a second at a time | cast gl ances
at everyone el se. Preston and the Cl apper seened to be ok
The Sil encer was in obvious pain, bleeding fromhis arm but
he said nothing. Red Sally I ay unmoving on the ground. Had
that last effort killed her?

Then | saw sone slight novenment in her arns and | egs.
No.

The buzzing sound around the bend grew | ouder.
Reenf or cement s nmust be massing for a quick rush to overwhel m
us.

"This is it," said Preston, trying to keep a grip on
hi s weapon despite his sweaty palnms. | wanted to say
somet hi ng reassuring, but for once | was at a loss for words.
| looked at the Silencer. This was the way he wanted it to
end; now that Annie was dead he didn't care what happened to
him as long as he managed to kill sone Insectoids as well.
Red Sally, with her fierce hatred of the eneny, probably
woul dn't have had it any other way. And the C apper? Wll, he
was al ways scared, whatever the circunstances.

And me? Now, in ny |last few seconds, | regretted ny
fooli shness, regretted letting ny enotions run away w th ne,
to lead me into maki ng such a hasty and unpl anned attack. If
only I had listened to Mongo... | actually chuckled slightly,
which | hastily turned into a cough, as the Silencer glared



at ne.

The buzzing sound grew | ouder, and we coul d see shadows
of I nsectoids massing around the bend. They were getting
ready to attack. And then, inprobably, I found a second
reason to | augh.

"What's so funny?" said Preston, in a |oud whisper

"Now I' Il never know what Mngo neant about the guy
with the big nose," | said, regretfully.

The buzzing sound was very |oud now, and we prepared
ourselves for the attack. Suddenly there were a group of
i nhuman screans, screeches, nore |like, and we could the
shadows, being tossed about like rag dolls, junping this way
and that. There were nore screans, and several bodies were
actually tossed around the bend--flattened, lifeless husks,
we coul d see inmedi ately; they had been pul varized by sone
very powerful force

And then the scream ng stopped. The shadows were gone,
and so was the buzzi ng sound.

| 1 ooked at Preston and the Silencer. \Wat was going on
her e?

And then, because it was absolutely silent, we heard a
gentl e pad-pad, tap-tap down the corridor, and we saw the
shadow of a large, four |egged creature, nuch like a big dog,
with a large, flat, rectangul ar snout.

And then an extrenely unlikely thing happened:

Prof essor Capybara cane around the bend.

Chapter 13: A Modst Unexpected Capybara

I"mcertain nmy jaw dropped; | think Professor Capybara was
just about the last being | expected to see in an Insectoid
stronghol d. His brown, strawlike hair, webbed feet, box
shaped nose, and dark bl ack eyes were just as | renenbered,
he was even wearing his trademark spectacles (which weren't
really spectacles, but another piece of technol ogy entirely).
| started to tell everyone not to fire, but everyone
had the good sense to | ower their weapons slightly; they saw
what had been done to the Insectoid attackers. D d Professor
Capybara do that? How did he do that? To our know edge the
Prof essor was unarmed and an extrenely peaceful being.
"difford, (tweatle tweatle) how unexpected to see
said the Professor, in that sing-song voice of his.
"I could say the same," | said, still stunned. "What
are you doi ng here?"

"I was on the way out and | sensed the comotion these
beastly creatures were creating," said the Professor

Sensed? Not heard, but sensed? But nore i mediately:
"What do you nean, on the way out? What were you doing in the
heart of Sarney Sarittenden in the first place?"

"Dropping by for a chat (tweatle tweatle). W nust
hurry, difford, they will be sunmoning reinforcements."

W got to our feet and made our way around the bend,
with Professor Capybara in the lead. It was there we saw t he
pil e of bodies, dead, crushed, and splattered against the
wal | and fl oors.

you,

"Did you..."
"They were very rude," said the Professor, trotting
al ong at a good pace. "I merely asked themto step aside. If

t hey had showed proper manners (tweatle tweatle) they would



not be | eaking as they are now. "

| hoped I was always polite to the Professor; | gave
this some thought as | automatically started to turn back
towards the stairwell

"No, not that one," said the Professor. "Just a little
farther". He trotted to an apparently snooth portion of the
glowing wall and tapped it twice with his snout. A panel slid
open, revealing a roomfilled with hunm ng machinery... and a
hi dden stairwel|l | eadi ng down!

The panel cl osed behind us as the last of us filed in. "I
assune you rmade your way in through level 7," said the

Prof essor conversationally, as if giving a tour of the hidden
recesses of Sarney was an everyday occurence.

Thi s shook me out of my stunned silence. "Yes," | said. "But
what are you doing here? | |ooked for you, after the

i nvasi on, but you were gone-"

"I just needed to gather a few nore notes in the
field," said the Professor

Field notes? Field notes about what? | started to
speak, but the Professor said, "Quietly now, we're on |evel
7, but you may encounter sone resistance."

W energed on level 7 out of a featureless wall panel
just a few dozen feet fromour entry point. W nmade our way
down to the corridor; | saw two Insectoids, who Preston and
shot. But buzzing sounds in the distance suddenly grew
| ouder.

"Hurry," said the Professor, tapping the appropriate
panel. W all ran into the room and the Professor entered
with us, shutting the door behind us.

Prof essor Capybara turned to nme. "I believe you know
how to get out from here."

| nodded. But then |I caught the inplication. "Aren't
you conming with us?"

"No, difford," said the Professor. "I need to use the
facilities here."

Facilities? What was the Professor tal king about? Coul d
he just wal k around Sarney with ease? But, evidently, he
could. As he pad-padded towards the doorway | said, "Wit!
Why don't we meetup, |ater?"

The Professor shook his head sadly and | ooked at ne as
if I were a somewhat retarded pupil. "1'm going hone,
Gifford."

Home? As far we knew, the Professor was one of a kind;
if there were a planet of the Capybaras, we sure didn't know
about it.

"Wait!" | said, getting my wits about me. This was al
happeni ng too quickly, but | was starting to catch up. "If
there are nmore of you, perhaps you can talk to your people,
get themto help us in our war against the Insectoids."

"I"'msorry, difford, but we don't work that way," said
the Professor. He tweatled al nost apol ogetically.

"What | mean is, you don't have to fight yourselves; if
you could even give us materials, supplies, weapons-"

The Professor | ooked at nme through his spectacles. "I
really regret what's happened to your people, Cifford. But
much as |I'mfond of your species, | cannot intervene; my only
role is to study, and report." He turned away, for the |ast
tine.

"WIl we ever neet again?" | asked, half chokingly. I
had grown very fond of ny four |egged friend.



Prof essor Capybara paused, as if he were considering,
and he fl exed one of his webbed feet. A small cranp, naybe.
"Perhaps," he said, opening the door, and he was gone. As the
door slid shut behind himwe heard insane screans in the
corridor and a splat of green circulatory fluid streak across
our view before the panel slid shut.

Preston and | exchanged glances. | think in that short
exchange | | earned nore about Professor Capybara than all the
xenobi ol ogi sts had in several decades. But our conversation
al so rai sed nore questions than answers.

I noticed the Silencer was bl eeding rather profusely
and he | ooked faint; | dug out sonme bandages from ny backpack
and set about binding the wound. It ran the length of his
upper arm and shoul der, and | ooked to be about two inches
deep in length. Nasty. The Silencer tried not to cry out in
pain as | bandaged it, but he grit his teeth and | ooked very
unconf ort abl e.

"W'll see what we can do for you when we get back," |
said quietly.

We made our exit and reentered the tunnels around
Sarney. The Insectoids didn't seemto realize that we had
made our escape this way, and had not yet set up any speci al
alerts. Wile we had to dodge a routine patrol or two, we
made our way back to mai ntenance closet w thout further
i nci dent .

Sashay's eyes were round when he saw us bringing in the
bl eedi ng Sil encer, who by now had | ost so rmuch bl ood that he
was having troubl e wal king. But Mongo only | ooked at his
right armand nuttered know ngly.

"I guess you don't have to ask us how it went,'
Preston sardonically.

"You are alive," said Mongo. "Mngo tell you best tineg,
and you cone back alive. Wiy so unhappi es?"

"You coul d have nmentioned that the one with the I ong
nose wasn't human."

"Did not ask. Many questions you do not ask Mongo, such
as 'How are you today, Mngo? What is new with you, eh?""

The Sil encer groaned. "Sonebody shut himup," said
Preston, referring to Mongo.

| looked at the Silencer; he was bl eeding through his
bandages. He needed nedical attention. Well, that was easy
enough; all we would need was a doctor, a hospital, and
nmedi cal equi pnent. All doctors were probably scattered anong
wor kf arms across August; |ocating one of themwould be |ike
finding a needle in a haystack

But equi prent and hospitals....? There was a chance
they were sinply deserted, abandoned. Surely scavengers
woul d' ve picked through them but there was a chance there
could be sonme nedi cal equipment left. As a field operative |
had been given basic nedical training; if | could get a
cauterizer, | mght be able to stop the bl eeding.

"I"mgoing out to ook for medical supplies,” | said.

"It's bound to be risky," said Preston. "They're al
stirred up now. "

"The Silencer isn't going to make it if | don't," |
said. | licked my lips. "You stay here and watch over him™"

"Are you sure?" said Preston, offering to cone.

I could tell he had experienced enough shock for one
day. | nodded.

sai d



Clap clap. "I'Il go.™"

| turned to the O apper. "No of fense, but this
operation requires stealth.”

"I can help (clap clap)."

| was about to turn himdown, gently, when | noticed
Mongo | ooking at me, with those great big eyes, giving nme one

of his "you'll be sorry" expressions if | said what | was
about to say. O was | just inmagining it?
"Al'l right,"” | relented.

The first two hospitals we checked out had been
t horoughl y scavenged; in one of them even the sheets on the
beds were gone. The second had been destroyed by fire. Tine
was pressing when we arrived at our third prospect, and | was
surprised to find that it was quite unabandoned.

And concerned; it was buzzing with activity, literally.
W snuck in through an air vent, and saw Insectoids buzzing
around. .. experinmenting on humans. They were strapped to

surgical tables, being injected by very alien |ooking

machi nes, or having inplants added to their body. Mbst of

t hem appeared to be sedated but there were a few noans from
those that weren't.

| grew sick to nmy stomach, and retreated back farther
in the vent where the C apper was waiting. He saw ny
expression, and reached up with his hands-

"No!" | hissed alnost silently, grabbing them and
hol di ng them together. "One round of applause is all it wll
take to get us strapped down in the operating roomtoo."

Mentally | started to calculate if | could take them
if I could burst out, gun blazing, and try to save sone of
t hese people. But | had no idea what kind of firepower there
was in this hospital; the last time | had participated in an
unpl anned m ssion, | had al nost been slaughtered in a
deadend. Besides, every minute | delayed increased the
i kelihood that the Silencer would bleed to death.

| searched sonme of the other avenues offered by the
vents, and found one |leading into a storeroom just off one
of the surgical chanbers. Supplies were scattered all over
the floor, but it didn't look like the Insectoids had nade a
concerted effort to destroy or take the itenms here. Keeping
one eye on the open door, | scramnbled around, | ooking for
what | could find, trying to be as silent as possible.
| ocat ed sone nore bandages, and sedatives, and put themin ny

backpack. | kept searching, aware of the buzzing sound in the
next room | really needed a cauterizer. | rapidly glanced

t hrough the row of shelves, didn't see one. Then, on a small
tabl e just opposite the doorway, | saw what | ooked like a
handhel d nodel sitting on a bench. | couldn't tell for sure
unless | got close... but it was right in view of the open
door way.

| peered ever so slightly into the doorway. There were
a nunber of Insectoids perfornming their ghastly procedures,
but several of themwere faced in this general direction
They' d definitely notice ne grabbing sonething fromthe
bench.

| thought for a long, hard nonment; the Silencer was
runni ng out of time! Then | went back to the vent, and
silently gestured for the C apper to cone down into the room
Actually I lowered himgently on the ground, to prevent him
from maki ng any noi se; he | ooked down on the ground with



anticipation as first his toes and then his feet touched
down, as | lowered himby his belt. | notioned himforward,
al nrost to the point of the doorway, and pointed to the object
on the bench.

The C apper raised his hands nervously to clap; |
grabbed hi s hands, shook nmy head vigorously, and pointed to
t he obj ect again.

The C apper nodded. The object started to nove, making
a slight scraping sound on the table. | w nced and the object
lifted, and suddenly dashed into the O appers hand. It was a
cauteri zer.

W heard an odd tenor change to the buzzing, and the
sound of novenent; | quickly nmotioned for the C apper to hide
behi nd the ends of one of the shelves; and so did I, tightly
gripping ny blaster.

An I nsectoid entered the room It stood there for a
nmonent, buzzing. | stood with my blaster, peering though a
tiny obscure angle to see it standing there. It |ooked this
way and that. And then it left the roomentirely.

W made our way back into the vent and out of the
hospital without incident. | tried to sprint as nuch as
possi bl e but had to slow down to let the O apper keep up
Finally, we had al nost reached the turnoff to the corridor
where the mai ntenance cl oset was | ocated when | saw it; an
I nsectoid standing guard at that junction.

Had they di scovered our hideout? Very possible. O it
could just be a general sweep to try and catch resistance
menbers. But it seemed quite a coincidence that a guard woul d
be stationed there.

But | had to find out if the hideout had been
di scovered. The Silencer could still be bleeding to death
inside. | thought for a long nonment. | could kill this
I nsectoid easily enough, but there could be an entire platoon
around the corner. Even if there weren't, the death of an
Insectoid right al nost outside our hiding place would create
unwanted attention in this area.

| thought for a nmoment. Time was running out for the
Sil encer; what could | do? And then, for some reason,

t hought of Mngo. He had seened to hint that the d apper
woul d be useful on this mssion. He had al ready proven his
val ue once. Maybe he could hel p again.

| pulled the O apper forward, and whi spered sonething
to him He nodded.

A piece of debris just past the Insectoid lifted itself
up and cl anged against the wall. The Insectoid, suddenly
stirring fromimobility, started marching down the corridor
to investigate. Wien it was out of site we raced to the
junction to try and reach the turnoff before it returned. |
was conscious of the fact that we could be running right into
the hands of a full platoon of Insectoids, but we needed to
take the risk.

The corridor, our corridor, was enpty; | raced down to
the entrance, accessed the |ock and peel ed back the door. As
the C apper scanmpered in | cast a glance back to be sure the
Insectoid hadn't returned and spotted us; then | ran in and

shut the door as quietly and quickly as possible.... to find
nmysel f facing Preston's bl aster.
"Sorry," he said, lowering it. "They' ve been mlling

about out there for hours. | think our little raid got them



really stirred up."

"How s the Silencer?" | said, suddenly spotting his
i nert body and fearing the worst.

"Not good," said Preston

The Silencer npaned as | reached over for him and
saw he was bl eeding onto the ground. The first thing | did
was give hima sedative to knock himout. Then | took out the
cauterizer. In ny haste | hadn't even tested to see if it
wor ked, or still had power. But | flicked the activation
switch and was rewarded with a small glow on the tip.

Surgery isn't one of ny favorite tasks, and it was
about as unpleasant for me as it was for the Silencer, but in
a fewmnutes it was done. He jerked a bit fromthe obvious
pai n even when he was unconscious, and | had to give him
anot her shot to keep hi m knocked out. Wen it was done | had
stopped the bl eeding; but the question is, had | stopped it
in time? Wat the Silencer needed was a transfusion, but we
had no way to get hi mone.

For the first time in what felt like years | sl unped
into a corner, and i medi ately sank into unconsci ousness.
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"There is no sign of the alien who invaded my sanctum
no sign of the humans who attacked the control center and
killed the senior watchers, and no know edge of how they got
in our out; is this correct, conmander?" Queen Zsst asked.

The conmmander, actually the deputy commander of the
Sarney garrison, couldn't help but tremble. Both the
governor-general and the commander of the garrison had been
unl ucky enough not to be in the control roomat the tine the
humans had attacked; at least if they had, their endings
coul d have been quick and rel atively painless; instead, both
t heir di snenbered corpses were hanging just feet away from
the Queen's thrown, a very poignant statenent about her
unhappi ness with pal ace security.

"We do have sone nore informati on about the creature
who attacked you," said the conmmander, sweating profusely.
"It was a-"

"I know what it was! Don't you think I recognize one of
those when | see it!" The Queen snapped. "And it shoul dn't
have been here! Is there anything el se useful you have to
say?" She stressed the word useful. If the comrander had
not hi ng useful to inpart..

"We al so have video on the human attackers,"” said the
commander .

"Not enough to show how they got in or out," the Queen
not ed.

"They di sappeared sonewhere on level 7," said the
conmander. "My nen are still searching, but the structure of
this place prevents effective-" he broke off, seeing the
expression on the Queen's face, seeing her tendril start to
lift, as if to notion her bodyguard to nmove forward and set
anot her exanple. Ever since the last attack she had four
heavily arnmed squads | ocated inside her chanbers, and severa
nore pl atoons scattered throughout the whol e of Sarney
Sarittenden

"We have the identities of the human attackers!" The
commander bl urted.

The Queen | owered her tendril, for a monment. "Go on."



"One of them has been identified as the same G aftonite who
stornmed our ship orbiting Grafton and sl aughtered the crew
He has been identified as "The Silencer"” and is reputed to be
one of their fiercest warriors."

A Gaftonite. The Queen shuddered; wasn't there
supposed to be a bl ockade in effect? Even their intense
efforts to invade and pacify the popul ace had so far been
stym ed by strong resistance on the ground; so far all they
had managed to do was occupy and fortify a small, four square
mle area that was under al nost constant attack.

"And the other?"

"His nane is Cifford Croft, he's a level one operative
with the Agency-"

"I thought we had l|ocated and killed all the top agency
operatives!" the Queen roared.

"Apparently not. They may have forned an alliance with
the creature that attacked you in an effort to destabilize
our pacification program™

The Queen considered this possibility. If so, that
woul d be very, very disturbing.

"Then we nust prevent such an alliance from being
cenented. Bring me the heads of this Graftonite and Agency
man. Bring me their heads within two planetary revol utions,

or I will have yours," said the Queen
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| got up and stretched my very sore mnuscles; the whole
previ ous day seened like a bad dream Then, renenbering, |
rushed over to the Silencer. He was |lying on the ground, but
his eyes were open and he was consci ous.

"How re you feeling?" | asked.

"Awful ," said the Silencer. He didn't | ook very good.
H s face was very pale.

"You lost a lot of blood," | said. "Mst people
woul dn't have lasted as long as you did." | |ooked around.
"You shoul d eat sonething to replenish your strength.”

"Preston gave ne the last of the food before he left,"
the Sil encer whispered.

"Left?" | |ooked around. Red Sally and Sashay were gone
too, but Mngo and the C apper were there.

"He goes several hours ago," said Mongo. "Asks Mngo if

bugs still waiting outside, but Mongo not know everything, so
finally he goes out."
"And were the bugs still outside?"

"Mongo not hear sounds of weapons fire, so Mongo thinks

not," said Mongo. Then, as an afterthought, "But Mngo al ways
criticized for being wong, Mingo not want to try to nake
guesses. "

d ap cl ap.

The door was opening and this was the C apper's way of
getting my attention. My weapon was al ready drawn and poi nted
but it was only Preston and Co., and they were carrying big
packages of sonething.

"Food!" said Sashay. "W stopped off at the nost |ovely
st or ehouse-"

"That's a ot of food you got there," | said. "Were
did you get it?"

"W | ocated a new suppl yhouse on Level 48, just one
sector over," said Preston



"How di d you get past the Insectoid guards?"

"No guards,"” said Preston. "Looks |ike they haven't
di scovered the place yet. W should go back there tonight and
t ake what we can before they do."

"Um" | said absentm ndedly. Sonewhere inside alarm
bells were going off, but I wasn't sure why. | |ooked at
Mongo, our nost reliable indicator, and he was frowning too,
but he al so | ooked puzzled. In other words, sonething was
bot hering himtoo, but he wasn' t quite sure what it was
ei ther.

"Are you sure you weren't followed on your way back?"
sai d.

"Croft," said Preston, in a very disgusted tone. "I'm
not an amateur."

| sat back against a wall while Sashay went through the
food and began preparing dinner. Wile he worked he started
taking out the food fromtheir containers and transferring
themto small er bags.

"What ' re you doi ng?" | asked.

"Many of these foods get stale when they're stored in
opened containers for |longer periods; I'mtransferring them
to small er baggies to keep themfresh," said Sashay. "As ny
dearly departed wife used to say, don't put all your eggs in
one stasis bin."

The Paperwei ght turned nonentary to attend to the
cooking food, then returned to his task. He enptied a | arge
contai ner of cereal into several snaller ones, but sonething
caught his eye at the bottom of the box, and he tittered
hysterically.

"What's so anusing?" | said, stepping forward. For sone
reason | was infused with a sense of urgency. Maybe | was
just junpy; but all my instincts said that something was
wrong here.

The Paperwei ght held up a shiny piece of netal. "Look

it cones with a prizel | didn't realize they still did these
ki nds of pronotions--"

"Let me see that," | said. | grabbed it fromhim
i gnoring his hurt expression, but | only needed a few seconds
tolook at it.... until | rapidly threwit to the ground and
grinded it under my heel

"Everyone up," | said, loudly clapping nmy hand.

"They' ve discovered us! W've got to nove, now "
"What ?" said Preston.
| stood inches fromPreston's face. "They bugged the

food, you idiot!" | turned to everyone else. "CQut, out! Now
No, don't wait to pack everything el se, just take essential
weapons; | want everyone out of here in the next 60 seconds,

and DON' T TOUCH THE FOOD! Preston, help the Silencer up NOA"
I quickly gathered our nmpst essential equipnent, and
madl y packed theminto two bags, one of which | kept and the
other | gave to the Capper; | told Red Sally to check the
door and to see if they were coning
| had destroyed that transmitter, but there were bound
to be others in those cartons they had brought back. This
wasn't some random sweep by the Insectoids; they were
expendi ng a trenendous amount of |abor and energy to find us.
Bi g Red opened the door a crack. "Clear," she said, as
far as she could see. \Wich was about 20 feet.
W had made it to the first junction before we heard
t he buzzing sound, distant, but closing;, we ran down anot her



corridor, and only | hung back, behind a corner, to see
several long colums of Insectoids trotting down the
corridor, the ones in the lead consulting a scanner of sone
sort.

| crept quietly around the corner and caught up with
the others. W stopped to catch our breath in an abandoned
roomin the next sector. W had to proceed slowy because
Preston and Sashay had to half-carry, half-pull the Silencer,
who was in no condition to wal k. But even this area woul dn't
be safe for long, as the Insectoids w dened their search

What do we do now? was the unspoken question. W had
tal ked many tines about |ocating and equi pping a second
hi deout, but that had al ways taken second priority to
m ssions to gather food or raid Insectoid facilities. And now
we were out in the cold with little nore than the clothes on
our backs, a wounded man anbng us and not a crunb of food.

| looked around at faces as grimas nmne. Vll, w'd
just have to start from scratch, picking a place to settle
in, at least tenporarily, until we could find sonething full-
time. "Maybe we can find something in Sector 5 of Level 40,
at least temporarily,"” | said

"No, not go there," said Mongo. "You go to naaasty
| evel 40 on your own. Mongo goes his own way."

"Where will you go?" | asked.

"Cdifford Croft forgets that Mdngo survive a | oooong
time before they find Mongo. They think, they may think
"Mongo waiting in hallways for nonths, waiting for Agency
peopl es to cone and save him; but no, Mongo has his own
hi deaway, nice, safe place where bugs don't go."

"Is it far? Can you take us there?"

"Not too far, no, not too far at all, can take you,"
sai d Mongo. But then, considering, "If Mngo takes you, wll
you be grateful ?"

"Yes," | said, barely containing nmy annoyance. "Yes,
we'll be very, very grateful."

Mongo had a very different definition of "not far" than
| did; we had marched about for al nbst an hour before we
found ourselves in an industrial section of |evel 14, sector
22, a huge chanber filled with pipes. | could just barely
make out the di mshapes of large vats across the room Mongo
went for a nedium sized pipe and turned a hatch to open it.

| peered inside; it was dark, and it snelled of..
somet hing. "You can't be serious,"” | said, wondering how we
could drag the Silencer inside. "lIsn't there another way?"

"No, no other way. Not far! Not far!"

No | onger relying on Mongo's prediction of distances, |
told the others to wait there while | foll owed Mongo in. \Wo
knows what we'd find on the other end, or how far the pipe
woul d go?

It was dark, and the stench only grewin intensity as
we crawl ed onwards. But the distance was relatively short;
after just 50 feet, the pipe opened up into a |arge,
encl osed, spherical area. Mdngo groped around in the darkness
and turned sonething on which | saw to be a haphazardly
mount ed |ight bar.

W were inside a sealed vat! The stench was al nost
overpowering, and | recognized it. Gauche. Dried up gauche,
the flavored coffee favored by a | arge percentage of
August ans (and many of f-worlders). Unfortunately, | was one



of the few who wasn't a fan, and the snmell of it was awful

But when | | ooked around | saw beddi ng, ripped up
papers, and several cartons of sonething. | went over to
them and Mongo instinctively noved to intercept ne, and then
stopped hinmsel f when | gave hima warning glance. | saw why
when | opened them up.

Food! But where had Mongo gotten all this food? One box
cont ai ned chocol ate bars. The second box contai ned chocol ate
bars. The third box.... it was all chocol ate bars. He nust
have rai ded conveni ence stands. Had he eaten nothing but
chocol ate bars for nmonths on end?

Mongo nust have seen the expression on his face,
because he smacked his lips and said, "CGood food, yes! Very
tasty. Mongo not have nuch, but Mngo share, yes, Mngo share
wi th good Agency friends."

| |1 ooked around doubtfully. It wasn't nuch, the place
was as filthy as a rat's cage, and it snelled bad, but Mngo
had used this place for nonths to avoid the Insectoid
patrols, so it was probably secure.

"How do you get ventilation?"

"Ventilation?" Mngo asked, as if | had used an
unfam liar word. Then, frowning, he said, "Leave entrance to
pi pe open soneti nes. But dangerous, very dangerous, can show
bugs where Mngo is."

"Hm" | said, |ooking up. Well, we could always burn a
few small and discrete holes in the sides to get sone
ventilation; at |east we wouldn't asphyxi ate ourselves. |
nodded, nuking the decision

The only problemwas how to get the Silencer through
the pipe. There was no way he could crawl on his own; he was
so weak now that he had to be carried everywhere. W coul dn't
pul | himby his arnms, not without causing himtrenmendous
pai n.

It was Sashay of all people who figured it out. First
Sashay entered the pipe backwards; then he had us put the
Silencer in the pipe legs first, and then Sashay pulled on
the Silencer's |l egs while crawing backwards. The Sil encer
sem - consci ous, noaned slightly in disconfort but endured it.

When we had all craw ed through the pipe | inmrediately
braced nyself for the objections.

"You can't be serious," said Preston, pulling his shirt
up to his nose to act as a filter against the stench

"This place stinks!' said Red Sally, her blonde hair
acquiring just the slightest tinge of violet in the poor
l'ight.

"Look how dirty it is! You can't expect us to live like
ani mal s, " said Sashay.

"Li ke animals, yes, that's how they see us," said
Mongo. Ch oh, we had hurt his feelings. "N ce Agency peopl es
want to live like civilized peoples; way out of pipe is that
way. "

"He's got a point," | said. "This isn't perfect, but we
need a safe place to hide, at least for a while, and this may
be the ticket. Does anyone el se has a better hiding place to
suggest, and is he or she willing to carry the Silencer
t here?"

| received the silence | expected.
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"-We took DNA sanmpling which shows that the ones called
Silencer and Cifford Croft were in the closet only mnutes
before we got there," said the deputy conmmander, trenbling
silently as he held up a sanple tab. The deputy conmander
knew his two days were up

"So you're saying that you mssed them by m nutes, and
that's the success you have cone to report," said Queen Zsst,
as if she were summari zi ng.

"W were very close! I'"'msure if we just had a little
nore time-"

"Return to your post," said the Queen, interrupting.

The deputy commander, surprised, saluted, and turned to
go.

"Not that way," said the Queen, as two of her
bodyguards cane up behind and around the deputy commander
"That one," she said, pressing a button which | owered a hook
near the bodies of the garrision conmander and the governor
gener al

Queen Zsst wat ched di spassionately as her bodyguard
started to ritually di snenber her former deputy conmander
who was scream ng even before the first |linmb was renoved. She
sumoned the newl y appoi nted garrison commander, and it
stepped forward, trying to ignore the now much | ouder screans
com ng just several feet to the right.

The Queen summoned a vi ewscreen inmage of Cifford Croft
and the Silencer, taken fromtheir internal records. "Find
Croft. Now " said the Queen.

The conmmander | ooked surprised but said nothing and
saluted, turning away. A smart being; it mght go far

Baracki chose that nmonment to enter her chanbers. He
gazed for a nonent at the partially dismenbered deputy
conmander, and then turned away, as if bored him as if he
had | ong since becone desensitized to such a thing. But who
knew what really went on underneath that hood? Barack
approached the Queen. Gesturing to her disnenbered officers,
he conmmented, "Doing a little redecorating?"

"A mnor matter," said the Queen. "Nothing we can't
handl e. "

"I"'mnot so sure," said Baracki. "I got a good | ook at
the 'redecorating' of the control area on |evel four
Perhaps..." H's words were cut off by his gaze, which settled
on the image of Cifford Croft. "This one is known to us! He
has meddled in our affairs before." He gave a dark hiss.

"It is only one being, and we are hunting for him"
said the Queen. "A minor irritant," she said, hiding her rage
from Bar acki .

"Let us hope you do not suffer any further "m nor
irritants" in your comrand center," said Baracki. "I would
hate to think that ny confidence in you had been ni spl aced. "
And he strode out of the chamber, leaving a trail of fear in
hi s wake.

Chapter 14: New Allies

From the personal log of Cifford Croft, 1 year and ei ght
nont hs

| never imagined (or sinply wasn't at all sure) that | would
survive long enough to wite another entry al nost one year



after our near-fatal attack on Sarney Sarittenden. But |
have.

The first few days after the raid were touch and go,
especially for the Silencer. He lay unnoving for two days,
and we al nost thought he was dead; but then he npaned, and
sat up, and fromthen on got slowmy stronger. Wthin a few
days he could stand up unassisted; within a week he was
wal ki ng around; and within a few weeks he was nore or |ess
back to his old strength.

But the injury to his armwas not so easily heal ed. He
had a deep, bl ack-reddi sh wound al ong his upper arm and part
of his shoulder, and had no apparent control of his right
arm He tried to trainit, forcing hinself to lift first
light and then heavier objects with his right arm and soon
regai ned some strength there. But he nust have had sone nerve
damage, for his armwould junp or trenble at odd tinmes, even
if he wasn't using it. When he was asleep, it was not
uncomon to see his armjerk about as if he were having a
ni ght mare. Maybe he was.

That effectively neant his ability to shoot with his
ri ght hand was gone; although the Silencer assured us that he
was "al nost as good" a shot with his left hand. Al nost as

good was still several times better and faster than the rest
of us, so | think we're still grateful to have himw th us.
Qur first task was to find a new hideout. | didn't want

to hurt Mongo's feelings, but we didn't want to live in a vat
forever. After much searching, and consideration of different
possibilities, we found one, in an abandoned factory. W
found a |l arge bl ock of machinery that we could holl ow out and
fix up. W fixed it up and equipped it under my direction; it
was to have a minimum of three entrances and exits, to give
us several avenues of escape; and it was to be equipped with
a security systemthat al so had a sel f-destruct mechani sm
tied to a block of explosives. If we ever had to abandon our
base again, next tinme we could | eave the |Insectoids sonething
to remenber us by.

The next step was to equip our new headquarters. | had
had some time to think in Mongo's vat, and | realized that
searching for food in warehouses was a | osing proposition
The war ehouses were runni ng of supplies, and nmost of them
were baited traps guarded by the Insectoids. If we couldn't
get food, we'd have to nmake our own.

So we rai ded sone garden supply depots (a rarity on
August, but at |east they were unguarded), as well as a few
outlying farns for supplies. W got the seeds for sonme thirty
day potatoes, and quick growing rice as well as a few other
veget abl es. W& even got sone neat seeds, the bioengeered
group that grew what | ooked and tasted |like meat. Well, they
tasted sonewhat like nmeat, with a kind of tangy corn flavor.
It wasn't top-notch sirloin froma carefully bioengi neered
white steer, but it was better than nothing.

But before we could eat we had to set up the hydroponic
garden and the hotlanps (run on a portable generator) in our
new hi deout. That neant we had to eat nothing but chocol ate
bars for a nonth; in fact, we ran out just after a week, and
had to raid other conveni ence counters for nore chocol ate
bars. By the end of a month we were quite, quite sick of
chocol ate; and when the first of our grubby little potatoes
cane out of the ground, we greedily devoured them After that
we | aid out nore space for our garden, and soon evened out



t he supply and denmand probl em-though, with limted space, we
al ways had to ration food.

W even nmade an attenpt to live normal |ives. Wen the
Cl apper told us that Red Sally's birthday was coni ng, Sashay
somehow managed to put together a cake. |1'Il never forget the
nmonent when she put her face close to the cake and bl ew on
the candl es. The ninute she blew on themthey all it up.
wonder what kind of w sh she nade.

W even got her a present, of sort; | had located a
mlitary target dummy, used for testing explosive and high-
caliber ammunition. It was flanme resistant, and that gave
Sally hours of pleasure as she slowy burned little pieces of
it off in her spare time. It took her two days just to slowy
burn the head off, and | think she really enjoyed this
present; she would sit in a corner, a flame sprouting from
her finger, grinning as she flamed pi eces of the thing.

Sashay took up painting again, and tried to paint each
of us; he would hang the results on the walls, along with
ot her decorations he would find or make. The Silencer even
| et Sashay do a painting of him when we told hi mhow Sashay
had dragged himthrough the pipe. But only one painting, the
Sil encer insisted; and sure enough, when the Paperwei ght
attenpted to test the Silencer on this point, starting a
second painting, the Silencer shot the painting in progress
wi th his good hand.

The Sil encer practiced quickdraws and aimng with his
left hand, to inprove his proficiency (if that was at al
possi bl e), and he al so worked with his right hand; sonetines
he could draw his gun with it and hold it steady, but often
his armwould junp when he drew the gun, or trenble when he
tried to aim

The C apper didn't seemto do much on his own. He just
stuck around Red Sally and watched her burn things.

And Preston and I? | think we were just glad to be
alive. But having survived the initial invasion, there was
nmore to do. The first task | put us to was preparing a
secondary hideout, in case our new base of operations was
di scovered. | had the unenvi able task of explaining to Mongo
why we couldn't use his vat as a backup base, that we were
"saving it" as an ultimate backup in case our secondary
hi deouts were di scover ed.

Then | issued unusual orders--1 told the Silencer
Preston, Red Sally, and the Cl apper, to find and equip a
backup hideout of their own, while I, the Paperweight, and
Mongo woul d prepare a backup base of operations on our own.
Under no circumstances, | stressed, was one group to tell the
ot her group where their hideout was. The C apper, Sashay,
Mongo, and Red Sally | ooked puzzled with these instructions,
but complied. Those who were experienced enough to understand
nmy instructions knew why | issued them and those that
weren't needn't be worried by... unpleasant contingencies.

A turning point of sorts cane two nmonths after our
attack on Sarney, when we had finished buil ding up our
hideout. It was a bit hot inside fromthe |light of the heat
| anps in the gardening area, but otherw se reasonably
confortable. W were sitting around, not really doing very
much, when Preston said what was on all our m nds.

"So, what do we do now?"

| understood his question inmmediately. We had built up
our base, and we had nothing to do--in fact, our little farm



was going so well, that we didn't even need to go out to hunt
for food anynore. Aside fromsone trips for gardening
supplies, we could stay inside our little hideout al nost

i ndefinitely.

If we were sinple machines that could be turned on and
of f, that could be an acceptable solutions. But we were
humans, restless humans; even the C apper wanted to go out
and cause trouble (it rmust have been Red Sally's influence).
| tried to make excuses. | said, "What about the Silencer? Is
he up to-"

Two guns cane into being, nmere inches fromny face. The
one on the right wavered a little, but both pointed at me. "I
guess that answers that."

"We could start small," said Preston. "There's an
I nsectoid checkpoint two |evels up-"

And that's how we started, small. But we planned our
m ssions carefully. And in another difference, we travel ed
nostly though the ventilation system to reduce the chances
of getting caught. We painstakingly mapped all the vents in
the area and used themfor travel, to reduce the anount of
tinme we'd have to wander around the corridors where we coul d
run into an Insectoid patrol. The Silencer was well enough to
permt himto craw again using both arnmns.

W went on a few m ssions, always being careful to
check out our targets first, always being careful not to
strike too close to our home base of operations so we
woul dn't draw attention to ourselves. And we did this for a
few nont hs, achi eving some measure of success. By success |
mean that we nanaged to inflict harmon the Insectoids; we
weren't crippling their occupation, but we were hurting them
and, nost inportantly, we weren't taking any casualties in
return. Better planning and coordi nati on were paying off.

W had a string of mnor successes over the next few
nmont hs, and then, unexpectedly, we had a m ssion go w ong.
Preston and Sashay were on a recon mission, to | ook for new
targets of opportunity, when Sashay got caught.

I know, | know it sounds crazy that we would send the
Paperwei ght out on military mssions. But the alternative for
himwas to stay in our hideout 25 hours a day, seven days a
week. He could, and did, get stir crazy. | couldn't afford to
give himan armed escort just to take a wal k outside; it was
much too dangerous. So he volunteered to go on missions with
us. | figured that recons were | ess dangerous, relatively
speaki ng, than direct assaults; and as Sashay refused to
touch a blaster, this was all he was really good for

But he and Preston got separated on a recon mi ssion
and Sashay stepped on something that gave away his position
and the I nsectoids pounced on himquickly. In a way maybe it
was good he was unarmed; if he had been arnmed, he might have
been identified as a rebel and executed on the spot. | think
t he I nsectoi ds thought he was probably an escaped | aborer
and they merely took himaway

"Who will take over his cooking duties?" the Silencer
asked.

"I hated his food," spat Red Sally.

"Aren't we going to try and rescue hin?" Preston asked.
Perhaps he felt responsible for his abduction.

"W don't even know where he is," | said reasonably.

"But | know where he is," said Preston. "I saw them
take himto their outpost on the surface, block 14-24 section



"He may not be there anynmore,” | said. "And it's bound
to be heavily defended."

"There are only about 15-20 of them" said Preston

"And there are only 4 conmbatants anong us," | said.

"If he talks, we'll have to abandon this hideout,"
Preston.

"Umm .. you' ve got something there." Wile we had
secondary hideouts, | wasn't too eager to uproot and abandon
what we had. | turned to the Silencer. "What do you think?"

"Seens like a lot of work for a Paperweight," said the
Si | encer.

"He did pull you through the pipe," | said.

"I did let himdraw a painting of ne," said the
Sil encer. "That nakes us even."

"He al so spotted the bug the Insectoids planted in the
food," | said. "If he hadn't noticed it, we all would' ve been
caught or killed."

"He's a nonconbatant, and contributes little outside of

sai d

the dinner table," said the Silencer. "I also find his
pai nting and decorating habits annoying."

"Al'l right, then," | gave an exaggerated sigh. "l guess
we'll just have to pick up and nmove to a new hideout. It's a
pity, though.... | guess you're not up to it anyway."

The Sil encer gave nme a cold, deadly | ook

"I mean, you've been able to handl e the ninor
skirm shes pretty well, but this would be considerably nore
of a challenge; after all, we haven't gone up against this
many | nsectoids since our raid on Sarney. And, with your
injured arm it's no shane..."

Two guns were out and pointed at ny face. Neither of
t hem waver ed.

"Your crude attenpt at manipulation isn't worth
commenting on," said the Silencer. "If you want to go and
kill nore Insectoids, cut the psycho-crap and just say so."

| checked ny bl aster charge, and hol stered ny weapon.
" Saddl e up, gang."

W noved through the ruins on the surface cautiously,
headi ng towards the Insectoid encanpnent. It was sone sort of
checkpoi nt or outpost, but given the darkness there could be
nmore of themthan Preston reported. Wien we got close enough
about a half block away, | peered at the location through
el ectrobi nocul ars. There were guards standi ng outside a
smal |, hastily constructed guard buil ding that had been built
on the sidewal k and over part of the street. There were only
a handful of guards outside, but that building could easily
contain two dozen nore. And there, sitting on the sidewal k
under guard, was the Paperweight, |ooking glum He seened to
be sitting there awaiting transport.

As if on cue, a ground car zooned to a halt near the
encanprent, containing four nore Insectoids. As if on cue
anot her group of Insectoids canme out of the building, making
for alnost two dozen Insectoids on site. | could see where
this was | eadi ng; once Sashay was in the ground car, we'd
never be able to trace him

But could we take on two dozen, or nore, |nsectoids?

| passed the el ectrobinoculars around, and the
expression spread fromface to face; there was nothing we
could do for Sashay. | was preparing to herd our group hone



and ny back was to the outpost, and so | mssed the very
begi nning of the battle.

But | certainly heard it, hearing the unm stakable
cackle of blaster fire. Multiple blaster fire, which ny
trai ned ear said was coming from League weaponry. What was
t hi s?

Westing the el ectrobi nocul ars away fromthe C apper
who was tappi ng unconvincingly on it, |I saw what was
happeni ng. The Insectoi d out post was under attack from
several different sides! It was unclear who the attackers
were, but if they were against the Insectoids, they were
al nost certainly on our side.

W joined the attackers, haphazardly runni ng down the
bl ock to engage the |Insectoids who were busy responding to
bl aster fire fromall sides. The Paperwei ght had
instinctively hit the ground when the shooting started, which
may have saved his life, with all the blaster fire whizzing
around. As we closed on the center of the firefight | saw the
attackers, all undeni ably human, many wearing the green
uni forms of regular Alliance army units.

In seconds it was all over; every Insectoid was down,
and green was running on the streets. Sashay, covered with a
streak of green, sat up, looking a bit ill. The newconers
eyed us as cautiously as | did them and their guns were now
pointed at us. "Halt!" one of themcried. "ldentify
yoursel f."

"We're here to pick himup,"” | said, slowy |owering ny
weapon as | indicated Sashay. "Very fortunate you happened to
be around. My nane is Cifford Croft."

Their | eader approached. He gave ne a | ooking over, and
then | ooked at Red Sally and the others nore curiously. He
nmust have thought we were scavengers, or escaped prisoners.
He nade a hand notion, and his nmen | owered their weapons

"My name is Captain Sklam of the armed forces of the
Al liance," he said. "How | ong have you been on the run?"

"On the run?" snorted Red Sally. "W've been hitting
the I nsectoids for nmonths!"”

"Real | y?" said Captain Sklam "The six of you?"

"W were the ones who raided Sarney Sarittenden, what
have you done lately!" Red Sally countered.

"You?" said Captain Sklam "I had heard runors that
Sarney had been attacked... but | think it's hardly possible
that a bunch of stragglers...”

| could see that credibility was going to be an
i mportant stunbling block, so | decided to break cover and
say, "I'ma level one Agency operative."

There was a nmurmur anong his nmen. "One of the Eight,"
heard nmore than one say. Maybe it wasn't wise to adnmit in
public, but | needed to get through to them

"And I'ma fire surprise," said Sally, sending a
spect acul ar sheet of flame shooting out of her fingertips
into the eveni ng sky.

The soldiers took a few steps as they were stunned.

"And 1'ma O apper!" said the O apper, clapping as
Skl ami's bl aster was pulled fromits holster by an invisible
force and then hol stered agai n.

"And Mongo not anything,"” said Mongo, with big eyes.
And then, "You will have grape juice and liquid starch for
di nner tonight."

"Ah, that's enough,"” | said hastily. | hadn't intended



to put everyone's skills on display.

"I can see there's nore to you then it seens," said
Sklam "1 think | should take you back to see the General."

Ceneral ? Had a significant portion of our mlitary
survived, after all these months? | started to hope agai nst
hope.

"But we'll have to blindfold you, for security reasons,
you understand, " said Sklam

| nodded, understanding the necessity of it. In fact,
the only one who put up a fight was Mngo.

"No, no," said Mngo.

"Mongo, it's necessary," | said, rather anxious now to
get off the street. The Insectoids would be comng to
i nvesti gate, soon.

"They will let Mongo trip and fall down the last five
steps.”

"No, of course they won't," | said.

"Qur men will guide you carefully,"” said Sklam "You

have ny word."

Mongo | ooked unconvi nced, but dutifully let hinself be
bl i ndf ol ded. W& started nmarching for some time, at |east 30
or 40 mnutes, during which tinme we went underground and down
ei ght levels--at least | could count the nunmber of stairwells
we went down. W passed through several nore corridors, and
then, right before we reached our destination, we wal ked down
a short flight of five steps. A few second later | heard a
"eee...upppp!" behind me and the sounds of soneone falling
down the stairs, and then Myngo's voice scream ng and
cursing, and then, fromone of Sklam s nen, "Ch... sorry
about that."

Wien our blindfolds were lifted, we found ourselves in
a large office; a sandy haired nan in a general's uniform was
sitting behind a desk, and we were flanked by armed guards.

"So, you are our nysterious visitors," said the

general. "The prelimnary action report | received indicated
that you have some rather unusual abilities.”

"W denonstrated themto get your attention," | said.
"I"d I ove to speak further about it... in private."

The general considered. W had been disarmed, but there
were seven of us, and one of him "Wy don't nmy nen and your
men wait outside and we'll talk one-on-one?"

| nodded, instantly agreeing.

Once everyone left we inmredi ately nade introductions.
Hi s name was Ceneral Tenor Markov and he had been conmander
of security at Sarney Sarittenden when the Insectoids first
attacked. His nmen had put up a show of resistance when the
Insectoids first |anded, but were forced to pull back and
stage a guerrilla warfare operation over the past year and a
hal f.

| expl ained who | and our people were, and Markov
| ooked surprised. "I had only heard runors of an existence
of --what do you call it? The Gamma Section? But the things
your people were seen to have done--tel ekenesis,
pyr ot echni cs--were undeni abl e. "

"It was not ny intention to give a persona
denonstration to a large audience," | said. "Qur strength
rests in secrecy. But yours lies in nunbers. May | ask how
| arge your resistance is?"

The General, now confortable with nmy story, gave nore
details. He had gathered 350 troopers, alnost a battalion



sized force, and they had been conducting raids as frequently
as they could. Because of their size they could engage what
we considered | arger eneny groupings, |ike the checkpoint
that was destroyed tonight, but they still couldn't stand up
agai nst the mass of the Insectoid occupation force.

"Are you working with other allied forces?"

Mar kov shook his head sadly. "W've had no ot her
contact with other forces. At the tine of the invasion there
were at | east 50,000 soldiers on August; | can only guess
that they're either dead, or inprisoned, or scavenging just
to survive. OF course, August is so big, there's always the
chance that other resistance forces could be operating
wi t hout our know ng about it. You're the first top-Ievel
Agency man we've seen cone through here."

"You' ve seen ot her Agency people?" | said, hoping
agai nst hope.

"We canme across two field agents |ast year; but
haven't seen or heard from any others since," said Mrkov.
Seei ng ny expression, he added, "Of course, not all of them
woul d hasten to identify thenmselves to us. You people are
survivor types, |I'msure there nust be nore of you stil
around. "

"Hm" | said, nmy gears turning rapidly. "How do you
avoi d detection?"

"W have a | arge underground area here, but nost exit
points are sealed off and the rest are carefully hidden,"
said Markov. "W only go out in groups and we rmake sure to
col l ect our dead and wounded."

"Still, in an organization as big as this, you're bound
to be discovered sonetine..."
"W have contingency plans,"” said Markov, :"But it's

difficult to constantly move around over 300 sol diers and
support staff. Qur nunbers are actually around 500, as we've
taken on civilians to support our efforts."” He | ooked at ne
appraisingly. "W could certainly use people w th your
obvious skills. Wuld you like to join forces with us?"

| told himl'd have to take that subject to ny people.
He nodded, and then spoke into his comm ordering us to be
rel eased and to have our weapons returned. W had
established a certain |level of trust.

W sat in a large, busy cafeteria, marveling at all the well-
fed, relatively well dressed and high noral e soldiers and
civilians around us.

"I had no idea this kind of resistance was going on, |ess
than two miles fromus," Preston marvel ed.

"August is a big city," | said. "The General has asked
us to join him Wat do you think?"

"I's nice here!" said the O apper, dropping his spoon to
clap twice. "And food good!" W were, for the first time in
nmont hs, eating sonething that wasn't potatoes, rice, carrots,
or artificially grown neat.

"W can get nore action and conbat here," said Sally.

"I don't like it," said the Silencer, slowy spooning
food into his nouth with his left hand.

"Why not?" | asked.

"Too big. Too many people," said the Silencer

"I get that feeling too," said Preston. "How can a
pl ace this big avoid getting discovered by the I|Insectoids?"

"They've done it so far," | pointed out. Secretly,
was torn. It would be so much easier just to be part of the



group, to give up our hand-to-nouth exi stence, to be able to
strike at larger targets with less individual risk to
ourselves. At the sane time | felt uneasy being in such a

| arge group, as if that just nade us a bigger and nore

prom nent target to be stepped on. | turned to Mongo. "What
do you think?"

"Yes, food good, very good," said Mongo, gobbling up
his portion as if he hadn't eaten in a week. "But stay? No,
cannot stay, no, not stay."

"Why not?" | asked.

"Big place may or may not be discovered," said Mngo.

"What do you nean, may or may not?"

"Depends on hooded man," said Mongo. "If big bugs send
hooded man, place becomes di scovered. But... big bugs may not
send hooded man, in which case soldiers nove on own before
bei ng di scovered."

| considered warning Markov. But what could | say? That
Mongo could see into the future, and in sonme future that may
or may not happen at sone unspecified time they would be
di scovered, and because of that risk he needed to pick up and
nmove his operations....? No, | couldn't go to himwth that,
not unless | had sonething nore concrete.

W agreed that we would go on sone joint mssions with
the soldiers but not formally nmove in with them The only
catch is that the CGeneral would need to allow us to let us
| eave knowi ng the |ocation of his hideout. | spoke with him
again and he agreed, stating that he trusted ne, and that
only caused ne greater alarm He had never met ne before an
hour ago, and now he was trusting me, and nmy team with the
| ocation of his secret base. Even if we didn't actively
betray him if we were caught and interrogated, the
I nsectoids would get the location fromus easily.

And then everything becane clear: the General was a
mlitary man. He wasn't skilled in conducting a cl oak and
dagger guerrilla war; he was accustomed to | arge scale
attacks that didn't require secrecy |like an Agency
infiltration did. Sooner or later, | realized, he and his nen
woul d be di scovered.

Chapter 15: Disaster

From the personal log of Cifford Croft, one year and el even
nmont hs after the Invasion of August.

W' ve gone on a nunber of raids with the CGeneral's nen,
each seem ngly nore successful than the last. W' ve raided
supply depots that contained prized nunitions, convoys where
we were given the precise time, |locations, and routes of, and
even the location of one of their top secret breeding vat
installations. The Insectoids have established breeding vats
on August to grow troopers nore rapidly. That meant that
destroying those vats are our top priority, but naturally the
| ocation of these vats are the nost closely guarded of their
secrets.

So the question is, where is Markov getting his
i nformation fron? And how is he so successful in staying
hi dden? More and nore things weren't adding up. | tried to
confront him

"Have you managed to tap into the Insectoid information
net wor k?"



No, said the general

"Do you have sone form of el ectronic surveilance on the
| nsect oi ds?"

The general shook his head again.

"Do you have an Insectoid traitor who's giving you
i nformati on?" | asked, thinking it nost unlikely.

The general shook his head again.

"Then how are you getting precise informtion about
their mlitary assets?" | asked.

The General sighed. "You know, Clifford, if | were to
tell anyone, it would be you. But this was a secret that |
specifically was entrusted with. It's the biggest secret of
our organi zation; even ny senior aides don't know.

Unfortunately, because of it's sensitive nature, | can't
reveal it to you. It's bigger than all of us; our
organi zation may fail, but my source of information is nore

i nportant than all of us, and can't be allowed to be

di scovered. It's our nost inmportant asset in the war effort.”
And that's all he would say on the subject. Meanwhile

my wheels were spinning rapidly; if it wasn't electronic

intel, and it wasn't an Insectoid traitor, what else could it

be? That was what was bothering ne the nost.
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The thing that bothered Queen Zsst the nbst was the attack on
t he breeding farm

"5000 combat units destroyed!" she raged. "This is yet
anot her | arge scale operation just mles fromthis building,
and you still cannot |ocate the rebels!"

The commander of security for Sarney and it's inmediate
environs trenbled; it had just been appointed to its post a
few weeks ago after the liquidation of its predecessor.

"The rebel s were an annoyance when they destroyed an
occasi onal stockpile or industrial facility," said Queen
Zsst. "But this is a new |level of assault and cannot be
tolerated. There were at |east 200 of these vermin in the
| ast attack; why can you not track them down?"

The conmander said, "W have conducted |evel to |evel
scans but cannot find any trace of them If they are | ocated
nearby, it's alnmost as if they know how we scan and how to
def eat our scanning devices."

The Queen considered. Liquidating this fool woul dn't
yield any better results than the past few |liquidations of
recent nonths. Perhaps, now, it was tinme to ask for help.

She was about to press the button on her console to
sunmon hi mwhen he cane in. It was alnost as if he had
somehow anti ci pated her request; but that wasn't possible,
was it?

A trail of fear blazed the way for Baracki, and the
I nsect oi ds consci ously noved out of the way as he entered the
Chanber of Leaders.

"I understand you have a problem" he said sinply.
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Several mnore days passed. | noticed we seenmed to be
havi ng an easier time making our way from Markov's hideout to
our own; it was as if the Insectoid patrols had been drawn
back for a reason, as if they had been reassigned, or... were



massi ng for some operation we were not yet aware of.

| had sent Preston over to Markov to report ny
observations, and Sashay had acconpanied himin order to pick
up sone supplies. In return for our help in the raids, Markov
had supplied us with food to suppl enent our own supplies. W
had enough for our own needs, but it was nice to have sone
variety in our diets. Markov's nmen had cone not just to
respect but to admire our abilities; after the first joint
operation where Red Sally set a dozen Insectoids on fire, his
soldiers could hardly fail to be awed. Wen the C apper sent
an I nsectoid slamming into a bunch of his conpanions on
guard, causing themall to fall helplessly to the ground,
think they were also inpressed. And of course they had al
heard of the Silencer--he was fanpus across the Alliance.
Even when limted to shooting with his Ileft hand, he was a
faster and nore accurate shot than any of the soldiers in on
our raids.

| sat, quietly reflecting, when all of a sudden Mngo,
who had been sl eeping, started tossing and turning, going
"no.... no.... no... no!" and then he bolted upright,
dri pping of sweat all over.

"What is it?" | cried.

Mongo started shaking all over, his thin franme
trenbl i ng.

"What ? What is it?" | had never before seen himlike
this.

"Deat h," he whispered. "Much death... and fear."

| didn't need himto say another word. | could figure
out the rest. Markov's group was about to be di scovered.

And | had sent Preston and the Paperwei ght over to
Mar kov' s encanmpnent. | mght just have signed their death
war rant .

| got ny weapons, and gestured to the others. "They
only have a 20 minute head start. There may still be tine to
save them" It was about a thirty mnute journey to their
hi deout .

"No!" said Mongo, grabbing at ny ankles. "Do not go! Do
not go!"

"Do you see ny death?" | asked calmy.

Mongo | ooked around, at ne, Red Sally, the d apper, and
the Silencer. "Death, much death,"” he whi spered.

| considered. It was one thing not to undertake a
m ssion, or take a risk, because of one of Mngo's warnings.
But to sinply give up on Preston and the Paperweight sinply
on Mongo's say-so didn't sit well with ne. Mongo wasn't 100%
accurate and couldn't fully predict and control the future.

"Are you conming?" | said, ny face grim The Silencer
and Red Sally wordlessly made their way to the exit. The
Cl apper procrastinated for a nonent, his hands cl apping
anxi ously, then he nodded and fol | owed.

Mongo foll owed us out, which surprised me. He was going
into combat with us? But as soon as we cane to the first
junction he turned off, heading in another direction. |I said
not hi ng; he was under no obligation to follow us, and wasn't
a conbatant. But if he didn't want to come, why didn't he
sinmply stay behind at our hideout?
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Thank you for reading ny book! You're alnost finished! Nowl'd |ike one thing



fromyou: feedback! If you can send ne a sentence or two telling ne

what you t hought of the book at http://ww.allscifi.conlfeedback. asp

["1'l happily send you the |last ten pages. Thanks!
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