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Chapter 1: d adi ator Ganes

Humanity had let down its guard, and paid a terrible price.

After decades of war a conflict-weary popul ati on was eager for
peace. So when the Insectoids offered an armistice, the civilian
| eadership of the Alliance junped at the chance to reach a final end to
t he bl oody war.

The rest was history. The Insectoids anbushed the fleet at
Vitalics, killing thousands of sailors and destroying the bulk of the
fleet. After that here was nothing to stop them nothing left to
protect Alliance worlds, both League and Directorate planets. They
| anded on Alliance planets at will, killing those who resisted and
ensl aving the rest.

The destruction of the fleet at Vitalics was al nost total--but
not all the fleet was actually there. A small force under the command
of the | egendary War Adnmiral Norman North escaped an anbush and rallied
the surviving forces. "Escape fromthe |Insectoids" describes their
flight fromknown space as they desperately searched for new technol ogy
they could use to take back their worlds. But the Insectoids weren't
content to leave themto their search and nade nany attenpts to destroy
them Finally after nearly twenty years of being chased, when the War
Admiral's fleet was about to be destroyed, they were saved by a
nmysterious allied force, which was I ed by an old friend | ong thought to
be dead.

During these nearly 20 years there was scattered resistance to
the Insectoids on the worlds they occupied. Small bands of resistance
fighters took the battle to the Insectoids, but at first their nunbers
were few and they were relentlessly hunted down. One of the nost
famous resistance | eaders, fornmer agency operative Cifford Croft, |led
one of the nost successful teans to hanper to occupation force. But
now t he I nsectoids struck back hard, killing some of his friends, and
capturing others.

Date: One Year, 11 Months, and One Day after the Invasion

And now they were after Croft hinself. The enemy had | ocated his
secret base and a heavily arned platoon of Insectoid troopers had
surrounded it, awaiting only the order to attack

The Insectoid officer surveyed the scene. |Its troops were in

position. It had nore than enough firepower to assault the hideout.
The humans had cleverly enptied out a power generator and hidden their
base inside the outer shell. The officer clicked its nandi bles. The
successful conpletion of this operation would give its career a strong
boost .

The officer had orders to take the Croft pest dead or alive. But

the officer was taking no chances. |Its troops had orders to shoot to
disintegrate. |If all went well the officer mght even be pernmitted to
repr oduce.

"Attack," said the officer in a neutral clicking voice.
The troopers noved in. They sinultaneously closed in from al
directions. They saw a crack in the wall that |ooked |ike a hidden



door. The Insectoids bunched around the entrance, their weapons at the
ready. The trooper in the | ead pushed the door open and-

A fireball blasted its way out of the generator and engul fed the
troopers. The Insectoid officer, at the edge of the explosion, was
thrown off its feet. As it painfully struggled to get up, the sight of
t he burned body parts, splattered gl obs of green bl ood, and the screans
of the dying troopers occupied its senses. There would be no chance of
reproduci ng now. The officer would be lucky if it wasn't summarily
di snenber ed.

A video monitor in a roomhalf a mile in another direction
clearly showed the fiery remains on the factory floor. The nonitor al so
showed the faint reflection of the face intently watching the burned
I nsectoid body parts scattered across the factory floor. A face that
was very nuch want ed

Cifford Croft watched the scene with a neasure of satisfaction
He woul dn't be that easy to catch; and if they ever did catch him they
woul d pay a higher price than that.

Croft reflected on the situation. Mst of his allies had been
caught or killed. General Markov. Markov's nmen. The Silencer. Preston

He continued to watch the scene, burning the inage into his nind
The only thing he felt was anger. He had known Preston for decades. The
Sil encer had saved his |life countless tines.

Croft suddenly heard a clap behind him then another, then
anot her. Wthout turning, he said, "Thanks for the appl ause."

The C apper continued to clap. He had sonme sort of nenta
illness that caused himto clap when he was nervous, or bored, or
agitated, or whatever. The Silencer had managed to curb the O apper's
urge to clap by sheer force of intimdation, but now

Croft suddenly turned around, a | ook of annoyance in his eyes.
The C apper froze, in mdclap. He was a powerful telekinetic, but was
too timd to use his powers against allies. The same, however, could
not be said of his comnpanions.

"Where's Red?" said Croft, |ooking around. The only one in the
smal | room besi des them was Sashay, who was keeping an eye on the door

"She went out," said Sashay. "She thought she heard sonmething in
the corridor."

"When was this?" said Croft. He el bowed Sashay away fromthe
door.

"A few m nutes ago," said Sashay.

And she wasn't back yet? Croft bit his lip as he | ooked down the
gl oony corridor. Despite his bravado, he realized they were being
chased and hunted down by an enemy who out nunbered and out gunned them
in every departnent. The shock of the loss of his friends was stil
sinking in. And all he had left was the O apper and Sashay, al so known
as the Paperwei ght.

He couldn't just abandon Red Sally. "Stay here," said Croft. "If
| don't return in ten mnutes, you're on your own."

Sashay grew wi de-eyed, and the C apper's hands fluttered
nervously. Croft didn't stay to ook for any further reactions before
headi ng out the door, his blaster drawn.

If he ran into an Insectoid patrol he could take out two, maybe
three of them before they got him If only he had the Silencer with
him But the Silencer was dead. O was he? Croft had seen hi mshot, but
he didn't know for sure that he was dead. Maybe...

Croft inched down the corridor for several hundred feet.

Suddenl y, he thought he saw a flash of orange light froma side
corridor. He turned down that corridor and started to hear the faint
noi se of battle.

The scene, when he reached it, was truly stunning; Red Sally and
two nmen were trapped in a dead end, Red was shooting sheets of flamnes



at the Insectoids while the nen fired blasters; the Insectoids, sone
firing back and others on fire, shrieking in pain, were running around
blindly.

Croft, com ng up behind the Insectoids, didn't hesitate, opening

fire. After a second one fell, and the others turned to face this new
threat. He saw a beamwhiz by his right eye, and he instinctively
crouched down, still firing. The Insectoids were falling rapidly, but

there were so many of them

Red Sally and the others were taking advantage of this
distraction to cut down the Insectoids fromtheir side. In a nonent,
the last Insectoid was hit, and all was suddenly silent, except for the
crackl e of Insectoid body parts on fire.

Croft stood up. He saw now that one of the two nen with Red Sally
was bl eedi ng, and there were bodies of two other nmen on the ground
besi des them .

"Come on," said Croft hoarsely. "W're pushing our |uck by just
st andi ng around. "

Sally and the other two men gingerly picked their way over the
charred I nsectoid bodies to reach Croft. As they sprinted back to the
hi deout, Croft could see Sally's red hair, glistening with sweat,
starting to turn bl onde again.

They reached the hiding place without incident. The C apper gave
a muted squeal of joy when he saw Red Sally. They all sat on the
floor, gasping to recover their breath, while Sashay continued to watch
t he door.

"This hideout isn't safe,"” said Sally. "lIt's too close to a main
corridor and too near our last encounter with the bugs. W should go to
the one that we set up."

After Croft's group had been forced to evacuate one of their
previ ous hideouts during a particularly hurried retreat, |eaving them
with no secure base to go to, he had decreed that in the future they
woul d al ways have a backup hi deout. But, oddly enough, Croft had had
his teamsplit up into two groups, each setting up their own backup
hi deout, without telling the other group where it was. Red Sally, the
Sil encer, and Preston had set one up, and he, Mngo, and the C apper
had set up this one, and each group hadn't told the other where their
backup was | ocated. At the tine they had wondered why Croft required
this duplication and secrecy.

Croft shook his head. "Your backup hideout is a deathtrap.”

"How do you know?" said Sally. "You don't even know where it is."

"But the Insectoids do," said Croft. "How do you think they found
out the location of our primary hideout?"

Sally frowned. Wth all their running around, she hadn't given it
much t hought. "They may have stunbl ed upon it during a patrol-"

"No, it was too well hidden," said Croft. "Unless you believe the
I nsectoi ds have a policy of breaking into every generator they see, on
the off-chance that it's been holl owed out and used as a hideout. They
knew what they were going to find before they attacked. They set up
specifically to attack this location; it was obvious fromthe nonitor."

"Then how di d they know?"

"They got to the Silencer, or Preston," said Croft. "It's the
only answer."

"They're dead," said Sally.

"They may indeed be dead now, but not before one of themtalked,"
said Croft.

"The Silencer woul d never give away our |ocation."

"I't may not have been his idea," said Croft. "Either way, one or
both of them were captured, and lived | ong enough to tell them about
our primary base. Now, both of them al so knew about your secondary
base. Want to bet that the Insectoids haven't staked that out as well?"



"Why don't we just check out-"

"I'f we check in, we won't check out," said Croft bluntly.

"As ny dear departed wife used to say, better safe than sorry,"
sai d Sashay.

"How do you know it wasn't Mongo who was tortured for
i nformati on?" said Sally. "He's unaccounted for."

"Possible," said Croft. "But he split before everything cane
apart. |1'm guessing he saw far enough into the future to protect
hi nmsel f. W should | eave now. "

"Leave?" said Sashay. "But we're already at the hideout that your
group built. Were else shall we go?"

"To the hideout | created on ny own," said Croft.

Cifford Croft was not an especially trusting fellow. Wrking for
decades as a spy hadn't sharpened his instinct to trust or rely on
others, but even without his training, trust didn't come naturally to
him And so while he had gone through the notions of setting up an
auxiliary hideout with Sashay and Mongo, he had, bit by bit on his own
time, set up a real backup hideout for hinself. And it was there that
he took Sashay, the C apper, Red Sally, and the two resistance fighters
she had rescued. Only Croft insisted on a blindfold for the resistance
fighters. No need to trust nore people than necessary.

Nearly two years earlier, a light cruiser in the defense of
August had been shot down during the initial invasion. The pilot had
managed to make a controlled crash, |landing on one of the few |l arge
open plazas in the heart of the capital city surroundi ng Sarney
Sarittenden. The ship had broken open, but the nmain body of the craft
remai ned intact, allowing the two thirds of the crew who survived to
escape. The Insectoid ground troopers, after checking out the w eckage
during the ground invasion, now didn't give it a second thought.

But difford Croft did. The inpact had coll apsed the upper |evels
of August underneath the crash site, reducing the anmount of tunneling
he needed to do. After some excavation, he had an ideal hiding place--
in plain view of two Insectoid security checkpoints, on either end of
the I arge plaza. The Insectoids would never, ever think to | ook there,
and Croft had a secure nethod of ingress and egress--fromthe
under gr ound.

It was there that he took his allies. He had refurbished two of
the crew quarters, which nade a tight squeeze for six, but light and
sound used there couldn't be seen on the plaza outside. If the
I nsectoi ds ever became curious and investigated the weck again, they'd
have to dig their way to the two conpartnents, giving Croft plenty of
war ni ng.

Czzz idly sat back in her chair. She was bored, and showed it.
Now t hat they had conquered the humans, there was no fun, no excitenent
anynore! Czzz was a high-ranking Insectoid, a direct deputy to the
governor-general of August, who had grown fat and | azy during the
consol i dation period. Perhaps the | atest round of executions woul d add
a bit of excitenent to her day.

The prisoners shuffled into the execution chanber, herded by
guards carrying |long bl ades. Their faces were down, their body | anguage
showed they were defeated. How boring

Al'l except for one human. He noved slowy like the rest,
shuffling along, and then, in the blink of an eye, he had sonehow
grabbed the giant four foot foot blade weapon from one of the guards,
skewered it, and turned on the next one in line behind it.

An al arm sounded, and Insectoid guards rushed into the execution
chanmber. They attenpted to disarmthe creature, but it was too quick
even using the bl ade which was obviously too | ong and heavy for it.



Four guards were down before the rest pulled back, drawing their |asers
for the inevitabl e putdown.

"Wait!" said Czzz, standing up suddenly. Everything stopped; the
guards, the prisoner, even the one with the |ong bl ade who noved t oo
qui ckly. Czzz | ooked down at the execution chanmber. "You! Human! How do
you nmove so quickly?" Looking nore closely, Czzz noticed that the human
was wounded, its right armhanging |loosely fromit. Even nore
remarkable that it could fight like that while wounded!

The being | ooked up at Czzz and said nothing. Czzz wondered if
her translator was functioning properly. "Human! How do you nove so
qui ckly?" Czzz said again.

The being spoke in a flat voice. "I don't; you just nove so
slowy."

"Do you have a nanme?" Czzz asked

The bei ng nodded.

Czzz waited. Then, seeing no response. "Wat is your nane?"

"I"'mcalled the Silencer."

The Sil encer! The being responsible for the death of so many
Insectoid troopers, the being who noved faster than a bat w ng, the
bei ng who had raided Sarney Sarittenden itself. Now that was
excitenent!

"I think I have a use for you," said Czzz.

"W have captured or killed all the ringleaders,"” said the
officer. A junior Queen, her nane was Tsur, and she was in charge of
i nternal security on August.

"Al'l the ringl eaders?" said Queen Zsst. "What of the one called
Cifford Croft?"

"He is presuned dead," said the officer

"When is he presunmed to have died?" said the Queen. "Before or
after the boobytrapped expl osi on whi ch deci mated your pl atoon?"

So the Queen knew about that. She nust have her own sources
within the mlitary, Tsur realized

"That coul d have been an aut omated boobytrap," said Tsur. "All
evi dence suggests he was killed along with the rest of General Markov's
nmen-"

"Al'l evidence suggests that you are trying to hide your failure,"
said Queen Zsst. "This Cifford Croft is one of the few senior agency
humans still at large, one of their |legendary Eight. He is skilled at
sabotage and guerrilla warfare. Find this human, or | will find you."

"Yes, Queen," said Tsur, bow ng as she exited.

Zsst turned to another aide. "Continue the report.”

"W have broken the back of the resistance,” the aide reported.
"The raids in the capital area have virtually ceased."

"But only in the area of the capital," said Queen Zsst, noting
the distinction. "That is not sufficient."” She sat at ease in her
throne roomin the heart of Sarney Sarittenden. To her side stood a
hooded figure. "Wy are we not breeding additional troopers at ful
capacity?"

"W have the capacity to breed nore, but not the foodstuffs to
support them" said the aide. "W are working on increasing grubfruit
production at the farns."

"See that you do," said Zsst. "We will only w pe out the human
pest entirely when we have total nunerical superiority."

"The goal is not to wipe themout," said the hooded figure. "I
t hought we were clear on that."

"To wi pe out their resistance, | neant," said the Queen. "O
course, they can perform some mnor manual |abor as well."

"And ot her purposes,” said the hooded figure. "W did not assi st
you in this invasion nerely to provide you with cheap | abor. The hunans



have ot her uses, ones which you have not been using themfor."

"Qt her uses, Baracki?" The Queen al nost seenmed to snort in
deri si on.

The hooded figure shook its head sadly. "The humans can be used
for skilled Iabor-"

"Skilled? For what?"

"Sophi sti cated product production. Driving. Piloting. You have a
very educated worker base that you are squandering."

Zsst made a derisive noise.

"Do you not have a human in your enploy?"

"The cook?" said Zsst. "It is a cook!"

"A sophisticated biochem st who is able to cone up with dishes
t hat your own cooks cannot," said Baraki. "l expect that you will nake
better use of the humans."” The nenace in his tone was clear

The tension was pal pabl e.

Zsst said, "Perhaps there are sonme minor tasks that they can be
put to."

"Good. Also, you have ignored their industrial base. You sinply
| evel whatever they have in place in order to build your own
factories.”

"Their factories are not equi pped to produce our mnunitions or
ot her goods. "

"Some of them can be retooled," said Baraki. "You m ght al so
| earn sonething fromtheir manufacturing techniques.™

"Their techni ques?" Zsst said incredul ously.

"You don't even make use of their own power supplies," said
Bar aki . "Your race knows how to conquer, but doesn't know how to
exploit. We invested a lot of time and effort in helping you with this
i nvasion. You must profit fully fromwhat you have conquered so that
you can build up as rapidly as possible and be ready for the next
step.”

"Very well,'
done. ™

said Zsst reluctantly. "W will see what can be

The Sarney Sarittenden Stadi umwas the | argest event arena on the
pl anet, with anple seating for 50,000 on-site spectators. Used in the
past for sporting, artistic, or cultural events, the Insectoids had
found a nmore practical use for it: gladiator ganes. Over the past two
years over a thousand human prisoners had net their end providing the
I nsectoids with entertainment.

But attendance at the ganes had been declining. The audi ence, al
I nsectoids, was starting to find themboring. Thus it was with great
pl easure that Czzz had | ocated a new source of entertainnent.

The Silencer stood in the arena, blinking in the norning sun as
he rai sed one hand over his eyes. The other arm hung | oosely on his
right side. On the ground in front of him sonething gleaned in the
bright sunlight. Com ng closer he saw it was a snaller version of the
sticks with the curved blades on the end that the Insectoids used. He
picked it up with his good arm

Over the announcenent systemwords blared out in the clicks and
buzzes of the Insectoid native | anguage. "Announcing a new target..
one of the nost fearsome human opponents... a Graftonite... the one
known as the Silencer!”

A buzzing went up in the audi ence. Cbviously they had heard of
hi m

A seven foot tall Insectoid wearing the traditional red shoul der
patch of a gladiator enmerged into the arena. It carried a giant stick
with a curved blade on the end, a |larger version of what the Silencer
now carri ed.

Normal |y, one of his top gladiators would take on several humans



at once. The weak, underfed, and poorly trai ned humans were sel dom any
chal | enge. But Czzz, sensing that the Silencer would be nore of a
chal | enge, had arranged for a one-on-one contest. She sat on
confortable pillows, watching the battle that was about to begin. She
hoped the Silencer woul d provide sone chal |l enge.

The gl adi at or approached the Silencer. The Silencer didn't nove,
glaring at the Insectoid. He hefted the weapon in his good arm as if
feeling the weight.

The gl adi ator stopped several feet short of the Silencer. "Are
you ready to die, human?" it said through its translation device. "I
have killed 40 of your kind in the arena. | amonly one short to nove
up to fifth place in the gladiator rankings."

The Sil encer said nothing, but continued to glare coldly. The
Insectoid, seeing it wasn't getting the reaction it expected, raised
its weapon and cautiously started to circle the Silencer. The Sil encer
took a step as if to nove in the opposite direction and to circle the
I nsectoid. The Insectoid took another step forward, and-

no one in the arena could see it, because it was so fast, but the
Si | encer doubl ed back, |unged and stabbed the Insectoid in the chitlins
deep with the bl ade before anyone, including the Insectoid, could even
bl i nk.

The gl adi ator gave a hoarse scream as the Silencer tugged on the
stick, causing the curved blade to sink deeper into the gl adiator
pulling it down to the ground.

The green blood of the gladiator ran freely on the sands of the
ar ena.

The crowd roared in anger. But Czzz was ecstatic. This wasn't
the result she had been expecting; but it appeared this human woul d
have sone staying power. She wondered how it woul d perform when facing
two gladiators...

"So as | see it, we've got to leave," said Croft. He | ooked
around at their little group--Red Sally, Sashay, the C apper, and the
two soldiers they had picked up, Tanil and Yaney. It had been a week
now since they had escaped fromtheir |ast encounter with the
| nsect oi ds.

They were squeezed into one of the snmall renovated quarters
aboard the crashed cruiser, all |ooking about aimessly, except for the
C apper, who was wat ching sonething on the internal nmonitors. "The
I nsect oi ds have been mass producing troops at an incredible rate. The
patrols here in the center of Sarney Sarittenden are sinply too
nunerous for us to operate in safety.”

"Who's to say that the patrols will be any lighter in an outlying
area?" Sally asked.

"It just makes sense that they would build up their presence in
the capital first," said Croft.

"And what happens when they build up their forces so nuch that
it's not safe for us anywhere?" Yaney asked.

"Then we find a way to get off-planet,"” said Croft. He noticed
their expressions. "Listen, | know we've just taken a bitter blow Al
of us have lost friends. You guys have | ost everyone you worked wth
under General Markov. We've |ost the Silencer and-"

"He's right there," said the C apper, clapping slowy.

"-and Preston, who were coll eagues of ours,"” said Croft, ignoring
t he d apper.

"The Silencer's right there," said the d apper, clapping slowy.

"What do you nmean?" said Croft, |ooking annoyed at being
i nterrupted.

"There," said the Cl apper, pointing with a nod of his head, as
hi s hands were busy cl appi ng.



They all turned to |look at the monitor. Croft had tapped into the
i nternal network, to nonitor Insectoid comunications. The inmage on the
screen was the Silencer, in the arena, holding a weapon of some kind,
fighting three other gladiators.

Correction. Make that two. One of themwent down with the
Silencer's weapon in him The Silencer gave a tug with his good armto
retrieve the weapon, but the weapon stayed firmy stuck to the
I nsectoid. A curved bl ade came whistling down on the Silencer's back
even as he tugged; he jerked away at the last minute, gave its holder a
sharp kick, and grabbed the weapon fromthe surprised Insectoid.

In noments, it was over, and the Sil encer, expressionless, was
standi ng over the bl eeding bodi es of three |nsectoids.

"He's alive," said Croft. "W have to go get him"

The C apper started to clap nore quickly.

"Wait a minute," said Red Sally. "You were just saying how we
needed to evacuate. Now you want us to go even deeper into the heart of
the capital to make a rescue attenpt?"

"Yes," said Croft sinply.

Two days later, the Silencer was sitting in a cold, dark
wi ndowl ess cell, quietly eating the bowl of gruel that he had been
given. He didn't [ook up when he heard the cell door open, or even
when he heard the familiar jeering buzz.

"CGet up, hunman!"”

"I"mnot done," said the Silencer, continuing to eat.. He
recogni zed his jailer; this one had given the Silencer a
di sproportionate share of his bruises and cuts.

The I nsectoids reached out to give the Silencer a wack with one
of its sharp arns. The Silencer ducked to the right before the arm
| anded, continuing to eat. The arm snaked out again, and the Silencer
ducked to the left.

Roaring, the Insectoid lunged forward with two of its arms, and
the Silencer, ducking underneath both of them delivered a sharp kick
into the creature's gut. Wth an ooonph! it fell to the ground. But the
Sil encer wasn't finished yet; smashing down with his el bow, he cracked
one the creature's large eye plexuses. It started to screamas it
splurted green bl ood.

O her Insectoid guards ran up, brandishing |asers. Two of them
pulled the still withing body of the first Insectoid guard out, while
the others kept the Silencer covered.

One of the guards, |ooking back and forth fromthe body to the
Sil encer several tinmes, said, "Please eat quickly."

There was an enornous cage in the arena, filled with what the
I nsectoids called "beasts"; giant insects breed for viciousness. These
beasts happened to be gi ant bunbl ebees, each half again as large as a
groundcar. There were three of themin the cage. The Sil encer wondered
how t hey expected himto fight themoff with one of their cunbersone
bl ade weapons.

And then sonething was thrown down to himin the sand. He
recogni zed it immediately, even before he picked it up. It was a
simple, straight blade. Wth a button on the hilt. The Silencer hefted
it in his left hand, and pressed the button. The outer edge of the
bl ade gave off a thin gl ow

It was a traditional G aftonite powerbl ade, or powersword. The
forcefield al ong the edges of the blade could cut through the hardest
substance |ike butter.

And then the door to the cage opened, and the three gi ant bees
swarmed out in a direct line to him

The Silencer wasn't an expert in the use of powerbl ades as ot her



Graftonites were. And using his left armwas sonewhat awkward. But he
was a Gaftonite, one of the fastest, and he had used a powerbl ade
bef ore.

The three bees cane towards himat an altitude of only five feet
of f the ground, their forms casting heavy shadows underneath them
their yellow and bl ack colors glinting off the natural sunlight. They
made a | oud buzzing sound as their eye plexuses, sparkling in the
light, homed in on him It was as if headlights fromlarge gravtrucks
were fixed on him

The Sil encer seened paral yzed into inaction. The shock of the
sight of these beasts had caused nore than one of their victins to
freeze in their tracks.

But the Silencer was merely biding his tine. At the last nonent,
the Silencer dodged to one side, running furiously as he raised his
sword up. He ran under and around one of the flanking bees so fast that
it took thema few nonents to decel erate and turn around.

It was only then that the spectators noticed a piece of a wing on
t he ground, and one of the bees was flying unsteadily. The raised sword
hadn't been a theatrical nove, as many of the spectators had assuned;
whi | e runni ng and dodgi ng, the Silencer, quicker than anyone could see,
had sliced through a piece of one of the beasts.

The beasts turned and charged again, but the Silencer kept
running, for the only cover avail able: the cage. Runni ng behind the
cage, he stood along the edge of it, watching them approach. Because
the bul k of the cage was between himand the beasts, the beasts
couldn't charge himdirectly. Two flew above the cage and one of them
cane fromthe side

But it was an uncoordi nated attack, and the Silencer realized his
advant age. These beasts had only a rudinentary intelligence, so their
ability to cooperate with each other was haphazard at best.

The one attacking himfromthe side reached himfirst, and he
ducked back behind the cage, so that it passed himby; it wuld take a
preci ous nonment for the bee to turn and accel erate back towards him
During that nmonment the Silencer ducked down and plunged his sword up
plunging into the guts of the bee who had just cleared the top of the
cage. He yanked the bl ade out and spun to the side just as the bee cane
crashi ng down.

The third bee was just coming over the top just as the first bee
was getting a lock on his location again, so the Silencer ran around
and into the cage. The first bee tried to sting himthrough the bars,
lunging at him but the Silencer stood just out of range. The beast
| unged again, and just as it pulled back the Silencer |unged, stabbing
it quickly with his powerbl ade.

He heard a buzzing behind himand was |unging as he turned; the
third beast was attacking himthrough the open end of the cage. The
gi ant stinger lunged out at him but a fraction of a second before it
touched his body, his blade penetrated the beast first, causing it to
junp back as if it had touched a hot poker. It fell to the ground in a
heap just inside the entrance to the cage.

Wt hout |ooking, the Silencer |unged behind him through the bars
of the cage, at the wounded bee that was pressing against the bars. H's
sword hit it straight between the eyes, and it dropped to the ground.

When the Silencer stepped out of the cage, there was raucous
appl ause, with mandi bl es clicking and buzzi ng sounds everywhere. Even
the Insectoids couldn't help but admire his skill

The Silencer slowy wal ked to the entrance of the arena, stil
gri ppi ng his powerbl ade. Guards nervously grasped their |lasers at the
entrance, notioning for himto drop the weapon.

The Sil encer seened to pause, considering. Then he | ooked up
noticing the squad of guards above him out of reach, who al so had



| asers trained on him and then he deactivated the blade, dropping it
to the sand.

Deep inside the palace, in the heart of occupied Sarney
Sarittenden, an interior wall illunmnated, and a hooded figure stepped
t hrough. The illum nated wall seened to show another room behind it,
one nmuch like the roomthe figure had stepped into. But this inmge
faded al nost immediately after the figure stepped through. The figure
touched somet hing on another wall, and the wall slid open, revealing a
corridor in the palace. The figure glanced cautiously down the
corridor; and, seeing it was enpty, stepped forward.

The wal |l cl osed behind him |eaving no sign of entry or exit.

"You are very inpressive!" said Czzz.

The Sil encer had been brought, under heavy guard, to the hosting
tower just behind the arena. He stood silently.

"You are the nost entertaining human we have ever had in the
arena," said Czzz.

She waited for some kind of reaction. There was one.

"Did you enjoy the use of your powerblade? It was | who procured
it for you."

The Silencer didn't reply.

The guards stirred. The human wasn't behavi ng respectful ly.

But Czzz wasn't disturbed, nerely puzzled. "Wat is it that wll
make you speak?" He | ooked at the Silencer. "I notice one of your arns
isn"t functioning. | could have ny veterinarian |look at it."

The Sil encer continued to say not hing.

"Al'l you would have to do is ask."

There was no reply.

"Very well, then be silent!" said Czzz. "Speech is not required
in the arena. As long as you are entertaining, you will continue to
live. Quards!"

"Pl ease, Silencer, conme with us," said one of the guards,
standing at a respectful distance. They had heard what had happened to
t he guard who had ventured into the Silencer's cell

Croft thought he had found a sem -abandoned mai nt enance tunne
that | ed under the arena. At least, it |ooked |like the tunnel hadn't
been used in sone tinme. Behind himwere Red Sally, the d apper, Tanil
and Yaney. Sashay, fearful about entering the heart of an Insectoid
stronghol d, stayed behind. They all were fearful, actually. But Sashay,
t he Paperwei ght, wasn't much good in battle anyway. Al he was good at
was cooking. And painting. For a nonent, Croft wondered why he hadn't
gotten rid of Sashay earlier. He was just another useless nouth to
feed. Croft absentmi ndedly stared at an intersecting corridor ahead of
them He squinted; sonething was bothering himabout that intersection
but he wasn't quite sure what it was. Maybe it was just an attack of
t he nerves.

In the intersecting corridor up ahead, just out of Croft's view,
Tsur lay in wait with two handpi cked squads of Insectoid troopers. Tsur
knew that the Silencer was closely associated with the difford Croft
human; and knew it was only a matter of time before the difford Croft
attenpted a rescue. Tsur had analyzed all the possible areas of attack
and concluded that Croft would attenpt to cone this way. And Tsur was
wai ting for him

Suddenly Tsur heard a crackling sound, as if soneone had stepped
on the debris on the ground. Tsur peered just around the bend in the
corridor, staring at the gloony corridor, but saw nothing. Then he
heard anot her sound, |ike a footstep, and anot her

Tsur poked his head into the corridor. She still saw nothing.



But Croft staring ahead with infrared el ectrobi nocurs, saw Tsur's
head clearly. Using hand notions, he notioned for the teamto w thdraw.

When they had gotten several corridors away, Yaney asked, "What
was that all about?"

"Atrap," said Croft bluntly. "I noticed that while there was al
sorts of garbage on the ground, that the intersection with the other
corridor was clear, as if sonething had passed through there recently."

"What did you see?" Tanil asked.

"A very ugly Insectoid head," said Croft. "W can't reach the
Sil encer now. He's being watched and guarded too closely."

"We can't just leave him" said Red Sally, her hair starting to
spar Kkl e.

"We don't have the nunbers for a frontal assault, and there's no
other way to get easy access to him" said Croft. Suddenly, he nade a
shushi ng gesture, and they crouched down. In the distance they could
see an Insectoid patrol passing by through a cross corridor. "Ri ght now
all we can do is worry about ourselves,"” he hissed. "Let's get away
fromhere while we still can.”

After the patrol had passed, they slowy started their cautious
trip back to the ship. As they passed by a dark side corridor, they
didn't notice a hooded figure standing in the shadows, watching them

go.

Chapter 2
What ever happened to Mongo?

Tur ni ng back the cl ock:

Date: One Year, 11 Months after the I|nvasion
"Always ungrateful,"” Mngo hissed. "Al ways ungrateful, and
foolish, yes, very foolish."

He was nore irritated than usual. Croft and his allies had
| earned that Preston and Sashay were wal king into a trap and had gone
to rescue them Mongo had tried to warn them but no, they woul dn't
listen to Mongo. So as they headed in one direction, into a deadly
anbush, Mongo headed into anot her.

As he scampered away, possibilities of the future flashed through
his mind. But they were all junmbled, all conming too quickly. Mongo,
however, saw i mages of his being captured, or killed by the Insectoids.
The bugs were very active today. If he wanted to escape, he'd have to
nove fast.

Mongo headed down, down, down to the |owest |evels of the
underground. Insectoid patrols ran there too, but |less frequently. He
peered about cautiously in the gloom Only the dimillum nation of
sparsely spaced energency |light panels flickered in the corridor. He
heard the sound of water dripping. Nothing else.

Mongo scanpered away into the darkness.

Three days later found Mongo on the edge of exhaustion and
starvation. He hadn't eaten since he had left Croft's base, nor drank
except for some questionable water dripping froma pipe. But at |east
he had noved away fromthe center of Insectoid activity; he had only
heard sounds of novenent twi ce, and both tinmes in the distance. He had
assuned it was the Insectoids, but hadn't stopped to check

Mongo stopped at an intersection and peered ahead in the gl oom
Suddenly, a flash vision hit hinm Mngo, being grabbed in the dark and
taken away. Mongo tried to focus on the inmage, but couldn't get another
flash of it. He tried to remenber the i mage as best he coul d. Hands
were grabbing himin a dark corridor

Mongo | ooked ahead. There were dark corridors to his right, his



left, and strai ght ahead. Which one was the bad one?

Mongo reflected, considering. H's flash vision mght represent an
i nci dent that might occur tonorrow, or next week. But no, he had felt
an electrifying edge fromthe vision that told himit was immnent. But
whi ch way did the danger |ay?

Mongo peered down the left corridor, then the right one, then the
one strai ght ahead. He nunbl ed al nost inaudibly to hinself while
chewi ng on some of his nails. H s pale eyes stared out at the gl oom

Left, left, the danger nmust be down the left corridor, he sensed.
O was it? Mongo started to go down the right corridor, then stopped.
Maybe t he danger was down this corridor. Mongo was no | onger getting
vi sions, but instead relying on feelings.

Mongo | ooked down the center corridor. Then, an idea struck him
O course, he should go back the way he cane! That would be the only
safe route. Mongo was smart, very smart indeed.

As quietly as he could, Mongo crept back down the corridor he had
cone from Hi s senses only spiked as he wal ked past a dark doorway.
Before he could act on his intuition, a large form canme | eaping out of
t he darkness, pumeling himto the ground.

Mongo squeal ed and tried to resist, but his attacker was joi ned
by another, and another, and in noments they had hi m pi nned.

"Finally," said one of his attackers. "W've been tracking this
one for close to an hour. Good thing he stopped so we could catch up.
He'll fetch a good price, eh?"

Mongo spat and tried to claw his attackers. But then a foul rag
was put to his face, he found hinself nearly suffocated by the funes,
and everythi ng went bl ack.

Sonet hi ng was burni ng. Mongo blinked, and then instinctively
covered his eyes. It was sunlight, raw sunlight, and for someone unused
to the rays of the sun the light and the heat were bound to be
unconf ort abl e.

But then a shadow fell over Mngo's face, and a gi ant head
appeared. G ant, at |least it appeared, because it was so close to
Mongo' s face.

An irritating giant smle appeared on the face. "Are we awake
yet ?"

Sonet hi ng about that smile unnerved Mongo and he scanpered away,
still on his back. He struggled to sit up. He was inside sonme sort of
dusty compound filled with dirty, weary | ooking humans. Looki ng
further, he saw the area was surrounded with fences and guards.

"What is this?" he said, looking up at the face. Now the head
appeared normal sized.

The man continued to smle. "lI'"mafraid you' ve been taken
prisoner."

"What do you want with Mongo?" said Mongo, getting up. He felt a
bit |ight headed, but otherw se all right.

"Want with Mongo?" the nman asked, his smile turning slightly
puzzl ed.

"Why have you captured Mongo?"

"I haven't captured you," said the man.

Suddenl y, an antique bell rang. Al the humans groaned and
struggled to get up. Armed guards entered the conmpound and used bl ows
to get the prisoners on their feet.

"They're the ones who have captured you," said the man, smling
agai n.

"Cet a nobve on, Smiley," one of their captors grow ed, giving the
man an of f handed bl ow to the back of the head.

Smiley, if that was his nane, barely flinched. "Yes, ny friend."
He turned to Mongo. "Come on, it's time for work."



"Wor k?"
"We're agricultural workers. Isn't that exciting?"

Ten hours of back breaking | abor later, Mngo didn't find it so
exciting. Smiley, who could talk a nmile a minute, nade it clear what
had happened. He had been captured by slavers, and brought or sold here
to work in back breaking agricultural |abor

Sl avery, on August? \Wen the Insectoids had i nvaded August, sone
of the humans had nmanaged to flee to the periphery of the western
continent, which still hadn't been devel oped and even had open land in
some areas. The Insectoids apparently hadn't gotten this far out yet,
and so the humans were free of nolestation, at |least for the tine
bei ng. When Mongo had been ki dnapped, he had been drugged and brought
to western August.

But food supplies were linited, and when the government
col I apsed, roving bands of gangs rai ded each other for what was
avai | abl e. When the food was al nbst gone, the bands turned to farmng
but found it easier to use others to do the back breaking | abor. So
gangs that had fornerly raided each other for food now rai ded each
other for workers. Over tine the raids yielded fewer and fewer results,
so the gangs probed deeper into August, |ooking for |abor they could
co-opt. It was there that they "recruited" Mngo

So they didn't know about his special abilities; he hadn't been
targeted for any special reason, and wasn't under any special guard.
That means he shoul d be able to escape.

As Mngo worked he let the flashes of the possible future |eak
in, one by one. Cinb over the fence over there? No, he would be shot.
Cut through the fence at that point? No, he would be caught. Wat about
over there? Mongo processed the possibilities, but didn't see any easy
avenues of escapes. That was all right, sooner or later, he would spot
a promsing potential future and take advantage of it.

If he survived

There had been no substantial farm ng done on August for
centuries. But planets that did produced agricultural output were
fully nmechani zed. Unfortunately, the slavers didn't have any
aut opl anters or roboplows at their disposal, and so used people for
every step of the planting and pl owi ng process, as they had untold
centuries ago.

Mongo found the | abor exhausting. Hi s scrawny formwasn't built
for heavy | abor, and he wasn't used to it. But when he stopped,
col lapsing to the ground, an overseer rushed over. "Get up!" he roared.

Wthout waiting for a response he |lunched out with his powerwhip.
As the current lashed into Mongo's back he shrieked, jumping to his
feet.

"Back to work!" the overseer roared

Mongo, with hate-filled eyes, picked up the small tool he had
been given for digging, and |aboriously continued to dig the ditch. But
his arms felt Iike |ead.

"Cee, that wasn't a very nice thing for themto do," said Snmiley.
As Mongo soon | earned, Smiley always was smling.

"Mongo weak. Mongo cannot survive," he said, digging slowy, but
just fast enough not to attract a return visit fromthe guard, who was
eyei ng himcaustically.

"You just need sone enthusiasmfor your work," said Sniley. "Cone
on, dig, one-two-three."

Mongo gr oaned.

"How about a song while we work?" said Smiley. "I have a great
si nging voice."

Mongo managed to get through the rest of the day w thout being



whi pped again, but his arns had al nost stopped working. After the
digging detail in the norning, he had been set to lifting and noving
heavy rocks around the perimeter. He knew he couldn't survive another
day like this. He was so tired he could barely stand, but he managed to
stand in line long enough for the daily ration. There hadn't been any
breakfast, or lunch, so whatever they were fed, he hoped it would be
sustaining. First they wal ked by a bow of water which the serving
prisoner dipped a |large cup of water into. He handed the cup to the
person in line in front of Mongo, who drank it eagerly. Then he stepped
forward as the server refilled the cup, handing it to Mongo. Mongo

| ooked at the contents of the cup. This was it? This was all they would
be allowed to drink for an entire day?

The guard standing by the vat barked at Mongo, and Mongo gul ped
the water down. The Iine noved forward, and Mongo saw the prisoners in
front of himwere noving forward with their hands cupped together. When
Mongo got to the second part of the line a server ladled a pile of
somet hings into his open hands. Mongo cupped his hands tightly but that
didn't prevent one or two of the somethings fromfalling to the ground.
Before he could react, the person behind himin |line had reached down,
pi cked them up, and swal |l owed t hem

Mongo noved into better lighting to see what he held. They were
smal |, green balls, sone kind of tiny vegetable or plant buds. He put
one in his nmouth and tried to chew. It broke into very bitter tasting
pi eces. Mngo al nost w etched. But he was hungry.

"Swal | ow them whol e, " said Sm |l ey, suddenly appearing besides
him "That's the secret,” he smled.

Mongo foll owed his advice. The plant buds or whatever they were
settled uneasily in his stomach. But at |east he avoided the unpl easant
taste in his nouth.

Smiley led himto a place where they could sit down on the
ground.

"Mongo cannot survive on this,'
fromfatigue. "How do ot hers survive?"

"They don't," Smiley grinned. "The death rate is rather high."
Mongo suddenly noticed that Smiley was holding a fancy pair of boots
and polishing them He wondered where Snmiley had gotten the fancy boots
from

Mongo groaned, al most col |l apsi ng

"Why do they make so much effort to take peoples, and then |et
t hem di e?" Mongo asked.

"There's a terrible food shortage," said Smley, vigorously
brushing the boots. "The guards eat reasonably well, but there sinply
isn'"t much left over for the prisoners. At least, not for the regul ar
prisoners."” He smled again.

Smiley really irritated Mongo. He was so exhausted that the
vi sions, which naturally popped into his head, were slow in coning
Mongo tried to think of a future where Smiley wouldn't be wearing that
irritating smle, but he was now too weak to receive any visions.

Straining to keep his eyes open, Mngo focused on sonet hing
Smi |l ey had said. "Regul ar workers?"

"Yes, well, some of the prisoners eat better, those who clean up
after the guards, those who go on raiding parties-"

"Rai di ng parties?" Suddenly, a vision came to Mongo. He would go
on a raiding party, and, and...

The vision was hard in com ng. But sonmehow he definitely got the
i dea that something, or soneone, would help himescape. Wo or what
that would be was still a mystery to Mongo. But that was enough

"How Mongo get on raiding party?”

"Ch, you can't," said Smley, flipping one of the boots over to
cheerfully brush the other side. "Only the favorites can."

Mongo was dizzy fromfatigue and couldn't think straight.



"I could probably get you on a raiding party," said Smley. He
grinned broadly. "I'"'ma favorite."

Mongo stared hazily at Smiley. Smiley was a coll aborator. "How?"

"Il just ask," said Smley. "The guards owe ne favors, a |lot of

favors."

"How?" said Mongo again.

Smiley lifted their boots. "I always do their boots."

"What does Smiley get in return for doing boots?"

Smiley frowned, as if in deep thought for a nonment. "Well, |'ve
never asked for anything in return for doing their boots. One day one
of the guards remarked how dirty his boots were, and | offered to
clean them It just seened the neighborly thing to do," he smled
agai n.

Mongo lost the willpower to keep his eyes open. The last thing he
saw was Smiley's grin, and his arm vigorously rubbing away at a dirt
patch on the bottom of the boot.....

"Get up, you!"

Mongo woke up to a boot in his gut. He made an involuntary
onphi ng sound and opened his eyes a crack to give themtime to adjust
to the bright sunlight.

A guard with a blue beard stood in front of him He was big and
muscul ar and from Mongo's perspective | ooked like a giant.

"I said, get up!" said the guard, kicking himagain. This tineg,
Mongo was al ert enough to dodge partially out of the way as he
scanpered to a squatting position. "This is your |ucky day!" grow ed
the guard. "You're going on raiding party!"

Mongo got to his feet, |ooking warily at the guard.

"You're lucky, I"'monly doing this for Smley," said the guard.
"But if you try to escape, or cause the slightest trouble, you'll get
this," he said, suddenly striking out with an el ectrowhip.

"Yeow! " Mongo cried out.

"Just setting the ground rules,’

sai d the bl ue bearded guard.

Mongo and seven ot her prisoners were taken for a ride into the
outskirts of metropolis. They were warned to be very quiet for even
here the I nsectoids sonmetines patrolled. They were taken down severa
levels to a storage area, and instructed to put anything of value into
sacks they were given. Blue Beard (Mngo | earned that was his name, or
at least what the others called them), gave them a stern warning that
they would all be closely searched when they returned, and if they hid
any val uables on their person they would have to answer to him He al so
war ned that he woul d puni sh sl ackers who didn't acquire enough goodi es.

Mongo didn't have very much trouble after that. The work was mnuch
| ess physically demandi ng than laboring in the fields, and they spent
the trip outside the reach of the blistering sun. H's flashes of
insight started to return to him and he used themto | ocate val uabl es-
-small bits of electronics, clothes, and occasionally food--before the
others did. It hel ped himavoid puni shnent and gave himnore tine to
| ook around, and to think

Whenever they were brought into a roomthere were always guards
posted at the exits. Wenever they left it was always in single-file,
wi th guards at the beginning, niddle, and end of the columm. There
woul d be no obvious chance to slip away, not unless they encountered an
I nsectoid patrol and Mongo could get away in the confusion

Mongo strained to recall the vision where he had seen hinsel f
escapi ng. But he hadn't actually seen such a vision, nore like felt it.
It was difficult to get back, and it wasn't at all clear whether it was
t he I nsectoi ds who enabl ed Mongo to escape or sonething or someone
el se.



Mongo stayed alert for all opportunities, but could see none in
this trip. Wien they were herded back to the ground transport and taken
back to the farm the prisoners enptied their bags under the watchfu
eyes of the guards.

Bl ue Beard | ooked at Mongo's pile. "Not bad," he said grudgingly.
"You did pretty well, for a first tine," he said, shoveling objects
into a bag he held. When he was done he glared at Mongo. "Are you sure
you' re not hol ding out on nme?" he grow ed.

Not waiting for an answer, he lifted Mongo by a foot, held him
dangl i ng upsi de down, and shook himviolently to see what woul d cone
out .

The only thing that cane out of Mongo were his shrieks of terror
"No, we have nothing, nothing!" he cried. Blue Beard | et himgo, and he
dropped to the ground like a sack of 30 day potatoes, sobbing and
weepi ng.

The ot her guards had a good | augh at Mongo's expense.

They shoul d have known better. But they didn't know Mongo.

Per haps inmpressed with his success on his first day out, the
guards call ed Mongo out again for scavenger duty the follow ng day.
That was after he had another night in the barracks with the other
prisoners. And Smil ey.

Mongo stood in line, wondering how nuch nmore food he woul d
receive for the special duty he had perforned. He was shocked to find
the sane small pile of plant buds in his bow. He | ooked up at the
guard serving as if to conplain, but the expression on the guard's face
muted him and he involuntarily stunbled forward.

"Prom sed they did," Mongo nmuttered. He sought out Smley, who
was busy working on another pair of boots.

"Uuummm pl ant buds!" said Smiley.

"Sm | ey says that Mongo gets nore food, better food, for being on
speci al detail," said Mngo.

"Yes, | did, didn't I?" said Smley. "I wonder why they didn't
give you nore. Did you remenber to ask nicely?" he grinned.

Mongo just stared at Sniley wordl essly, hoping his gaze woul d
burn a hole through Smley's forehead.

"Ch, don't be sore," said Smiley. He passed a bow over to Mngo.
"Here, if it means so much to you, you can have ny portion."

Mongo, who had started to swallow his own portion, was so caught
by surprise that sonme of the buds caught in his throat. He coughed
some, dislodging them and it took a few seconds to regain control

He | ooked at Snmiley though narrow slits. Wat kind of trick was
t hi s?

"I'f Mongo eat Smiley food, what will Smiley eat?" Mngo said. He
reflected, briefly, that he didn't even know Sniley's real nane. But
others called himSniley, and he seenmed content to leave it at that.

"Me?" said Smiley, busy polishing a boot. "Ch, I'mnot hungry."

Not hungry. They were given starvation rations and Smley wasn't
hungry. Mongo | ooked at Smiley critically. He didn't seemnearly as
thin as the other prisoners.

"What you eat ?"

"Not hi ng," said Smley, shrugging.

What was goi ng on here? Sniley must have anot her source of food,
better food, if he were willing to turn over his daily portion to
Mongo. But Mongo couldn't fathomit. R ght now, he had a nore imedi ate
need, and his stonmach runbl ed.

Maki ng a face, he put Smiley's foul tasting bud ration in his
nmout h and swal | owed.

"Wasn't that good?" said Smley.

Mongo said nothing, not sure which disturbed himnore--the fow



buds he had swal | owed, or the oddities that made up Smil ey.

The next day Blue Beard, feeling that Mongo was noving too slowy
to board the ground transport, gave hima friendly shove that sent him
sprawing to the ground.

Mongo qui ckly got up, dusting hinself off as he glared at Bl ue
Beard, who was |leering at him

But everything else was all right. After the past day of
relatively light |abor, Mongo felt sone of his old self returning. He
even felt an anxi ous buzz. Something, or somnethings were going to
happen that very day that would present Mongo with an opportunity.

When they got to their destination, they inmrediately went into
t he undercity. Mongo had gotten out of the transport but was held back
by Blue Beard so he would be at the end of the line, with Blue Beard
behind him As they wal ked Bl ue Beard gave Mongo a little shove from
time to time, just to let himknow who was the boss.

Mongo felt a flash, and then a shiver. Blue Beard was about to
get a taste of who was really the boss.

They were wal king in a dark, underground level in single file.
There was debris on the ground and they wal ked slowy along the left
side of the hallway, where it was easier to step without tripping on
anyt hi ng.

Mongo waited until he reached a certain point, just a few feet
before the intersection with another corridor, where he casually swept
his right foot fromthe right, dragging a piece of sonething he knew
woul d be there to the left side of the hallway. No one in the dark
could see what he had done, and the debris only made a small scraping
sound as it nmoved with his foot.

Bl ue Beard, shuffling a few feet behind him first noticed the
debris when he stepped on it; but whatever it was, he slipped on it,
and went crashing loudly to the ground, smashing agai nst some di scarded
cartons along the wall

The ot her guards ahead in line rushed back to see what had
happened; when they found out, they cursed Blue Beard for his
clumsi ness as he angrily got to his feet. Mngo | ooked away, hiding the
grin that would surely have earned hima beating. This was only the
begi nni ng.

Bl ue Beard tripped and fell twice nore, and finally he tried to
blame it on Mongo, but the other guards pointed out that Mongo was only
wal ki ng where the other prisoners in front of himwhere, and that if
Bl ue Beard kept being so clumsy that he would be sent back to the
transport, al one.

Bl ue Beard growl ed under their ferocious verbal assault and
tauntings and yelled back at them The guards were so wapped up in
their argument that they didn't notice the buzzing noise until it was
al nost upon them

And then the guards did notice, just as an Insectoid patrol
turned around a corner

"Down!" a guard screaned, and the prisoners hit the ground, while
the guards and the Insectoids started a | oud firefight.

Mongo got under partial cover behind a pile of rubbish--it
woul dn't deflect a blaster shot, but at least it took himout of direct
Vi ew.

One guard was hit, and fell to the ground, and then another. The
air was thick with weapons fire. Mngo eyed a side corridor. Maybe this
was the opportunity for escape he had felt. Perhaps he could craw
away.

No. An equally firmfeeling told himto stay put. Mngo had
| earned to trust his hunches.



It was a good thing too, for what happened next was very, very
qui ck.

Qut of the side corridor leapt a... well, a humanoid figure, one
who was al nost too quick to see, at first. Guns blazing, he took out
the remai ning Insectoid guards before they had a chance to turn their
weapons on himor even react. Even before their bodies hit the floor of
the corridor his weapons were already hol stered, and then w t hdrawn
agai n, pointing down the hallway at the prisoners and the guards.

"Don't shoot," said one of the guards.

"I'f I had wanted to shoot, you' d already be dead," cane a fl at
voi ce. The figure stepped into the light, and Mongo saw a hard face
framed by a square jaw and short red hair.

At this noment, Mongo sensed that this was the being he had been
waiting for. This was his opportunity to escape.

The surviving guards got up and encouraged the prisoners to do
i kewi se. Blue Beard was regrettably among them and as the |eader of
t he guards had been killed, Blue Beard now stepped forward to take
char ge.

"You," he scow ed, staring at the red haired man. "Haven't seen
you in a while."

"But 1've been hearing a lot of you," said the red haired nan.
"Very clumsy."

Bl ue Beard's face turned to rage, but for the first tine Mngo
saw himstrive to control it.

"I suggest we hold this nmeeting sonewhere else,"” said the nman.

They quickly entered a roomoff the corridor; the man only
rel axed after checking it over thoroughly to nake sure it held no
hi dden surprises. Even then he stood with his back to a wall so he
could watch both the guards and the door

"Thanks for your help, Red," said one of the guards.

"Thanks is cheap," said the man. One of his hands strayed near
the butt of one of his blasters. "How nuch are your lives worth?"

Sone sinply called himRed. He was a Graftonite, a killer for
hire with fantastic reflexes. But however quick his reflexes were, his
tenmper was even quicker, and his full name was Angry Red.

At least, that's what he was wi dely known as. But no one called
him Angry to his face.

He had been on an assignnent on August when the |Insectoids had
i nvaded. That hadn't stopped himfromcarrying out his assignnent--the
iquidation of a business conpetitor. Wien he attenpted to collect from
his enpl oyer, not only did he have to spend several nonths hunting down
hi s enpl oyer, but once found, the enployer, citing changed
ci rcumst ances--the I nsectoid invasion of August--didn't see the point
i n paying.

Angry Red showed himthe point in paying.

Ever since then he had been stranded on August, making a |iving
by scavengi ng, perform ng odd jobs for |ocal gangs, or sinply taking--
what ever he wanted, from whoever he wanted. There wasn't an Augustan
or a group of Augustans with the reflexes to stop him

The Insectoids, individually or in small groups, were a nui sance,
and Angry Red steered clear of the larger groups. But as the Insectoids
expanded their nunbers he found hinself pushed to the periphery of the
western continent, which is why he happened to be there.

He had had dealings with this group of guards before, trading
goods. But now he had just saved them and they were scared, and
unbal anced; it was a great opportunity to take advantage of them

The guards | ooked uneasily at each other, realizing that Red
could take whatever he wanted. "Maybe we could give Red sone of our



stash.” They had just come fromraiding a chanber earlier, and the

pri soners had sone goods in their sacks. The guards had had peacefu
encounters with "Red" before, but they also feared him and if Red felt
that they owed hi m sonet hing, the guards were eager to pay up

The prisoners enptied their sacks under Angry Red's watchfu
eyes.

"Pitiful," he sneered, shaking his head as he noved from pri soner
to prisoner, eyeing the snatch

When he reached Mongo, his mind was racing, and everything was
nmoving in slow notion as visions flashed through his head. How was he
to hold his hand... was that... yes, just right?

Angry Red | ooked down as Mongo slowy flashed sonething, a
trinket perhaps, in his hand. "Wat's that?" he grow ed, bendi ng down
to grab it away from Mongo.

But in that instant Mongo whi spered in Angry Red's ear

Angry Red stopped, in nid notion, and |istened, eyebrows raised.

He stared at Mongo for a nonent, as if he might strike him and
t he ot hers wondered what Mongo had said to him

And then Red, still facing Mongo and the guards, took severa
steps back, and started diggi ng under some debris with his toes.

H s eyebrows shot up, and he picked up sonething with one hand.
It |ooked like an electronic blow puncher. In good condition, too.

"Have you been here before?" He asked it like it was an
accusati on.

"No, no, never," one of the guards assured him not realizing why
it was wong if they had been

Angry Red frowned, and the whol e room grew nervous. "Then how did
you know t hat was there?"

"Mongo knew," said Mongo. "Mingo knows where to find nmany
t hi ngs."

Angry Red | ooked at Mongo, then at the guards, then back at Mngo
again, as if making a cal cul ation

"I can have anything | want?" Angry Red said.

"Sure, take your pick," said one of the guards.

"Then I'1l take him" said Red, noddi ng at Mongo.

"Whoa-we're not authorized to trade prisoners," said Blue Beard

Red let his right hand drop to his waist, where his blaster was
hol stered. "You did say anything."

Bl ue Beard gul ped. He knew how qui ckly Angry Red could draw. He
could draw and fire before any of themcould even raise their bl asters.

"That one's nothing but trouble.”

"Thank you for your concern, but |'ve nmade nmy choice," said Angry
Red, as if the matter was settl ed.

Bl ue Beard, sweating feverishly, nodded.

Angry Red allowed hinmself to relax, slightly. "W go now. Cone."

And that's how Mongo escaped fromthe farm gang. But he didn't
realize what he was getting into. Right after they parted conpany with
t he guards, Angry Red took Mongo back to his hideout, an abandoned
supply room several |evels down about a half mile to the north. Mngo
obediently followed; there would be plenty of opportunities for escape
later. Angry Red was only one man, and even he had to sleep sonetine.
In the nmeanti me maybe he had some goodies in his hideout that Mngo
coul d appropri ate.

Angry Red did have sone interesting devices in his base of
operations, but not all of them were ones that Mongo woul d appreci ate.
The first thing Red did when they entered was to grab Mongo by the
throat. Mongo started to squeal and fight back but Red said angrily,
"Don't nove," and that sapped the fight out of Mbngo.

Angry Red took a collar off a shelf and put it around Mongo's



neck, snapping an open part shut so it clicked together. Red then

pi cked up a renote display with one hand while still holding onto Mongo
with the other. Flicking a button revealed a red dot on the display,
and several other indicators Iit up as well.

Noddi ng in satisfaction, Angry Red rel eased Mongo. Mngo
sputtered and rubbed his sore neck, feeling the contours of the collar

"I wouldn't play with that," said Red. "It's liable to explode."

"\What have you done to poor Mngo?"

"Every pet needs a collar,” Red grinned. H s grin was not hi ng
like Smiley's. "Except this collar has a honmi ng device, and an
expl osive charge. Try to renove it, and it detonates. Try to run, and
detonate it."

He then sat down and grilled Mongo extensively about his powers.
Red was smart enough to know that Mongo had sone ki nd of special nental
power. He asked Mongo many questions about his ability, and Mongo was
forced to reveal that he was able to see things with his mnd. But
Mongo was able to deceive Angry Red in a small way--he allowed Red to
bel i eve that Mongo was only clairvoyant, that he could see things in
other places with his mnd. He didn't let on that his power was tied
with the ability to see the future, or possible futures.

This was an inportant distinction. Because Mongo coul d see the
future, he could |look for a future where, sooner or |ater, he managed
to escape from Angry Red.

But such a future had to have at least a potential to exist; with
hi s boobytrapped collar, Mngo saw that in the futures where he tried
to escape that Angry Red either tracked himdown, or renmptely detonated
the collar. Mngo shuddered; it wasn't pleasant seeing visions of one
own's head bl own being of f.

So Mongo was forced to cooperate. For several months he was
forced to hunt for supplies for Angry Red. If he didn't work fast
enough, or produce enough itens that Red could use or swap for
somet hing el se, Red would beat him sonetinmes with his fists, or the
hilt of a blaster rifle, or even with a stick

He treated Mongo Iike an abused aninmal, only feeding himas an
afterthought, requiring himto sleep in a distant corner of the room on
adirty mat with the word "Fi do" painted on the wall behind him It was
some kind of joke Angry Red found amusi ng. But he was sel dom anused,
and Mongo never knew when he was going to burst into a fit of rage and
beat him

Mongo frantically searched for futures where he would be free. If
he ran far enough in the underground, there should be enough netal
bet ween himand Angry Red to prevent a detonation signal fromreaching
hi m

The problem was that Mongo didn't know how far was far enough; in
a few futures, he saw scenes of hinself escaping and not getting his
head bl own off. The only problemis that those visions were for short
termfutures; there was no saying whether in a "safe" future he
woul dn't get his head blown off thirty seconds after the tine shown in
a vision. It would be just like Angry Red to roam around the
under ground, hoping his signal got close enough to detonate the collar

Mongo constantly wei ghed his fear of beatings and m streatnent
with the fear of escaping and constantly being in fear of being bl own
up. If he could only get the rempte control from Angry Red! But Angry
Red carried it on himfull time, even sleeping. If the collar was
i ndeed boobytrapped, then Moingo couldn't |eave unless he got the renote
control.

O, as it gradually occurred to Mongo, unless Angry Red was dead.

That thought first occurred to himafter a particularly vicious
beating Red inflicted on himfor "wasting time" and "not bringing



anyt hi ng good back" on one of his latest hunts. Red constantly
suspected that Mongo was sinmply goofing off when he sent himto find
itens that Red could use or sell, and this tine he let himhave it
repeatedly in the stomach with the butt of his blaster rifle.

Red seened i mmune to Mongo's screans of pain. Red only stopped
when deci ded he had nmade his point.

Mongo was really hurting. Something inside himsnapped as he |ay
there in pain. He woul dn't endure another beating again, no.

He stayed up all night searching futures. Finally he found one.
It was risky--in about half the futures Mongo ended up clearly dead, or
anbi guously dead. But Mongo couldn't take this anynore.

The next day Mongo uncharacteristically volunteered to go out
alone to hunt for useful itens.

Angry Red interpreted that to nean Mongo wanted to goof off, and
sai d they woul d both go together

Good. It was happening exactly as described in Mdngo's vision.
Al'l he had to do was what he had done in the vision

It really wasn't very difficult. Red relied on Mongo to find
useful objects. Al it took was a vague suggestion that one hallway was
better than another, or that a room m ght contain sonething useful, and
Red would follow. Red didn't seemto suspect that Mongo was up to
somet hing that wasn't in his best interests. After all, he only thought
that Mongo was a cl airvoyant, and what harm could a cl airvoyant do?

Mongo gui ded Red to several places where they found a few small
items. It was necessary to start this way--if they found nothing, Red
woul d be suspicious. But their entire day had been directed towards an
event that would take place at the next juncture of corridors. If Mngo
kept going, they would both be safe. But if Mdngo paused in the
intersection... well, he would either be free, or dead. It would
require very tricky planning.

For there was an Insectoid squad in the area. Under normal
ci rcunmst ances, Red could take them handily. Mngo resolved to nmake the
ci rcunst ances as abnormal as possible. But he couldn't tilt the odds
too far the other way; if the Insectoids won the encounter, they could
kill himjust as easily as Red could. That was the difficult part; wth
so many possible future outcomes, it was difficult to decide what to do
to get the right one. Should Mngo take such a dangerous risk? It would
be much easier just to wal k on.

Red gave hima little shove as they neared the intersection, and
Mongo silently thanked himfor making up his mnd for him

When they reached the intersection. Mngo stopped.

Angry Red gl ared. Angry Red al ways gl ared.

But Mongo reached out with his arnms and cl osed his eyes, and
Angry Red thought he understood was Mongo was doi ng.

Angry Red coul dn't have been nore w ong.

Mongo opened his eyes a crack. Was it this corridor, in this
direction? O was it in the other direction, behind hin? He wasn't
sure.

He coul d hear Red fum ng behind him He couldn't keep at this
forever.

It nust be this corridor, in this direction. Therefore, he needed
to go the other way.

Turni ng around, he wal ked a few feet down the corridor in the
ot her direction, where he saw a stack of debris.

Just like in his vision

Mongo started rooting through the debris. Because he was
listening for it, he could hear a very, very faint, buzzing from behind
him in the distance. Good.



Mongo sifted through the debris, naking as much noi se as he
could. Angry Red, facing him glared and said, "Do you have to make so
much noi se?"

Mongo continued to nake as nuch of a clatter as he could, both to
attract the Insectoids and to mask their approachi ng sound.

Angry Red wasn't dunb. Realizing sonething was afoot, he reached
forward and grabbed Mongo by the arm

For a second all was quiet and they could clearly hear the buzz,
much | ouder now, from behind them

Mongo's m nd recorded the events that happened next in slow
nmotion. Angry Red wasn't stupid. H s eyes flickered at Mongo's, show ng
shock, surprise, and recognition. He knew what Mongo had done. But then
he was rel easi ng Mongo, spinning around as he drew his blaster. There
were Insectoids down the corridor, several of them

In the split second he took to aim Mongo gave hima shove,
pushi ng hi m agai nst the wall.

His first few shots went wld.

The advantage that all G aftonites have is their trenendous
refl exes, giving themthe ability to shoot first (and second and third
and fourth). Wen they | ose that advantage, they can be shot at nuch
i ke anyone el se.

The Insectoids fired first, sending blaster bolts stream ng down
the corridor. It was during this steady streamof fire that Angry Red
readj usted his aimand fired back

A bolt sizzled next to Mongo as he dived behind sonme rubbish.

The bolts went back and forth furiously for a moment. And then
there was sil ence.

Sil ence. That nmeant the Insectoids were dead, or gone. But what
about Angry Red?

Mongo heard a shuffling. He | ooked up and saw, a few feet away, a
bl aster, pointed straight at him Angry Red was shuffling towards him
bl aster pointed straight between his eyes.

Mongo tried to think of something he could say or do that would
save his life. But nothing came to mind. He had ganbl ed, and | ost; he
had fallen into one of those futures in which he didn't survive.

Red shuffled closer, and closer. In the bad light it was
difficult to see his expression; his entire body was in shadow.

And then Red stopped, aimng straight at his head, and the gun
wavered... and Red fell crashing to the ground, rolling on his back

It was only then that Mongo coul d see that Red had been shot in
the gut. Taking a deep breath, Mngo scanpered over the body and pul |l ed
the renote control fromRed' s belt. Then he danced back a few feet.

Mongo stood there silently for a nonent, |ooking for any sign of
life. He felt a tenptation to go back and feel for a pulse, but if Red
was alive, he nmight take the opportunity to grab him

Mongo eyed the bl oody wound. Surely Red was dead. Even if he
weren't dead, he was surely dying. There was no possible way he could
survive just lying here, in a corridor. Even if another patrol didn't
find him he would surely bleed to death wi thout nedical attention

Mongo tried to probe the imediate future. In no one could he see
any sign of Angry Red.

But Mongo was afraid to get closer to be sure that Angry Red was
dead. In a last gesture, he | eaned forward, and spat on Red's face.
Red's eyes were closed, and didn't flutter

Mongo, feeling an intense sigh of relief, scanpered away down a
corridor.

Finally, he was free
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From the personal log of Cifford Croft, two years and ni ne nont hs
after the Invasion

["mbrilliant, but I'mnot a magician

That's to say that | can do incredible things. |I've nade a career
of it. But in order to get anything done, it has to be within ny means.
I"'ma spy, an infiltrator; if | can do it on my own, I'Il do it. But
| eading a large scale revolt, well, that's not in ny resune.

W had relocated to a scenic spot on the edge of the metropolis
in western August, that is, the western part of the western continent,
Concord. Sarney Sarittenden, the capital, where the Insectoids are
| ocated in the heaviest concentrations, is on the east coast of
Concord, and the Insectoids have been spreadi ng westwards fromthere.

Cccasionally | wonder what, if anything, is going on in Aridor
the eastern continent. It is, or was, largely uninhabited; it m ght
make a great place to hide, once the Insectoids totally overran
Concord. That's assuming they weren't overrunning Aridor at the sane
time. Do the Insectoids have any use for undevel oped wi | der ness?

That | eads nme to another thought: last | heard, my scientist
friend Levi Esherkol was on Aridor. | wonder whatever happened to him
If he was warned in tine, perhaps he was able to get into the bush and
hi de. There certainly was nore than enough forest to hide in, and the
Insectoids weren't likely to make an effort to root out one, fleeing
human. Chances are he was a lot safer than | was right now

W are attenpting to organi ze sone of the locals into a
resi stance group. At first when we got here, a few nonths ago, we
didn't see any Insectoid patrols, but soon we saw one occasionally, and
now we see patrols at |east once a day. They're spreading, and with the
western coastline not far off, there isn't nuch el se where we can
retreat to. Nor can we easily escape to Aridor. Aridor is severa
thousand niles away on the other side of the globe; the closest
approach is only fifty mles away, but that's on the east coast, near
Sarney, and we're near the west coast.

So | do what | can: organizing sone of the refugees, going on
raiding parties, striking a blow at the Insectoids. But nost of the
survivors of the Insectoid occupation who are free are civilians who
are scared witless.

"W will not get involved," said the scraggly |eader, Maprune.
"We are pacifists, and believe in non-violence. In any case it is the
duty of you, the mlitary, to protect us"

Croft sighed as he stared at the other scraggly civilians, npst
dressed in dirty, ragged clothing, as they sat around in the burned out
| obby of the entertainment center they were in. Red Sally and the
O apper stood behind him while Tanil and Yaney kept an eye out for the
I nsectoi ds. Sashay had begged off joining themon this recruitnent
tour, saying he wanted to stay hone to prepare a special supper

Croft considered the words he had heard. "There are so many
things wong with what you said that I'mnot sure where to begin,"
Croft sighed, realizing fromtheir expressions that he, too, hadn't
said the right thing. But he wasn't a diplomat, he wasn't a | eader, he
was pressed into this position by default. Wo el se was going to | ead
then? A finicky cook? A claptomani ac?

"For starters, I'mnot mlitary," said Croft. "I"'ma spy."

"Spy, mlitary, what's the difference?" said Maprune. "You are
trained with violence in nmind."

Croft reflected that he did in fact have violence in mnd at this
very nonment. "Secondly, if you are pacifists, the Insectoids are not.
What will you do when they come here and hunt you down?"

"The Insectoids will not come,"” said Maprune.



"W have started seeing sone of their patrols comng out this
far," said Croft.

"I'f they come we will nove farther west."

"You are al nost on the west coast already.”

"W will show we are not a threat by not defendi ng ourselves."

"Do you have any connection, however slight, with reality?" Croft
said. He turned to the others, who were watching himw th w de eyes,
and raised his voice. "I have an e-mail for all of you: the human race
is about to becone extinct. If you keep going the way you are, you'l
ei ther be dead or enslaved before the end of the year. Is that what you
want ?"

Maprune's group watched himsilently.

"Are you deaf?" Croft yelled. "Do you not understand ny words?
Isn't anyone going to say anything?" He caught the eye of one of the
fugitives, who stirred. "You? Yes, you, sir, did | catch a hint of a
t hought ?"

The man slowy said, "It's the job of the mlitary to defend us."

"Hello!" said Croft, leaping forward and pantomning as if he
were knocking on the man's forehead. "The military is gone. Dead. No
more mlitary. If you want to live, you have to-"

He stopped in nid-sentence. Sonehow, somewhere, he had the
feeling he was being watched. He | ooked around for a monent. All he
could see was the gl oomof the surrounding buildings, which appeared to
be dark and enpty.

Croft spoke into his communit. "Report."

"Al'l quiet," cane Tanil's voice.

"Yaney?" said Croft.

There was a silence for a monent. Then, "All quiet. Except for
you, chief. Can you |l ower your tone a bit? | don't see them coning, but
yelling is an invitation-"

"I don't need a lecture about ny lectures. Qut" said Croft,
cl osi ng conmuni cations. The feeling, whatever it was, was gone now. No,
it hadn't been like a feeling, but nore |ike an enotion...

He | ooked at the others. "You type 29 sheep can go home now. |f
any of you get a backbone, let me know "

He snapped his fingers to get the attention of Red Sally and the
O apper, and hooked his thunb out and down. They were | eaving.

As Croft left the building, a hooded figure in shadow across the
street nodded slightly, and foll owed.

They made the sanme appeal to other groups of scavengers over the
next few days. Sonme were apathetic. Mst were fearful. A few even
begged Croft not to attack, for fear it would incite the |Insectoids.

Wth every encounter Croft grew nore and nore disgusted. Finally,
t hough, he encountered a group that seened to have a little backbone.

"An Insectoid patrol took two of our people |ast week," said
their | eader, Alped. "If you' re going after them nore power to you!"

This was like nusic to Croft's ears, conpared to the defeatism he
had been hearing. "We can defeat them but only if you join us."

"I don't know," said Al ped. "W don't have many weapons, and we
aren't well-trained."

"Qur first strike is a supply warehouse less than a mle from
here," said Croft. "It's probably filled with all sorts of goodies.

I ncl udi ng food."

At the mention of food Al ped' s ears picked up. "W'll fight with
you!"

"Cood, " said Croft

They arranged to neet at sunrise the following norning at a
predeternined |l ocation. As Croft nade his goodbyes and turned to go,



he got that feeling again. This tine he identified it. It was a feeling
of ... anticipation. But it didn't seemnatural in him it seened,
somehow forced. He | ooked around at the buildings in the area, but saw
not hi ng out of the ordinary.

He also failed to notice the hooded figure who foll owed hi m hone.

Croft let everyone know at di nner what was pl anned for the next
day.

"Going into battle, eh?" said Sashay, serving dinner. "Then |
think it's appropriate that | made battle stew tonight."

"It's about tinme," said Red Sally. "I'mtired of all this
speechifying. | came here to fight, not run for public office."

The C apper cl apped supportingly.

The next day they waited in the ground floor of a building a
bl ock away fromthe supply dunp, just before sunrise. But as the sun
rose ,the others didn't show up.

M nutes turned into an hour

"Maybe they overslept,"” said Tanil.

"Overslept! Cap! Overslept! dap!"

"We' || just have to do this without them" said Croft grimy.

At that noment they heard noise, and drew their weapons, but it
was only Al ped and three of his followers.

"We're here!' said Al ped cheerfully, nmaking no nention of the
fact that he was an hour late. "My feeling is that we would bring up
the rear-"

"Where's the rest?" said Croft.

n \N]at ?II
"There were over twenty in your group when | net you, and you
said there were still others | hadn't nmet," said Croft.

"Chhhh yes," said Al ped. He | ooked enbarrassed. "Many of our
people weren't up to it. They're not used to getting up this early in
t he norning."

Croft said nothing. Red Sally's blonde hair started to fringe
red, and a light steam could be seen around her

"Let's do it," he said bluntly.

They snuck up at close as they could w thout being detected,
around the corner fromthe warehouse.

"Ck, | scouted this place two days ago," said Croft. "There are
only a total of eight guards-"

"Eight?" said Alped. "But there are only eight of us. That isn't
very good odds."

"-once we take out the ones at the door, your people race in go
to the right, and we'll take the left."

"You nmean in front?" said Alped. "I was thinking that perhaps we
could secure the rear."

Croft turned to Al ped. "You can either follow our plan, or |eave,
now. "

Al ped considered for a nmonent, and then nodded.

Croft caught the eye of Red Sally, Yaney, and Tanil. The d apper
and Sashay had stayed behi nd.

The three nodded at him and he nodded back

Croft eyed the sentries at the entrance, took a deep breath, and
gave the hand sign to attack

There were two guards at the entrance to the warehouse, and the
Insectoids barely had tine to | ook up and squeeze off a wild shot or
two before they were gunned down by shots fromtheir attackers. Croft
barely paused as he ran past their bodies into the warehouse; as per
the plan, he, big Red, Yaney, and Tanil took the left side, while
Al ped' s people went right.



Croft nearly ran into an Insectoid guard as he rounded a corner
but Croft was ready to attack, and the Insectoid wasn't. Croft fired at
poi nt bl ank range and the Insectoid went down. Around himhe coul d hear
the fire from other weapons.

In seconds it was over.

He cal |l ed out.

"Secure." They announced, one by one.

Good. Croft slowy wal ked to the other side of the warehouse, to
see how Al ped's peopl e at done

Two | nsectoids opened fire on himas he rounded a bend. He ducked
behi nd a stack of containers but their shots caused a shelf to fall on
hi m pi nni ng hi m down.

The I nsectoids cane closer so they could get a clear shot. Croft
reached for his blaster, but his armwas pinned down under the shelf.

Suddenly Croft felt a heat wave and both I nsectoids burst into
flames. In the distance he could hear several nore blaster shots.

And then it was all over. Yaney cane racing up and hel ped Sally
pul | the shelf off of Croft.

"Now that's what | call cookin'!" said Red Sally, her hair a
bright red as she admired the charred Insectoid corpses.

"What happened to the others?" Croft said.

He quickly discovered that there were no others. Al ped and his
peopl e had never entered the warehouse. The two wild shots the guards
at the entrance had squeezed off had been enough to scare them away.

Croft mechanically ordered Sally to take the | ookout point while
the others collected the goods. But even as he issued orders he was
shaki ng his head. This wasn't going to work. Enough was enough

As they headed back to their hideout Croft took the rear point
position, and constantly | ooked back. But he still didn't spot the
hooded figure followi ng him

"So what are we going to do now?" said Sashay, as he started
serving di nner.

"I'f only we had the Silencer," Croft nuttered. "He would be worth
50 of these sheep."

"We tried rescuing himonce," said Yaney. "He's too heavily
guar ded. "

"Then we'll just have to keep staging attacks," said Croft. "If
we do nothing, we'll be overrun in a few nmonths. And in case any of you
forget, we have al nost nowhere left to retreat.”

"As ny dear departed wife used to say, don't invite the world in
t hrough the front door unless you're sure there's a way out the back,"
sai d Sashay.

"What about Aridor?" said Tani

"Aridor! dap! Aridor! dap!" the C apper cl apped.

"Sure, we could hide out there easily enough," said Croft. "There
are even three separate ways to get there. W could take the
subcontinental tube from Sarney Sarittenden, if it weren't swarning
wi th thousands of Insectoids. O we could fly a shuttle, if we had one.
O we could build a raft and float several thousand miles."

"Even if we do kill some of the Insectoids, they nmust have vast
breeding farms," said Yaney. "Wat difference will killing a few of
t hem make?"

"You mean, why not just give up now?" said Croft norosely. He
drew his blaster, and tossed it across the table so that it fell into
Yaney's lap. "Point it at your forehead, and press the trigger."

He abruptly got up and left the table.

"I hope it wasn't ny food," said Sashay.

Croft retrieved his blaster and went outside for a walk. Lately
even a sinple wal k outside was becomi ng a riskier proposition, but



Croft desperately needed tinme to think

The fact was, that Yaney was right. Their pitiful rearguard
effort wouldn't change anything. In a matter of nonths, they would be
dead.

Croft found that the thought depressed him In his mnd he
started weighing the alternatives. Steal a ship? Then what? He m ght
get bl own up before he ever got out of orbit. He could nake for Aridor,
then. That m ght buy him some tine.

But what kind of life would he live there, all alone in the
forest? He'd go mad.

He could take Red Sally and the others with him

Still, what kind of [ife would he have there? All his time would
be spent in subsistence farm ng. What kind of life would that be?

At |east he' d be alive.

But was it alife worth living? Did he even have a realistic
chance of stealing a ship?

As he slowy wal ked around the underground and wei ghed t hese
options, he gradually felt a | ayer of depression being stripped from
him Then another, then another.

Suddenly, he felt normal again. Not happy, not ecstatic, but
nor mal .

Croft was smart enough to realize that his enotions were being
control | ed, manipul ated, froman external source.

He sensed a presence behind him Sonehow he knew t hat when he
turned around-

Croft wheel ed around, his blaster drawn. A hooded figure stepped
out of the shadows created by the di menergency |ighting.

Under ot her circunmstances, Croft would have fired first and asked
qguestions later. But suddenly he felt a wave of reassurance that dulled
his trigger-quick instincts.

"You can stop with the nental cheerleading sessions,” said Croft.
"I"mnot going to shoot you, at least until | know what it is that |'m
shooti ng. "

"You are the one," said the voice.

"The one? The one what?" said Croft.

"The one |'ve been | ooking for," said the voice. "The fact that
you are so inner aware proves it."

Croft decided to risk some stronger lighting; he turned on his
belt unit. A beamof l|ight reveal ed. ..

....an old, bearded man in brown robes.

"Who are you?" said Croft.

The old man didn't answer, but projected a feeling, one which
can't be easily described in words.

"Somet hi ng about you feels famliar," said Croft, staring
intently at the face. "I don't know you, but-"

"You did know someone like me," said the man. "Things tend to
follow fam liar patterns, and | am now doubly sure | chose rightly."

"Chose what ?"

"Why you, of course,” said the old man. "I have chosen you."

"To do what ?"

The old man | ooked quizzically at him "To save your people, of
course. "

Chapter 3: The Return of CGeneral Arkik

Mongo peered out into the gloom He had been clever, yes, very
clever. For the past few nonths he had been living on his own, evading
the Insectoid patrols and even the human scavenger parties, using his
talent to the hilt to help himsurvive. There never was a tine that



Mongo wasn't hungry; in this environment, it was inpossible to have
your stomach filled all the tinme; but Mongo was surviving, and doing
reasonably well on his own. Sonmetinmes he could see certain

ci rcunst ances when he woul d be caught by a patrol, or a group of

sl avers, and avoi ded going to those places until the threat had passed.

So Mongo survived. But he still wore that annoying collar that
Angry Red had put on him He had to stop hinself fromtugging at it
sometines, remenbering that Angry Red had said it was boobytrapped
Soneone like Croft could have renoved the collar

Croft. He wondered what had happened to Croft, and the ot her
annoyi ng ones, the bounty hunter, the one who cl apped too nuch, the
pretty lady with the bl onde and sonetinmes red hair. Mngo even thought
about the sissy cook. He made very good food. What had happened to
t hen?

Mongo presuned they were dead; at |east, he hadn't received any
nore visions of them But then he usually only got visions of other
peopl e when they were already around him or were about to be.

Suddenly Mongo stiffened. For the first tine since his escape, he
had a vision of a very fanmiliar figure.

It was Angry Red.

He was alive!

Mongo grew taut as he "saw' Angry Red conme around a corner, and
realize that that was just outside the building that Mongo was perched
in.

Cautiously, very cautiously, he peered outside the wi ndow He
wai ted five seconds... ten seconds...

Then a figure appeared on the corner. Looking down at him Mongo
saw he had red hair.

The figure was hol di ng sone sort of device that he was peering
into. He panned it left, then right. And then up

And then the figure | ooked up, and Mongo found hinself staring at
Angry Red.

Mongo took off at a run. He didn't know if Red had seen him or
not, but obviously he had constructed another tracking device.

And then, as he sweated heavily while runni ng, another thought
occurred to him-could Red detonate the explosives with his new device?
As he ran, he hal f-expected an expl osi on. Not hi ng happened.
Either Red couldn't, or Red wanted himalive, or Red hadn't seen him

Mongo scanpered away as fast as he coul d.
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"Me?" said Croft. "lI'mnot exactly the | eader type."

"I didn't say you would lead them certainly not all by
yoursel f," said the bearded man. "l just said you would save them And
you won't do it alone. Ohers will help."

Croft started to feel an infusion of self-confidence. Maybe he
could do it!

"Wait!" said Croft. "Who are you? How did you find me? Wiat's
your agenda? How am | going to defeat the Insectoids? And |l astly,
though 1'd like this answered first, is howdo |I know | can trust you?"

The old man sniled, deciding to answer Croft's first question
first. "You would feel nore confortable with a nane? Very well. Lately,
peopl e have called ne Inspir."
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Croft returned to the hideout, followed by his nysterious new
friend.

"It's all right," said Croft, gesturing for everyone to | ower
their guns as Inspir followed himinto their hideout. "He's a friend.



Hs nane is Inspir."

"Real | y?" said Red Sally. "How did you know that, from his nane?"

"Just a hunch," said Croft.

"How trusting of you, to bring home any hooded stranger who
appears kindly," said Sally tauntingly.

"I know it seens strange," said Croft, "but experience has taught
me to trust this kind of feeling.”" And he wouldn't el aborate further
"Tormorrow we're going to assenble a gang of local fighters, and attack
an I nsectoid patrol."

"\What ever you've been snoking, can | have a puff?' Red Sally
asked.

Croft located another ragtag group of refugees the next day. He
was acconpani ed by his team as before. He once again was preparing to
give his sales pitch, to recruit volunteers to attack the Insectoids.
The only difference, this tine, was Inspir.

Croft made his pitch nore aggressively than ever before. "W need
to give the Insectoids a bl oody nose!" said Croft. "If we don't fight
back, they'll overrun us! They've forced us to live like rats, and are
slowy externinating us! Do you want to live, and fight |ike men, or do
you want to die? | say Fight! Fight for yourselves! Fight for your
freedom'

Suddenl y, the refugees, who had been nurnmuring all during Croft's
speech, broke out into a chant. At first, Croft thought they were
nmocki ng him but he quickly heard what they were chanting

"Yes! Yes! Yes! Let's fight! Death to the Insectoids! Death to
the I nsectoids!" they chanted.

"Death to the Insectoids!" Croft shouted back. Despite the fact
that he knew the source of the inspiration, he allowed hinself to be
swayed with the nmoment. Even Red Sally and others were chanting too.

"Death! Death! Death to the Insectoids!" they shouted. For once,
they didn't pay any attention to how |l oud their voices were or who they
m ght attract.

They inmredi ately prepared for battle. The crowd didn't want to
wait--they wanted to attack the Insectoids on the spot. It was as if a
mat ch had been lit on a sl ow burning rage.

Croft | ooked over to Inspir, as if to ask, sure, they're excited,
but can they really fight?

I nspir, standing inconspicuously in the corner, gave the
slightest of nods, and Croft felt oddly reassured.

The Insectoid patrol had been beefed up, because of the recent
attack on the warehouse. Fifteen Insectoids slowy wal ked down the
enpty street clutching their enornmous blast rifles, their nultiplex
eyes scanning this way and that.

Suddenl y, they heard a human voi ce shout a word, and they were
caught in a crossfire, as humans came out of the buildings on either
side and opened fire. They even opened fire fromabove, in the first
and second stories of the overlooking buildings as well.

The squad was raked by blaster and laser fire. Half the squad was
i medi ately cut down. The ones who managed to fire back were unnerved,
to say the least, by this never before seen aggressi veness. One of them
fired and hit a human, but as the human dropped to the ground anot her
human appear ed behi nd, scooped up the weapon, and started firing again!

In noments it was over. The entire squad had been w ped out, and
they had only taken two casualties, and no fatalities. A ragged cheer
went up in the crowmd. Although they had had the advantage of surprise,
and had out nunbered the Insectoids nearly two to one, it was stil
quite a victory.

Croft, grinning widely, suddenly found Inspir standing by his



si de.
Croft | ooked questioningly at Inspir.
"It begins," said Inspir, with a snmall snile
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Mongo kept running through the street. He was delirious with
fear. He could now no | onger afford to sleep for nore than an hour or
two at a tinme; the fear that Angry Red would catch up to himwas too
strong. Every so often he would have a vision of Angry Red catching up
to him or getting close.

Suddenly he stiffened and, getting another vision, dodged behind
a pillar.

For a | ong nonent nothi ng happened, and Mongo wondered if he was
getting paranoid again. Sonetimes he woul d get visions that Red was
closing in on himand then nothi ng woul d happen

Angry Red chose that moment to step around a nearby corner. He
| ooked at his device as he took a few steps.

Mongo, nostly hidden fromview by the pillar, took off at a run

KRRk b O I R I I R S R R R

"So just when |'ve succeeded in organizing the |ocal gang, you
take me away," said Croft, as they drove around in a ground car in the
dead of night.

"The | ocal gang, as you call them w Il survive w thout your
presence for a few days," said Inspir. "And you are needed nore
urgently el sewhere."

"It's great that you know ny needs better than |I do," said Croft.
"I"mnot accustomed to being guided."

"You are very individualistic,"
you a good | eader."

"Correction," said Croft. "That only nakes nme a bad foll ower.
Take this idea of yours of driving a ground car nore than 1200 nil es
north on a whnim If | were in full form | would question the need for

said Inspir. "That's what makes

doing this. | would ask 'where are we going, Inspir', wthout settling
for a vague answer that |'m needed somewhere. | might also question how
long we're going to go without being detected.”

"W will not be detected," said Inspir, the wind fromtheir

acceleration pulling at his robe.

"How can you be so sure?" said Croft. "You never know when we'l |
encounter a patrol, and this air car makes a not inconsiderabl e noise,
in case you didn't notice."

"W have passed close to several patrols already,” said Inspir.
"Yes?" said Croft, doubtfully.

"Yes," said Inspir.

"And why didn't they investigate?"

"Because they didn't notice anything," said Inspir.

Croft gave himan odd | ook and said, "Although you talk nore,
you' re even | ess coherent than the Silencer.”
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"Tzzz-Ta! Tzzz-Ta! Tzzz-Ta!" the audi ence shout ed.

The Silencer blinked at the bright sunlight, displaying the
t housands of green Insectoids lining nearly every seat in the stadium
Several dozen feet away stood their top chanpion, Tzzz-Ta. After
dozens of bouts, the Insectoids had decided to pit hi magainst the best
they had, Tzzz-Ta had killed 94 humans with only its appendages. It was
a giant, even for an Insectoid, a little over eight feet tall



The Silencer squinted, and briefly recalled how he had gotten to
this point.

It had been last night, in Czzz's quarters.

"Way is it you never speak?" Czzz had asked. "You are our top
human gl adi ator, and yet you grant no post-gane interviews, you do
nothing to establish character.™

The Sil encer said not hing.

"Even now you seek to defy me with your silence. Do you think
that you are so valuable that | would not hesitate for a nonent to have
you term nated?"

The Sil encer | ooked down at the bindings he was wearing, and then
briefly at the half dozen armed guards around him It wasn't necessary
to chain nost prisoners when they were brought before Czzz, but as the
guards around the Silencer began to drop like flies, they had had to
take nore preventive neasures.

Czzz reached out with a claw to touch the Silencer under the
chin. The Silencer felt a stab of pain but didn't flinch. Czzz gently
stroked the Silencer's throat.

"I't would be so, so easy to term nate you...

The Silencer still said nothing.

Czzz abruptly rel eased her grip and turned away. "There has been
some call to have you face Tzzz-Ta, our nost prized gladiator. Have you
heard the nanme?"

The Sil encer had indeed heard the nane. Every prisoner who had
been call ed out to face Tzzz-Ta had never returned.

"I"ve grown fond of you," said Czzz. "At least, as fond as one of
our kind can be towards one of yours. You're an amusing pet. But if you
want to stay as ny pet, you have to learn some manners. |If you face
Tzzz-Ta, you will die. It's that sinple. If you want to stay alive, you
have to ask nme the favor of not fighting Tzzz-Ta."

The Sil encer said not hing.

"That's all you have to do, just ask," said Czzz. "Qut of
ki ndness, you won't have to beg."

The Sil encer said not hing.

Czzz stomped an appendage down on the ground, and stood face to
face with the Silencer. "This is your |ast chance!" Czzz shouted
t hrough her translation device. "If you do not speak, you will face
Tzzz-Ta, and you will die! What is your answer?"

The Sil encer spoke, for the first tine.

"Pl ease Czzz."

The guards nmurnured. This was the first time in recent nmenory any
coul d remenber hearing his voice.

"What ?" said Czzz, suddenly delighted.

"Come closer," the Silencer whispered.

Czzz cane cl oser.

"Closer," said the Silencer

"Grab his arns!" Czzz was smart enough to say; for though his
hands were cuffed, the Silencer was still capable of violence.

Czzz was now face to face. "Now, what would you say?"

The Silencer slowy opened his nouth, his eyes boring into
Czzz's.

"Pl ease," he whispered. "Let ne kill Tzzz-Ta."

And then, before the shock set in, he gave a mghty kick that
cracked two of Czzz's internal carapace supports and sent her spinning
across the room

The Sil encer eyed the two foot sword he had been given and
conpared it to the four foot sword Tzzz-Ta had been given. Undoubtedly,
this was a final touch of revenge on Czzz's part. The Silencer waved



the sword experinmentally with his good left arm to get a feel for it.
Hs right armstill wasn't working.

As the appl ause and chanting slowy subsided, Tzzz-Ta spoke
through its translation device. "Are you ready to die, human?"

"At any tine," said the Silencer coldly.

Tzzz-Ta charged, brandi shing the sword |ike a spear

The Sil encer dodged to the side, but Tzzz-Ta was qui cker than
nost I nsectoids, and changed direction as the Silencer did, and the
Silencer was forced to junmp out of the way to avoid bei ng speared.

"I amgenetically enhanced to be as fast as you, Silencer!"”

"How nice for you," said the Silencer dryly. For the first tine
in a while he faced a real challenge. Al right, then, he would have to
follow the Gaftonite rules of conbat: finish things quickly, and
finish themfirst.

Tzzz-Ta charged again, but this time the Silencer did sonething
total ly unexpected--he ran away, towards one of the walls of the
massi ve stadi um

Tzzz-Ta followed rapidly catching up with giant, clunping steps.
The crowd roared, thinking the Silencer ran out of fear

The Sil encer never | ooked back, but when the clunps reached a
certain volune and the shadow over his shoulder grewto a certain
I ength he did a backflip, springing into the air, and--

It was so quick that the holovids had to replay it three tines at
reduced speeds fromdifferent angles so everyone could figure out what
had happened. The end result, though, was the sane.

Tzzz-Ta suddenly and quite unexpectedly found the Silencer's
sword inpaling its throat.

Tzzz-Ta fell to the ground, and the Silencer junped to the side
to avoid being crushed. He | ooked coldly at the crowd which, after a
nmonent of stunned silence, started to buzz angrily.

The only enotion the Silencer showed was to raise his sword, and
he yelled one, solitary word at the top of his lungs: "Next!"
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"Halt!" said a human soldier, springing out from behind cover. He
was brandi shing a very nodern | ooking blaster rifle, and he was quickly
joined by two of his conpanions. Al were in arnmy unifornms, Croft
noticed with interest, and their uniforms were cleanly pressed.

Croft made no notion, other than to turn to Inspir, who had | ed
hi m here.

"We're here to see the Ceneral,’

said Inspir.

"Who are you?" said the trooper. "And how do you know the Cenera
i s here?"

"We're expected," said Inspir. "You' d better check."

The sol di er spoke into a throat com

"Where are we?" Croft hissed, unconsciously bundling up in the
cold. It was quite cool here in the northern sector

"At our destination," said Inspir.

They had driven for several days to get here, wherever here was.

The guard listened to his audio input and nodded. "Sorry, sir.
You' re expected.”

"As we should be," said Inspir soothingly.

"Just hang a left and stop by the entrance to the bunker."

Croft started the ground car up again and headed left. He was
surprised to see a large courtyard with marchi ng troops performng
formati ons.

"What ? How?"

"Not all your army was destroyed in the initial attack," said



Inspir. "And many who survived fled here."

They got out of the aircar and wal ked past a squad of soldiers
who eyed them suspici ously but had obviously been given orders to |et
t hem pass.

"Here?" said Croft. "Wat's so special about here? Wiy don't the
I nsectoids cone-" And suddenly it came to him "O course! The col d!
The I nsectoids are basically bugs-"

"And bugs don't like cold,"” said Inspir. "They can actually
tolerate this weather in the warmer nonths, but don't have the nmeans to
permanently terraformthis part of your planet w thout making drastic
climactic changes. But that's not the only reason the mlitary settled
here.”

They were politely but firmy frisked at the door of the bunker
and Croft was relieved of his weapons. A search of Inspir didn't turn
up any kind of devices.

"So what' s the other reason the mlitary gathered here?" said
Croft, as they entered the bunker

"I expect | am" said a fam liar face.

Croft was stunned.

It was none other than the | egendary CGeneral Jeffrey Arkik. One
of the nost fanmous generals in Alliance history, he was known, in a
conplimentary way, as the "Norman North of ground conbat"”, having | ed
nunerous mlitary canpai gns over the past few centuries. But Cenera
Arkik had retired decades ago. Obviously, he had cone out of
retirenment.

Croft had net the General once or tw ce before, briefly, and it
was obvious that Arkik recogni zed him

"Sir," said Croft. "I didn't even know you were still alive, nuch
| ess on August-"

"Pah!" said Arkik dismssively, speaking in an old East-Euro
accent, in a way remniscent of Levi. "It seens everyone has overl ooked
me. When August was attacked, did they |ook for ne? Wien the arny was
bei ng decimated, did they call on ne? No. They pani cked, or they ran
or they died." The general pointed his walking stick at Inspir and
squinted. "Only this one canme |ooking for ne. Some of ny forner
conrades in arms had gat hered here, and we began setting up defenses.
But this one hel ped gat her nmany nore of the troops who had fled, and
sent them here."

"The Insectoids don't attack here?" said Croft.

"OfF course they attack!" said Arkik, looking at himlike he was a
fool. It was then that Croft renenbered that Arkik was al so fanous for
having little patience. "But not as rmuch as | might like. They can't
establish all-year bases here, you see, because of the weather. So they
send in long range patrols, and we destroy them™

"How | arge are your forces?" said Croft eagerly.

Arki k gave hima warning glance. "Snmall, for now," he said. "But
growi ng. Most are regulars, fromthe uniformed services. But your
friend here has the crazy idea that we can conscript new recruits."”

"They have the will to fight," said Inspir.

"But do they have the skill?"

"You'll only find out if you try to train them" said Inspir. "W
don't have the luxury of waiting. Mich of the rest of the western part
of Concord is about to be overrun. Your forces alone aren't nearly
enough to stop the Insectoids. You need to stop the Insectoids, or, at
a mnimum delay their advance so the civilians who survive in the west
can evacuate to the northern sector."

"It nmakes sense, in theory," said Arkik. He snapped his wal ki ng
stick at Croft, who junped. "And you? What do you think of this idea?"

"I"'mjust along for the ride," said Croft weakly.

"So this is the | eader of the civilian resistance,” said Arkik,



looking at Inspir. "If | didn't know that he was one of the Agency's
Eight, | mght have been deceived by his nmild nanner."

"Hey, who're you calling mld mannered!" said Croft, suddenly
becom ng bel ligerent.

"Better," said Arkik. "But your people will have to be nade of
sterner stuff to fight the Insectoids."

"I have sone experience doing just that," said Croft.

"Ch really?" said Arkik. "Wat have you done, sniped an isol ated
out post here, or a two person patrol there?"

"Last week we took out a 15 being patrol,

"Ww. Fifteen," said Arkik sarcastically.

"And a few nonths ago, | led a raid into the heart of Sarney
Sarittenden itself."

Arki k's eyebrows shot up. This tinme he really was inpressed. He
turned to Inspir. "Does he speak the truth?"

Croft snapped.

"Look at nme when you speak,"” said Croft. "I'lIl be the one to
answer your questions."
Arki k nodded, and gave a tight smle. "I'Il gear up and get ready

for our trip." He turned away and left the room

"Very good, difford," said Inspir.

"Don't you patronize nme, either," said Croft. "I feel like a pet
who's just perforned a recital.”

"If so, then the pet won first prize," said Inspir.
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Huf fi ng and puffing, Mongo nade his way back to his hideout. He
had been novi ng around, shifting from hideout to hideout, but so had
Angry Red. He was definitely following him

And yet... Angry Red hadn't found him There rmust be some limts
to his tracking device. Probably it didn't work beyond a certain range,
or in the underground. That was Mngo's only advant age.

Mongo settled down on the rumpled beddi ng he had prepared for
hi nsel f and sat with his back against a wall. H's thoughts were mles
away, his mind racing, so it took a fewmnutes for himto realize that
there was sonething different about the wall opposite him

Peering cl osely, Mongo saw new marks on the wall. No, not new
mar ks, words.
"You're going to diel" it said, in big red letters.

Angry Red had found this particular hideout. He had recognized it
as one of Mongo's hiding places. It was only chance that he wasn't here
now, waiting to spring a trap.

Suddenly Mongo had a vision, a vision of Angry Red | eaving to get
something to eat, and another vision of Angry Red coning back to resune
his watch on Mngo's hi deout.

Mongo was on his feed and scanpering away as the vision faded
fromhis mind. It was only chance, and Red's sadismin |eaving a
war ni ng nessage, that had saved him from getting caught.

This tine.
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"I ncompetent fools," nuttered General Arkik.

They were back on the western edge of the continent; not actually
at the very edge, of course, which was |ined with a nountainous ridge,
but close to it, where Croft had nmade his initial recruitments. Arkik
was wat chi ng sonme of their new civilian recruits running through a
drill.

"How are we doi ng, General ?" asked Al ped.

Arkik just stared at him as if surprised that a civilian would



have the teremity to address himdirectly.

"You're making progress,” said Inspir, putting a reassuring arm
on Al ped while steering himaway. Al ped glowed with that positive
eval uati on.

Arki k watched a recruit trip over his own gun. "Keystone cops,"
he muttered, naking an obscure historical reference.

"Maybe things are going better at the firing range," said Croft,
gesturing to another part of the subbasement where they had set up the
i mpronptu training facility.

"Unlikely". They wal ked over to the training facility, and
wat ched the recruits firing their weapons.

"They're hitting the targets," said Croft.

"About half the tine," Arkik noted. "We'lIl only be fine if near
m sses can kill."

"Inspir, can you work on hinP" said Croft.

"No, none of your feel-good trickery for me," Arkik snapped,
wavi ng his stick as if to ward off a nmental attack. "Gve it to them
they need it nore."

Inspir smled. "Naturally they are not going to have the sane
aptitude as your trained soldiers, not all in one day. But they have a
fighting spirit, and that's the nost inportant thing of all."

"Real | y?" said Arkik. "And what else is nore inportant than
conbat skills?"

"Victory," said Inspir. "And that's why you need anot her one."

"Maybe we coul d take out another squad," said Croft.

"I was thinking of something bigger in mnd," said Inspir. "One
of their subregional headquarters, the forcebridge on | evel 242 of the
| ocal Conmerce Building."

"The gravitator station?" said Croft. "Too dangerous. They use
that to see for mles in every direction."

"Which is precisely why we have to take it out,” said Inspir.
"It's a ready neans of backstop support for the Insectoids. You take
that out and you renove their backup. Not to mention their norale."

"They're not ready," said Arkik. "And | only have a handful of ny
men with nme."

"Then you should have nore,"” said Inspir. "Send for two nore
squads fromthe north. We'll make a conbined attack with 30 of your own
men and 50 of the best candidates."

Arki k spat, "This is foolishness!"

"Trust ne, Ceneral," said Inspir, looking at himin an odd way.
"You have the will, and the neans. Stop doubting yourself."

Arki k paused, then nodded. "All right. 1'Il send for the nen."
And he stonped off.

"You have a way of convincing the hard to convince," said Croft.

"You'll have to |l earn how to manage hi mwhen |I'm gone," said
I nspir.

"Are you | eaving?" said Croft suddenly.

"Soon enough," said Inspir.

"Where-"

"I am needed el sewhere,” said Inspir.

"Where el sewhere?"

"Many el sewheres, to be precise,” said Inspir. "Wile the fight
for August is an inmportant one in the War agai nst the Insectoids, do
not believe that your fight is the only one going on August, or on
ot her planets, or in space.”

"Why are you so concerned with our war against the Insectoids?"

"I am al ways invol ved when the stronger is subjugating the
weaker," said Inspir. "Especially when the weaker have the potential to
be so much nmore. My work extends far beyond your little conflict with
the Insectoids. There is nuch you do not yet understand."



"None of which I'msure you'll enlighten ne."
Inspir laughed, and put a fatherly armaround Croft as they
wal ked across the length of the basenent.

When the additional troops had arrived and four days had come and
gone, Inspir deenmed the tine was ripe to attack. He held a war counci
with Croft and General Arkik.

"These civilians aren't ready," said Arkik.

"They will never be ready until they get actual conbat
experience," said Inspir. "And each day you wait increases the hold the
I nsect oi ds have on your planet."

"I"'mafraid | agree with Inspir, Ceneral," said Croft.

Arkik glared at Croft. "It does not inspire me with confidence
that you are afraid of anything."

"Only an irrational person fails to experience fear or
apprehension," Croft counters. "I still think this stunt is too big,
that we should go with a smaller target."

"You need to think big," said Inspir. "Wrd is spreading. There
are a dozen groups of scavengers who are thinking of joining the
resistance. If we secure one, big victory, we'll unite theminstantly
in a way that woul d take nonths to do otherw se.”

"All right," said Croft. "But how do we even get up there without
t hem seei ng us?"

He indicated a diagramof the facility. Arkik had brought a
bri ef case hol oproj ector which had been programed with the schematics
of the area. Arkik pointed with his wal king stick while going over the
facts of the situation. "The |Insectoids have an entire conpany of
troopers in the area of their subregional headquarters on |evel 242 of
the Conmerce Building. Level 242 is actually a forcebound plaza that
ext ends over the gap between the Commerce Buil ding and the building
opposite it, the Water Building, giving the Insectoids an unbridled
view of the street going nmles east and westwards, and, as it is taller
than many buildings in the area, to a | esser degree to the north and
south as well. One platoon provides security in each building, while
el ements of two gravitator platoons are on duty at full tine. The
gravitators thenselves are on a full standby status here," he said,
pointing with his stick to the force bridge plaza, "while the
gravitator troopers are believed to be in nmakeshift barracks here," he
said, pointing to the interior part of the level in the Commrerce
Bui | di ng.

Arkik turned to Inspir. "How do you propose to get there w thout
bei ng seen, and elin nate a force nearly tw ce our number?"

"Did | also forget to mention we're going to steal those

gravitators?" said Inspir. "That will undoubtedly nake the plan even
nore chal | engi ng, but al so nore rewarding."
They all |ooked at himlike he was mad.

"I see | did forget to nention it," said Inspir. "But that really
is the primary reason for this mssion. Once you have those
gravitators, you will regain regional air superiority; at |ow
altitudes, of course."

"So we're just going to walk in and steal their gravitators?"

"More or less," said Inspir.
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"Poor, poor Silencer."

The Silencer stood stoically, his right armslowy dripping
bl ood.

"Perhaps fighting three of our beasts was too rmuch for you," said
Czzz, wal king carefully around the Silencer, w thout getting too close.
Even now when he was wounded, surrounded by guards, and with his |egs,



hands, and arns bound, Czzz was a little afraid of getting too close.

In fact, the three beasts, two giant bunble bees and a warri or
ant, had al nost been too nuch for the Silencer. Wile he had been
fending off the ant with a sword using his good left arm one of the
bunbl e bees had al nost inplanted a killer stinger in his |lame right
arm Not that it really mattered nmuch; he hadn't been able to use it in
a whil e anyway.

"Qur veterinarians say they could restore the use of your right
arm if | requested it,"” said Czzz. "All it would take would be a
request... if you asked ne nicely...."

The Sil encer said not hing.

"On the other hand, perhaps we shall sinply anputate it,"'
Czzz, getting angry now. "Wat would you say to that, Silencer?"

The Silencer sinply glared at Czzz, but continued to be silent.

"Ch, get out of herel" said Czzz angrily, not remenbering that
the Silencer's feet were bound.

The guards interpreted that as a signal and carried himoff.

"There nust be something | can do to get himto talk," said Czzz
She turned to an aide. "Find out everything you can about this
Sil encer."

sai d
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It was just before sunrise that Croft, Inspir, and 28 other nen
went sliding down a rope onto the roof of the Water Buil di ng adj acent
to the Conmerce Buil ding.

The nmen were handpi cked, as nuch as their limted selection
all owed, to those who could clinb down a diagonal steel strand from one
buil ding to another, and to those who knew how to fly gravitators. In
practice that meant they took about 20 of the general's nen and about
10 of the new recruits. Arkik had toyed with using all of his men for
this part of the effort, but that would have left the ground forces
wi t hout skilled direction. They could have used nore nmen overall, but
they had to keep an adequate backup force for the ground attack. Even
if there were nore than 30 gravitators and they grabbed "only" 30 of
them it would be a great victory for the resistance.

They exploited the first security flawin the Insectoid s defense
system The I nsectoids put guards in both buildings on either side of
the force bridge that extended over the street, 242 stories up; but
they didn't put guards on the roofs of either buildings, enabling a
small teamto gain access to the Water Buil ding by goi ng down a higher
nearby rooftop, using a thick I ength of steel rope, and a rope gun

Croft slowy worked his way down, using his hands. The pain on
his arms were enornous; and if he dropped down, not only would he be
severely injured (the Water Building rooftop was still sone distance
down), but he would in all probability alert the Insectoid troopers.

But that was all right. Finally he was returning to what he did
best: Infiltration work. A small touch of doubt nagged at him as he
renmenbered what Inspir had said to himthe night before, right before
the mission. But he put all thoughts of that out of his mind now He
had a job to do.

Croft was nunmber two to [and on the roof; nunber one was one of
Arki k' s experienced troopers, and he inmediately noved to the
stairwel |, standing guard with his weapon at hand.

Croft watched the black clad troopers cone down one by one. He
wi shed they'd hurry. It would be |ight soon.

There was no sign of trouble until nunber twenty four came down
the line. He was al nost at the end, and safely on the roof, when he
lost his grip with one of his hands. He dangl ed there by one hand,
trying to regain his grip with the other hand, but failing..



Croft snapped his fingers, and two of his nen started running.
The man held onto his grip for a few seconds | onger.... and dropped...

right into the arns of the two troopers below him He barely made
a sound.

Croft nodded as the troopers gave the universal thunbs up signal
and the troops continued to stream downwar ds.

When all thirty of themhad nmade it safely on the rooftop of the
Water Building he turned to Inspir, who nodded.

They went down the unguarded stairwell, counting flights unti
they were on the 243rd floor. One floor below them they could already
hear the buzzing of the opposition

Wl |, here goes. Taking a deep breath, Croft gave the signal

The troops rushed down the stairwell, clonping heavily. Surprise
was no longer an issue now, Intelligence had indicated that there could
be anywhere fromfive to ten Insectoids on this side of the force
bridge, and it was unlikely that they could take themall out quietly.
So what they | acked in subtlety they make up for in speed. They woul d
qui ckly overpower the guards, rush out onto the force bridge, and take
as many gravitators as they could. Wen the guards fromthe Commrerce
Bui | di ng rushed out onto the force bridge, Inspir would cut the power,
sendi ng them plunging to their deaths.

The first part of their plan worked just as advertised. They
qui ckly overpowered the guards on their side of the force bridge, and
Croft was pleased to see that his troops stayed cal mand coll ected,
al t hough nost of themwere, after all, trained soldiers. Even as the
| ast Insectoid body hit the ground of the control station, Croft's
troops were running onto the force bridge and strapping thenselves into
gravitators.

Alarms started to go off on the far side of the force bridge in
t he Conmmerce Building, and Insectoids started to enmerge fromthe far
side. "Now, " said Croft into his throat m ke

At that nonment several things happened at once.

The ground forces opened fire on the Insectoids on the ground far
bel ow t hem keepi ng them pi nned down to prevent them fromreinforcing
the troops on the 242nd floor, while al so opening an avenue of escape
when they were ready to retreat.

Two of Croft's men who had stayed on the roof of the Water
Buil ding started to spray down bl aster fire on the Insectoids who
started to energe fromthe Comrerce Buil di ng.

And two nore nen kneel ed down on the sanme |evel at the force
bri dge and opened fire on the force bridge's entrance at the Comerce
Bui | di ng.

Croft stayed behind to provide covering fire as well. Inspir was
in a room behind himworking the generator controls, getting ready to
cut the power.

That left two dozen nen to get the gravitators. Even a quick
count showed there were many nore than that, perhaps three dozen. Wl
what ever they couldn't take would be destroyed when the force bridge
cut out.

The view was truly spectacul ar but Croft didn't have tine to
admre it as he and his two soldiers traded | aser barrages with the
Insectoid troopers on the far side. Every tinme they woul d shoot down
one Insectoid, two nmore would take its place.

Meanwhile Croft's nmen were caught in the crossfire as they raced
to the gravitators and strapped thenselves in. Several were shot as
they ran for the gravitators, or as they strapped thenselves in. One
was shot just as he |launched, and he careened agai nst the side of the
Conmer ce Buil ding before crashing into a fireball on the ground bel ow.

But in groups of two's and three's many successfully | aunched,
taking off. Croft and his men tried to provide covering fire as best



they could, but now the Insectoids were firing and charging at the sane
time. The laser fire was only getting fiercer fromthe other side and
it was a relief when the last gravitator |aunched and Croft could order
his troops to take cover behind a small wall, which at |east gave them
some cover.

A sizabl e nunmber of Insectoids were now on the force bridge, the
solid shining bridge over the street far bel ow

"Inspir, now," said Croft, telling himto cut the power.

The I nsectoids continued to advance. A | aser burst cut near
Croft.

Croft raced inside the Water Building. Inspir was staring at the
controls, nuttering something.

"What's wrong?" said Croft. "Just destroy the controls!"

"It doesn't work that way," said Inspir slowy. "The controls are
actually on the other side of the bridge, in the Commerce Building," he
said, his face | ooking grave.

Everything sl owed down for a second. Croft knew that their plan
was in peril. In order for the six of them-he, Inspir, the two guards
on the roof, and the two guards holding off the Insectoids a few feet
behind Croft--to escape, they needed to use the elevator to get down
those 242 floors rather quickly. But if the Insectoids were right
behi nd them they could cut the power or even worse sever the lift
cabl es and send themcrashing to a fiery death.

Inspir barely hesitated an instant, and then put an armon Croft,
"Don't worry about it," he whispered. "And renenber what | told you."

And with that he wal ked past Croft, past the two guards, and onto
the force bridge

Ti me sl owed down again as Croft watched from a nearby w ndow.
Inspir strided briskly across the bridge. It seened |ike he was
i nvul nerable, until a laser bolt hit him He staggered, then stood
upright, then another bolt hit him and he staggered again, but he
al ways kept goi ng.

And then he was at the Insectoid's front Iine, nownearly a third
of the way across the bridge, and Croft thought they would tear himto
pi eces, but they just ignored himlike he wasn't even there. Inspir
gently tiptoed around them not an easy thing to do on such a crowded
platform and, grasping his body where he had been shot, made his way
i nsi de.

Despite the covering fire and the supporting fire fromthe roof,
the I nsectoids continued to advance. One of the two soldiers a few feet
to the left of Croft was hit and fell, a sizzling wound in his chest.

Crouching low, Croft crawl ed over to his body. H s partner |ooked
inquiringly at the body as Croft felt for a pulse.

"He's dead," said Croft. "Keep firing!" he yelled opening up with
his own blaster, trying to keep | ow.

The I nsectoids were closing now, about half way across the
bridge, a nere 25 feet away, and Croft was considering a run for it,
down the stairwell. Hey, it was 242 flights, but the Insectoids would
have to clinb down themtoo. Just when the |laserfire over his head was
t he thickest, and he was about to give the evacuation order, he heard a
groan, and a reduced whine as if sonething were powering down.

The laser fire abruptly stopped and Croft risked popping his head
up to see an amazi ng sight.

The force bridge was flickering in places, fading in parts. The
Insectoids didn't have any emptions on their faces but they were surely
terrorized; for standard Insectoid troopers, despite the presence of
vestigial wings, can't really fly.

First one, then two troopers dropped through gaps in the
increasingly flickering path, and then there was a mad rush back to the
Conmer ce Building, and then the entire force bridge coll apsed, dropping



several dozen shrieking, buzzing Insectoids down to the street |evel
bel ow.

One of them had half managed to strap into a gravitator, but
hadn't strapped in all the way; and, slidding out of the harness, the
bug fell to the distant ground, the gravitator falling a half second
above the | nsectoid.

It was difficult to see the ground clearly at 242 stories up, but
Croft could hear the splatting sounds, and see the puddl es of green
forming even this far up

And the best part was that the Insectoids |anded on many of the
defendi ng I nsectoid ground troops, inflicting additional casualties.
Croft | ooking down for the first time, noticed that the ground troops
under General Arkik seemed to be holding their own.

And then tine speeded up yet again and the Insectoids who had
made it back to the far side opened fire on Croft and the remaini ng
sol dier. They could no | onger cross over, but they were stil
vul nerabl e to weapons fire.

"Evacuate," Croft said into his throat m ke. He and the trooper
on this level as well as the two fromthe roof quickly converged on the
el evator. The elevator was there, waiting for them one little detai
Croft had a soldier attend to during their attack. They entered the
el evator, and Croft pressed the "2" button

He noticed that one of the soldiers fromthe roof was bl eedi ng
froma shoul der wound.

"Just a graze," said soldiers. "Did you see themfall? | never
seen so many bugs get squashed all at once!™

Croft nodded, thinking of sonething else. Soneone el se. But there
was no time for that now. They still weren't in the clear

They got out at the second floor and took the stairwell down to
the ground floor, where the remaining Insectoids were pi nned down by
Arki k's nmen. Fortunately npst of the ground forces were in the Conmerce
Bui | di ng, not the Water Building, and Croft and his teamwere able to
take the remai nder of the Insectoids in the | obby of the Water Buil ding
from behi nd.

They shot several bugs in the back while they were busy ainm ng
at Arkik's nen and then Croft and his nmen raced out into the street.
The crossfire with the Conmerce Buil di ng was mnurderous, and anot her one
of Croft's men, one of the roof guards, was shot and killed as they ran
to rejoin Arkik's main force

After that, they staged an orderly retreat.

Everyone was cheery that night. They had taken significant
casualties but inflicted even nore on the Insectoids.

"Did you see the way they just fell and splat!" said one excited
sol dier. There was |aughter and anusenent all around. This was
certainly the biggest target that had been hit since the invasion
Everyone seenmed to have a new fighting spirit, as Inspir had predicted.
Inspir....

Croft took a walk to a quieter area and wondered if Inspir were
still alive. He could imagine Inspir reaching out and deactivating the
controls for the force bridge, just seconds before the Insectoids tore
into him

Sonehow he had gotten past the Insectoids on the force bridge,
but he was definitely nortal --he had been hit by two | aser bolts and
had been visibly wounded. If those shots hadn't killed him the
I nsectoi ds al nost certainly had.

And what had Inspir died for? To save four, no three other
peopl e? I nspir had been nuch nore inportant to their cause than any of
them even Croft.

And yet Inspir had acconplished what he had set out to do--to



reestablish a fighting spirit in the resistance. Croft remenbered their
di scussion the previous night, right before the raid. Croft had been
standi ng outside staring at the night sky, when he heard a voi ce.

"I's somet hing troubling you?"

"You're leaving," said Croft, not |ooking back. "R ght now,
you're the one holding this gang together. Once you leave it's going to
col l apse faster than a gravitator with a faulty power line. "

I nspir chuckl ed behind him "You still do not understand."
Croft turned around, facing him "Enlighten ne."
Inspir's smle only broadened. "That is, after all, ny primry

function. You think ny efforts are maintaining this fighting spirit,
yes?"

"Yes," said Croft.

"But what you don't realize is that | only hel ped you all find
t hat whi ch you had within you. Once | helped to bring that out, I amno
| onger needed to keep it there; it exists, naturally, on its own, and
needs no further help fromnme," said Inspir. "Each person is a mass of
often conflicting enotion. Once | show sonmeone that they can select the
best of their enotions to fit a circunstances, they no | onger need any
help fromne. Contrawise, if the enotion didn't exist sonewhere in the
first place, there would be nothing with all my powers that | could
do."

"That's a very nice speech,"” said Croft. "But even if we destroy
this particular subcommand, there are hundreds of other subcommand
bases all over August. And these guys reproduce |ike type-34 rabbits."

"Patience," said Inspir. "Yours is not the only force fighting
the Insectoids. You may in time come across other allies you didn't
know where there. After all, you were unaware of your own Cenera
Arki k, were you not?"

"Yeah, well, it's a big planet,” said Croft.

"Al'l you have to focus on right nowis formng a viable
resi stance and keeping the Insectoids off-balance. That will be a good
begi nning," said Inspir. "Even after | leave, | will return to check up
on you, fromtine to tinme, if I amable.”

Now, standing alone in the night, Croft wondered if Inspir would
ever be able.

Chapter 4: Lightning Raid in Sarney

He didn't give up

He persevered.

It wasn't about profits any nore.

It was about pride, and anger

He was tired, but he rarely slept.

He was hungry, but he rarely stopped to eat.

He was one of the best Graftonite trackers, and he always got his

nman.
And his name was Angry Red.
Angry Red surveyed the makeshift detection device in his hands.
The indicator was quite close now. Mngo was still wearing the collar

Red was in an enornous junkyard. There were millions of places to
hi de. The problemw th this makeshift detector was that within a
certain range it didn't indicate precise locations. At this point al
he knew was that Mongo was sonewhere within a hundred feet of him

"G ve yourself up," said Red, in a booming voice, as he suddenly
turned a corner. The goal was to keep noving, |ooking for a sight,
listening for a sound that night reveal where he was hiding.

"Surrender now," said Red, yelling.



There was no response, but he was sure that his former slave was
here. He turned around another corner, but saw nothing. He could be
anywhere. It was tinme for nore aggressive tactics to flush Mongo out.

"I'f you don't surrender in the next ten seconds,"” said Red, "I

will detonate." He turned around another corner, but only saw anot her
pile of junk.
"Ten.... nine... eight..."

Mongo's heart nearly |eapt out of his body. Wat should he do?
What shoul d he do?

"Seven... six... five..."

The thought of returning to Red was terrible. But the thought of
havi ng his head bl own of f was even worse. At |east there was a chance
that Red wouldn't kill him if he surrendered.

Angry Red kept wal ki ng, scanning the area around him

"Five... four..."

And then Mongo got a fast forward vision, and another, and
another. Al showed hi msuccessfully staying in hiding and escaping
fromRed. How could this be? Mongo searched frantically for futures
where he got his head bl own off.

"Three... two...."

Mongo couldn't find any futures where he got his head bl own off.
Does that nmean they didn't exist?

"One...."

Mongo jerked up, causing a pile of debris to go scattering. He
was on a wall of debris at the edge of the junkyard. Angry Red, fifty
feet away, sw veled and saw him

"Surrender!" said Red triunmphantly.

Mongo stared at Red, concentrating hard on possible futures. In
that one extra second he cane to an undeni abl e concl usi on

Red couldn't detonate his explosives. Hs new tracking device was
just that; a tracking device.

Mongo turned to leap off the wall and | and outside the junkyard.

"I'f you do that, I'll detonate!" said Angry Red, his finger on
the button.

Mongo took a deep breath and junped.

He | anded, but the only sound he heard was the heavy footsteps of
Angry Red racing to find the nearest way out of the junkyard.

It had all been a bluff. Angry Red couldn't detonate the charges.

Mongo scanpered to the relative safety of a nearby building with
an entrance to the undercity before Angry Red managed to get out of the
j unkyar d.
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An idea canme to Croft one day, about a nmonth after their raid on
the I evel 242 force bridge, when he was watching the holovid. The three
di mensi onal image showed the Silencer, fighting a wild beast in the
arena. The crowds were roaring, the beast was attacking, the Silencer
| ooki ng bl oody and brui sed, was doing his best despite the fact that he
had only one good arm and then-

the canera nmonmentarily panned to the open sky over the arena.

And then Croft realized something he already knew. Now that they
had gravitators, for the first time they had a realistic chance to
rescue the Silencer!

He told the others his plan. Sashay was worried, the d apper
cl apped, and Red Sally pointedly asked if this rescue operation would
gi ve her the opportunity to torch sone bugs. Wth such predictable
responses, why had he bothered to ask?

He had little difficulty securing the gravitators. They had
recovered 15 fromthe I nsectoids. General Arkik had gone back north,



taking 10 of the gravitators and a nunmber of recruits with him That
left five here. Croft used his influence to requisition all five. He
prom sed to return themin good working order. He would take Red Sally,
the C apper, and two other soldiers. They would have to ferry the
gravitators by night, going at |low altitudes, as they headed back to
the east coast, and that would be tricky. Croft estimated it would take
three or four steady nights of flying to get there. But it was worth
it, if they could rescue the Silencer

He started to nake plans. They would | eave in two days.
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Wheezi ng and breathing heavily, Mngo lay down in his |atest
hi di ng place. Angry Red was still chasing him What profit was there in
that? So Mongo had arranged for himto be shot. But he was taking it
very personally. Maybe he had never been shot before.

If he wanted to escape Angry Red, he needed to get rid of the
collar. Was the collar really boobytrapped? Maybe it had all been a
lie. If there were no expl osives he could get a rock, or sonething
sharp, and break the collar off hinself.

Mongo fished the primary tracker he had taken from Red out of his
pocket. The screen was dark. There was a series of slimbuttons on it,

but no way to tell if any of themcould be used to detonate the collar
No, there was no way he was going to take a ganble with this
device. If he wanted to be safe he needed... he needed...

Mongo needed help. He didn't like to admit it, but he did. And
how woul d he get hel p? Who woul d hel p Mongo? Everyone Mongo encountered
wanted to enslave him to |lock himup. Everyone except... Croft.

Sure, Croft had used his ability, and had been unkind to Mongo at
times. In fact, many tinmes. But he had never held Mongo captive, or
forced himto risk his Iife; at |east, not nore than the others, and he
had treated Mongo equally, as |least, as equally as Croft was capabl e of
treati ng anyone el se.

Croft could safely renove the collar, Mngo felt sure.

But where was Croft now? Was he even alive.

Thi nk, Mongo, he told hinmself. The only way he was going to get
out of this was to think, and think hard.

Squeezing his eyes tightly, willing hinmself to focus, he waited
as one vision after another unfolded in his mind...
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The Silencer stood in the arena, his arns at his side. "I won't
fight," he said bluntly, dropping the doubl e-edged pi ke.

Facing himwere three of his fellow prisoners. Al had survived
previous battles in the arena, though not nearly as many as the
Si | encer.

"You WLL fight," said Czzz, speaking through a | oudspeaker

"I won't kill innocent people," said the Silencer

"Then YOU will die!" said Czzz. He addressed the three other
prisoners. "PRI SONERS! Only one of you will be allowed to wal k out of
the arena. Fight!"

The prisoners | ooked at each other with hesitancy in their eyes.

"Quards!" said Czzz. "If fighting does not begin in 20 seconds,
kill everyone in the arena!"

The Insectoid guards raised their rifles in anticipation

The Sil encer sat down on the ground.

At that noment, sonething snapped and the prisoners, fearing for
their lives, attacked. Two attacked each other while a third canme for
the Sil encer

He stared calmMy at the man approachi ng him who was obviously
terrified. But the man charged the Silencer with his pike and still the



Sil encer sat there.

It was one of those instant replay nonents that were so common of
the Silencer. Everything proceeded in a blur, but in the slow replay
they could see the Silencer grabbing his discarded pike while ducking
to the side of the extended pike that was thrust at him and then
wacki ng his attacker across the legs with the handle portion of his
pi ke.

H s attacker went down, clutching his legs in agony, and the
Sil encer was on his feet, looking calmy at his attacker

The attacker painfully got to his feet, grabbing his weapon as
the Silencer politely watched. "I have no choice, Silencer."

"I understand," said the Silencer coldly. And he ducked in around
the attacker's guard and | anded an open pal mattack against his
opponent' s forehead.

H s opponent fell to the ground again and did not nove.

The Silencer turned to the two who were still fighting each other
and qui ckly knocked them out with open pal mattacks as well, dropping
them as easily as one might cut a clunp of bananas froma tree.

"Kill them" Czzz booned

"No," said the Silencer. "According to your own rules, only one
of us could walk out of the arena. Well, the others can't walk."

The crowd roared and buzzed wildly. Czzz, in a rage, nonethel ess
ordered the prisoners renmoved. The Silencer had been an irritant for a
long time, but that was now about to change.

The Sil encer was bound in shackles and brought to Czzz's office.

"You have becone nore and nore rebellious, Silencer," said Czzz.
"I admt, we have never ordered you to kill your own kind before. But
you have generally become | ess cooperative."

The Sil encer said not hing.

"Even when you kill, it is all nechanical now There is no
showmanship, no flair to keep us entertained."

The Silencer didn't respond.

"But | think now, finally, we have found sonmething that wll
break your silence, your nonotony. Sonething that will energize you.
Sonething that will make you positively tal kative.

"That's unlikely," said the Silencer grinmy, speaking for the
first tine.

"Why?" Czzz asked
"You killed everything that |I |loved. Everything is meaningl ess
now. "

"Aaaah," said Czzz. "But we haven't killed everything you | oved,
not if you nean your wife... An-nee?"

The Silencer's face cane alive, in a way Czzz had never seen

"Ah, so | see we do have the right Silencer, then. You were under
t he perception that your wi fe was dead, yes?"

"She isn't dead?" said the Silencer sharply.

"We intercepted a cargo ship carrying her to your homeworld,"
said Czzz. "W destroyed the cargo ship, but not before boarding to
t ake prisoners.”

"Annie is alive?"

"She fought hard, and we were forced to use gas to take her. W
quickly realized that we had a fellow Graftonite in our possession.”

"Where is she?" said the Silencer

"She is right here," said Czzz. He pressed a button, and an inage
cane onto the screen. Annie was nude, unnoving, inside some sort of
chanber.

"What have you done to her!" the Silencer growl ed, rattling his
restraints. The guards involuntarily took a step back

"She is unharnmed, in cryogenic suspension," said Czzz. "But our



veterinarian experinentation division would like to use her in severa
promi sing tests-"

"No!" the Silencer yelled, straining at his restraints. Two
Insectoid claw arnms pushed down on his shoul ders, to prevent him from
| eaping for Czzz's throat.

"But | could use ny influence to keep her safe,"” said Czzz. "That
is, if you asked nme to. Al you would have to do is to ask ne to."

"Keep her safe," said the Silencer

"What was that. what did you say?" Czzz suddenly seened to be
hard of heari ng.

The Silencer glared at Czzz. "Please keep her safe.”

"Please? | didn't know you had that word in your vocabul ary,
Silencer," said Czzz. "In fact, | think this is the |ongest
conversati on we have ever had."

"What do you want?" said the Silencer, his shoul ders sl unping.

"Not much," said Czzz. "For now, nmerely to be nore entertaining
in the arena.”

"Al'l right," said the Silencer. "But | still won't kill human
i nnocents. "

"For now, that's acceptable,” said Czzz. "You' ve al ready nade
good progress. We'll talk nore."

"Wait! | want to see her!" said the Silencer, as he was dragged

of f.
"I'f you cooperate, all nmay be possible," said Czzz.
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Croft was taking one of his nocturnal walks to clear his head. It
shoul d be reasonably safe; the Insectoids hadn't sent a patrol into
this area in days. Instead they had reinforced their previous position
only sending out fewer but |larger patrols during the day. For once they
were the ones reacting.

Croft wal ked around on the streets. As he wal ked, he heard a
patter of feet behind him The odd thing was, it didn't sound |like the
sound of human feet, or the heavier clonping of Insectoid troopers.

Croft stopped near a pillar, to provide cover for nost of his
body. The sounds behi nd hi m st opped

Croft | ooked over his shoulder. He could see nothing in the
gl oom He peered for a | ong nonent.

Al was quiet.

Croft started wal ki ng agai n.

The patter of feet quietly followed.

Could it be sonme kind of animal? There were no free roam ng
animals in this part of August that Croft was aware of.

A likelier explanation was that this was sone new ki nd of hunting
beast that the Insectoids were using, sone kind of bloodhound.

But why didn't it overtake and attack hin®

Maybe it wasn't a predator. Maybe it was following himso it
coul d |l ocate his hideout.

In which case going back to base for help would be the worst
possi bl e thing he could do.

Havi ng consi dered the possibilities, and settled on a course of
action, Croft quickly rounded a corner, ducked behind another pillar
and drew his bl aster.

The thing that pitter pattered around the corner stopped, and
started sniffing. It didn't need to know that Croft had stopped again,

it could actually snell it.
Croft waited, sweat starting to formon his brow as he ainmed his
gun into the blackness. Could this thing be invisible? Wll, at |east

he could hear it com ng.



"I say, were you going to shoot me with that?" said a very
cul tured voi ce.

"What ? Who's there?" said Croft, spinning around. He couldn't see
anyt hi ng or anyone in the bl ackness of the night.

"Perhaps a formw Il make you nore confortable," said the voice,
whi ch was starting to sound famliar. A white shinmering sheet appeared
in front of Croft.

"How can this bright sheet appear in front of me wi thout casting
off light in any direction?" Croft said.

"Ch, you are really on top of your game, nost inpressive, for an
i nferior species," said the voice jovially. "I always knew you had
potential. You see, this is all in your mnd."

"You' re conmuni cating tel epathically?"

"At the nonment," cane the voice.

"Wl d you nmind identifying yourself?" Croft said, still rotating
slowy, his gun in hand.

"Yes, as a matter of fact | would," said the voice.

"There's something... something faniliar about your voice," said
Croft.

"How about this one?" said the voice, |owering several octaves.

"No, that's not familiar at all,"” said Croft.

"Cood, " the voice continued.

"I know you," said Croft.

"Actually, we've never net," said the voice. "But |I've heard
not hi ng but good things about you, Cifford Croft."

"From whon?" said Croft, |lowering his weapon. Whatever was goi ng
to happen, he already had a sense that he was in no inmm nent danger; if
this was an eneny, the danger would be nore subtle, nore |ong-term

"Good, good," said the voice, noticing he was becom ng nore
rel axed. "I"'mhere to help."

"That's kind of hard to believe when you won't even show yoursel f
or tell me who you are."

"That's not permitted," said the voice. "Ch, there's nothing
technically wong in revealing nyself to you-"

"So do so-"

"But if the others found out, there would be nothing but trouble.
You under st and, don't you?"

"No, | don't," said Croft.

"Good," said the voice. "I need your help."
"I thought you just said you wanted to help me," said Croft.
"I do," said the voice earnestly. "But by hel ping ne you'll be

hel pi ng yoursel f."

"How stupid do you think | anf"

"For your race, you are reputed to be quite intelligent," said
the voice. "Now, on to business. After years of research, the
I nsect oi ds have constructed a new version of the shield generators on
their ships, and have started production. | need you to get ne the
techni cal schematics for this shield generator.”

"I see," said Croft. "And where m ght they be obtained, M.
Towel ?"

"M. Towel ?"

"I'f you won't reveal yourself, all | have to work with is this
glowing flapping thing. It looks a little like a towel."

"I was trying for a sheet."

"Show yourself or tell ne your real nanme and 1'll call you
anyt hing you like."

"M. Towel is acceptable for now " said the voice.

"Now, how can | possibly get access to this information? It nust
tightly guarded, and available only in a very limted nunber of
pl aces,"” said Croft.



"True, | suppose, but the conputers on the flagship in orbit wll
certainly have them |'msure.”

"I"'msure," Croft agreed. "So all | have to do is to get across
the continent to Sarney Sarittenden undetected, steal a shuttle
undet ect ed, get aboard the mothership undetected, and break into the
dat abase, al so undetected, even though I don't know a word of
| nsect oi d?"

"Precisely," said M. Towel.

"Quch!" said Croft, suddenly grabbing his head, which throbbed in
pai n. "What was that?"

"Recognition of the basic 200 words of the Insectoid witten

| anguage you'll need to access their database, plus basic conmputer
operation. You had better use it soon, it will wear off in a week or
two. "

"I"mnot doing anything until | know nore about who you are and

what you're going to do with this information," said Croft, feeling the
throbbing in his head start to subside. "How do | know that you're not
another alien race that sinply wants to use ne to steal the technol ogy?
O howdo | knowthis isn't a trap just to capture ne?"

"difford," said M. Towel. "If | wanted to capture you, the task
woul d al ready be done. Isn't it obvious that | can incapacitate you at
any time?"

"Ch. True."

"As for being another race wanting to use the technol ogy for ny
own end, well, that's hard to comrent on. You'll just have to learn to
trust ne in tinme."

"No thanks," said Croft. "There's no way that I'mgoing to risk
my life just on your say-so."

"And yet you are about to risk your life heading to Sarney
Sarittenden for a totally different reason, are you not?"

"What do you nean?" said Croft, his stomach tightening.

"To rescue your friend, the Silencer."

"Can you read ny thoughts?" said Croft. Another thought quickly
occurred to him "Are you Inspir?"

"W]O?"

"Well, | suppose that answers that question,"” said Croft. Inspir
woul dn't hide like this anyway, even if he were still alive. "Yes,
since you seemto know, | amgoing to rescue the Silencer."

"What if | help you?" said M. Towel.

"Don't need your help," said Croft suspiciously.

"You think you can just plunk down with your gravitators into
Sarney Stadium grab the Silencer, and head back up agai n?" M. Towel
chuckled. "difford, oh, Cifford."

"What, what? It's a good plan!" said Croft defensively.

"It's only good in conmparison to your previous efforts to rescue

your Silencer," said M. Towel. "As you see, | do know quite a | ot
about you. Now, if | agree to help you, will you help nme?"
"Specifically howw Il you help ne?"
"Il tell you why your attenpt to save your Silencer can't
possi bly work; in return, for saving your life, you'll go on ny m ssion

instead. "

Croft was about to respond when he suddenly heard a sound; then
anot her, then another. It was the sound of repeated claps.

H s weapon drawn, he watched as the Cl apper cane out of the
gl oom

"Croft! Cap! Croft! dap!"

"\What are you doi ng here?"

"Sally sent ne |ooking for you," said the Cl apper. "You' ve been
gone a while."

"I''mfine," said Croft.



"She didn't ask if you were fine," said the C apper, standing
right in front of the white, wavey sheet.

"Thanks," said Croft. He | ooked at the bright, white wavey sheet.
"You don't see anything here, do you?"

"See what ?"

"Ch, | don't know, a bright wavey sheet, maybe?"

The C apper |ooked around, and right through it. "No."

"Thanks. You can head back to base now "

"What about Sally?"

"She's already back at base,"” said Croft, being deliberately

obt use.

"So she is," said the C apper. d apping sporadically, he headed
off into the gl oom

"You still there?" said Croft, talking to the wavey sheet.

"Yes," came M. Towel.

"Where were we?" said Croft.

"I was telling you how you were risking your life for nothing to
rescue your friend."

"No, | renmenber now, " said Croft. "You were about to tell me how
to safely rescue ny friend."

"I't's an unnecessary risk. If you die, you won't be able to get
ny the shield schematics."

"Then you'll have to help ne so | won't die," said Croft. "I
bel i eve you now. "

"You do?"

"Yes. | believe you want the shield schematics. If you want them
you're going to have to help me save ny friend."

"Very well," M. Towel, sighing. "The Insectoids are painfully

aware that you were behind the attack on their substation. They have
phot os placing you at the scene."

"And you know this because--"

"They al so know of your attachment to the Silencer, and have nade
an el ementary deduction as to what you nean to do with those
gravitators you captured.”

El enentary? Croft had only figured it out yesterday!

"They have placed two | aser AA enpl acenents around the upper
edges of the stadium And they have a gravitator platformwaiting to
anbush you when you arrive," said M. Towel.

"And how do you propose to defeat thenP"

"I don't propose," said M. Towel. "It's an unnecessary risk."

"And breaking into the Insectoid flagship isn't a risk that's ten
times greater? | think if the shield schematics you wanted were in the
stadi um you'd be pushing ne there."

"Those schematics could save mllions of lives, difford. Your
friend is only one man."

"I'f you want my help, you'll have to give sone of yours."

"Ch, very well," said M. Towel. "There may be a way to defeat
their defenses.”

"Somehow, " said Croft, "I thought there would be."

When he got back to their base he i mediately sought out the
Gl apper. "There's been a change of plans. You're going with us.”

The C apper cl apped hysterically.

"Why?" said Red Sally.

Croft decided it would take too long to explain, and just waved
her off for now

The next day they made final preparations. They would fly the
gravitators by night, traveling low to avoid the Insectoid detection
grid. The team now consisted of Croft, Red Sally, the C apper, Yaney,



and Lopka, one of Arkik's soldiers. Lopka (Sergeant Lopka, actually)
clained he used to be in the junp troop, so he should be able to handle
a gravitator.

They prepared to take off at sundown. They were getting ready to
take off in a courtyard when Croft heard a scream

"Croft! Croooft!" he heard, and saw an enmaci ated figure with
fl appi ng arms scanpering towards him

Croft inmediately drew his blaster, though he thought he
recogni zed the figure.

It was Mongo.

"Croft!" said Mongo, running up. He grabbed Croft's boots and
held on for dear life. "Nice Croft! You have to hel p Mongo!"

"That's a bit abrupt, isn't it?" said Croft. "Wy not start with
"Hello Croft, it's Mongo! | have returned! How are you? Sorry | ran out
on you | ast year-"

"No time, no tine!" Mongo hissed. "Mist | eave now"

"Does the tine sensitive nature of your request have anything to
do with the rather unusual collar around your neck?" Croft inquired.

"Red com ng, Angry Red!" Mongo hi ssed. "Mist go, nust go now "

"I"'mright here," said Red Sally, getting confused. "And |'m not
going to hurt you. She quickly amended, "Not unless you give ne a new
reason to."

"No, Angry Red," said Mongo, his eyes wide. "Killer, after Mongo!
It was he who put explosive collar on Mongo. He treats Mngo badly,
beating him Now hunti ng Mongo."

"I begin to understand,"” said Croft. "Understand what happened to
you, that is, after you left us. Wat | still fail to understand is why
| should help you after you cut and ran?"

"Must help," said Mongo, trenbling as he grabbed Croft's knees.
"Pl ease, please please please! Not much tine."

Croft, despite hinmself, was starting to feel sorry for the poor
creature.

"Hey, if we help you, what will you do for us?" said Red Sally.

"Mongo hel p," said Mongo. "Mongo hel p you now. "

"Hel p us what ?"

"Do whatever it is you are going to do," said Mongo. "Now that
Mongo with you, Mongo can better see what you will be doing, what
dangers there will be."

"What dangers will there be?" said Croft.

Mongo cl osed his eyes, concentrating. Angry Red woul d be here at
any mnute. But he tried to focus.

"Danger!" said Mongo. "Danger in stadium™

"Thanks, but we already knew that," said Croft. "Do you have
anyt hing el se for us?"

"Mongo can prevent danger, but only if you take Mongo with you."

Croft considered. Mongo was al ready scared out of his mnd.

Qovi ously, whoever was after himwas form dabl e.

"W don't have room and |I'mnot about to trust you with a
gravitator and bunp one of ny own-"

"Mongo can ride with soneone," said Mngo.

"Not me!" said Red Sally, her hair turning the slightest bit red
at the thought.

The C apper cl apped.

"Yes, yes, | go with Capper. Friend, O apper, friend!" said
Mongo.

"Are you willing to spend three or four days strapped in with
hi n?" Croft asked.

The C apper cl apped again, either agreeing or just clapping
reflexively, Croft wasn't sure which.

"Al'l right," Croft sighed. "Shall we renove your collar first? I



don't want it exploding-"

"No time, no tine, must go now " Mongo shrieked.

They strapped thenselves in and prepared to | aunch. As Croft
finished attaching the last strap he yelled to Mongo, who was getting
strapped in with the O apper, "W is this Red Anger anyway?"

"Grafton Killer!" Mngo said.

The gravitators slowy took off. The O apper and Mngo | ooked
comcal in theirs--the C apper was strapped to his gravitator, while
Mongo was strapped to the O apper, wiggling and squirm ng around. The
O apper | ooked troubled, until he wornmed his hands free so he could
both operate the controls and clap periodically.

As they gained altitude they clearly saw a red headed man runni ng
into the courtyard. Before they knew it there were blaster shots
whi zzi ng around them They were probably too far up for even the
Graftonite to make an accurate hit, but they didn't want to wait around
to get | ucky.

Croft maneuvered his gravitator forward so that it was level with
t he d appers.

"Mongo, was that the guy?"

Mongo nodded.

"Very nice," said Croft. As if they didn't have enough probl ens,
now t hey had one nore.

They flew | ow for three days, always flying at night and hiding
during the day. Croft was acutely aware that if one of the gravitators
br oke down during the trip that two of them would have to double up
fromthe | ooks of Mongo and the O apper, that |ooked very
unconf ort abl e.

The trip was tiring; gravitators weren't nade for |ong journeys,
and they felt the harnesses digging into themduring the first night of
flying. But after three and a half nights of relatively uneventfu
flying (except for the tine that Mongo and the Cl apper got |ost) they
managed to make their way to Sarney Sarittenden. They needed rest, and
a place to hide; stashing their gravitators in an abandoned buil di ng
under sone rubbish, they made their way on foot, through the
underground, to Croft's abandoned spaceship hideout. It had been a long
time since he had been there, and he approached it cautiously; but when
he clinmbed inside, it appeared that it hadn't been touched. Fromthe
outside it |ooked Iike (and was) a crashed spaceship; but on the inside
it was the perfect hideout near the heart of Sarney Sarittenden

They rested for a day before taking up flight again. Now the
m ssion was really getting risky. If they were spotted getting into
position they could easily be caught, or shot down.

The plan was for Croft and Yaney to fly to the stadium at night.
The stadium had all sorts of defenses, but it was enpty at night, and
it was hoped the Insectoids wouldn't prepare for an aerial attack when
no one was there.

When Croft |anded on the very edge of the lip of the stadium
everything seemed quiet. They had seen sonme guards at the entrance to
the stadium but the night sky had masked their approach. It didn't
seem like there were any guards inside the stadi um

They got to work; Yaney went inside one |aser enplacenent while
Croft went inside another. In ten nminutes, their job was done, and they
silently nounted their gravitators and headed back to their hideout.

But first they headed straight up into the clouds before headi ng
west; if they were spotted, the whole effort would be worse than
usel ess.

They got back to the hideout, apparently wi thout being spotted.
But tonorrow they would have to fly during the daylight, which would be
much nore difficult.



"So when are you going to help us?" said Croft. "So far you
haven't told us anything useful."

"Tonmorrow, " said Mongo. "Mongo hel p you tonorrow. "

"Good," said Croft. "Because if you aren't helpful, | may just
drop you off where | found you."

"Mongo hel p, Mongo hel p," Mngo squeaked. "Wat about Mongo
col l ar?"

"I't looks fetching on you," said Croft.

"Croft renmove Mongo col |l ar?"

"Croft renmove Mongo col |l ar when Mongo do something for Croft,”
said Croft.

"Ch," said Mongo

The next day the Silencer was scheduled to fight in a match with
a new eneny, sone kind of giant sal anmander. He stood out in the arena
under the norning sun, holding an el ectrobl ade. He was only given an
el ectrobl ade for the tough nonsters.

What woul d happen now was the sanme thing that had happened many
ti mes before. Czzz woul d nake the announcenents, conmbat woul d begi n,
and the Silencer would kill.

Only this tine the script was playing out differently. Suddenly,
out of nowhere, five gravitators streaked out of nowhere and started to
touch down near his position. As they cane close to the ground Croft
gave the crowds sonething to think about, pressing the buttons that
woul d detonate the explosives they had placed in the AA positions. The
fiery explosions distracted the crowds, at |east nonmentarily.

"No, no!" Mngo shrieked as they approached the ground.

"What ?" said Croft.

"40 feet to the right, 40 feet to the right," Mngo shrieked.

Croft | ooked quizzically at him but notioned everyone to |and 40
feet to the right. That put themfarther away fromthe Sil encer then
t hey want ed.

The Silencer was imrediately running for their position, but so
was the recently rel eased sal amander. This time, however, a new factor
cane into play--blasters. Croft opened fire on the creature, but his
shots only seenmed to tickle it.

The Silencer was running for the gravitators, but the sal anander
was now right behind him

"Dodge!" Red Sally screamed, and the Silencer rolled to the side
just as she sent forth a sheet of flane that burned the top of the
sal amander's head, neck, and body.

Croft snelled burning sal amander as the thing shrieked wildly and
started to roll on its back to try to put out the flames. Wile that
was happeni ng a shadow appeared over head.

It was a massive gravitator platform and it was |losing altitude,
fast. Wen it was level with themit would undoubtedly open fire.

"Now " yelled Croft.

The C apper concentrated, and the gravitator platformstarted to
spin wildly. The pilot tried to regain control, but every tine it
regai ned control for a few seconds, it would spin wildly again, casting
of f trooper bodies into the crowds and the arena.

The C apper was getting blue in the face, fighting to keep the
pl atform destabilized. Finally he gave a giant push with his mnd that
sent the platformcareeni ng agai nst the stadium It actually bounced as
it went down the stadium seats, crushing the Insectoids underneath,
like it was a giant sled going dowhill, until it crashed and expl oded
in the arena--just 40 feet to their left.

"Mongo hel ped," said Mongo, nmaking eye contact with Croft, for an
i nstant .

At that noment the Silencer ran up to Croft and grabbed himin a



tight hug with one arm "Go!" he cried.

The gravitators lifted off as one, zoom ng up and out of the
arena at top speed. A few stray bolts were fired but none cane cl ose
enough to noti ce.

They stashed their gravitators and took a circuitous route back
to the crashed spaceship hideout. The Insectoids would be nobilized in
force to look for them Croft's plan was to hide for a few days until
the search abat ed.

After they had eaten and drank, they rested as best they could in
the cramped quarters. "You came back for ne," said the Silencer, a
little surprised. "It's just been so long. | thought you were dead, or-

"W never forgot about you," said Croft. "But until recently, we
didn't have the means to rescue you."

"The gravitators," said the Silencer.

Croft nodded. He pointed to the Silencer's right arm "Is it-"

"Still," said the Silencer. "But that doesn't matter, Cifford.
Annie's alive."

"Alive?" said Croft. "How do you know?"

"They showed nme a vid," said the Silencer.

"Do you know where?"

"Coul d be anywhere," said the Silencer. "But now | have a reason
for living, again. |I've got to find her."

"Good," said Croft. "You know, |I'mgoing to tap into an Insectoid
dat abase in a few days. It's a very dangerous mi ssion but-"

"Il come," said the Silencer quickly.

"What mission is this?" said Red Sally, coning into the room The
O apper and Yaney soon fol |l owed.

Croft sighed, and told his story.

"So because some anonynous voice told you to do this, you're
going to?" said Sally.

"M. Towel gave me accurate information about the stadium" said
Croft. "Wthout it, we mght've been killed by the AA guns or the
gravitator platform™

"Mongo hel p too," said Mongo, pointing to his collar.

Croft nodded. "Cone here, boy," he said, calling himlike a pet.
Mongo scampered over and Croft started | ooking at the collar.

"It sounds like a suicide nmissionto ne," said Red Sally.

"Luckily for you, I"'mthe only one who has to go," said Croft. He
hmm hnmmed as he studied the collar, and took a small el ectropick out
of his jacket.

"Careful, may be expl osives," said Mngo.

"Expl osi ves?" said Red Sally, not liking this conversation one

bit.

"Don't worry," said Croft. "I know what |'m doing."

"I"'mgetting out of here," said Sally, turning to go.

"Too late," said Croft. There was an al nost inaudible click, and
the collar came off.

"OFf? Free?" said Mongo. He gave Croft a hug. "Thank you! Ch
thank you, difford Croft! Mongo, very, very grateful!"

Croft grinned. "It was easy."

"Was no explosives in collar then?" said Mngo.

"Yes, there were," said Croft, pointing to a putty |ike substance
on the inside of the collar. "See? But picking the | ock was still
easy."

"Cetting back to this mission-" said Red Sally.

"I"ll go with just the Silencer," said the Croft.

"But you'll be recognized!" said Sally. "If not you, certainly
the Silencer.”

"Please don't teach ne ny job," said Croft, opening a honenade



di sgui se kit he had brought with him "Picking | ocks, disguises, and
infiltrating are sonmething I know nore than bit about. W |eave in two
days."

Actually, they left in four. It took that long for the signs of
the frantic search for themto dissipate; once they weren't found in
the city, the search expanded outwards. Croft watched the progress of
the search on the city nonitors. He had tapped into nuch of the
Insectoid public network, from cables running through the undercity
whi ch the I nsectoids were now using.

But Croft's analysis of the broadcasts al so brought him
di sturbing news. He was watching a news broadcast, which, being in the
I nsectoid | anguage was mneani ngless to him but watching the pictures
he saw a human recei ving what | ooked |ike a nmedal froman Insectoid. A
human recei ving a nmedal ?

Croft rewound and instant replayed the broadcast. It was
definitely a human, and, zooming in on the small screen, he recognized
t he i mage.

It was friend, arnorer, and brilliant cook, Levi Esherkol

"Levi," Croft whispered in disbelief.

"He's a collaborator,"” snarled Red Sally.

"Not Levi," said Croft.

"Some people will do anything to survive," said Yaney.

"Fromthis broadcast, it looks like he's on the flagship," said
the Silencer calmy. "That's good."

"CGood?" said Croft.

"We'll kill two birds with one stone,” said the Silencer. "Wen
we go to get the shield schematics, we'll also kill your friend."

Rk S S SRR I R R R S R IRk o b o

Croft and the Silencer, wearing plastiformdisguises, nmade their
way surreptitiously through the undercity. They were wearing the sane
control collars that human slaves wore; M. Towel had told Croft that
human sl aves were for the first tine being allowed onto the flagship.

For the first time. If true, that neant if Levi was on the
flagship, then he wasn't a slave. Then he was a col | aborat or

Croft wondered if they would be able to find Levi, wondered if

the Silencer would really kill him and wondered if he could di ssuade
the Silencer fromkilling him and, nost inportantly, wondered if he
shoul d di ssuade the Silencer fromkilling him If Levi had becone a

col l aborator. ...

That was very unlikely. If Levi wanted to escape the |nsectoids,
all he had to do was pack up and go into the woods. But maybe the
I nsect oi ds had taken himby surprise.

Croft glanced at the Silencer. He had changed. The old Silencer
woul d never volunteer for a mission like this, at |east not before
being told how many | nsectoids he'd be allowed to kill

But now the Silencer once again had an agenda for |iving--
locating his wife, Annie. Croft only hoped that they would be able to
find some information about her in the Insectoid nenory banks.

They retrieved a small box inside a panel in a certain junction
of a certain sublevel. Croft studied the official |ooking disks. He
wondered how M. Towel had been able to obtain them They would be
easiest to obtain if M. Towel worked for the |Insectoids. Wre they
wal king into a trap?

They would find out soon enough. Croft and the Sil encer stepped
out of the undercity onto the surface at Sarney Spaceport. Croft had to
resist the inmpulse to run as he saw two Insectoid troopers snap to
awar eness, pointing their blast rifles at him



"Hurmans! Why are you unaccompani ed?" cane the harsh voice over
the glowing translation device. Not waiting for a reply, it added,
"l dentify!"

Croft wordlessly held up their official disks, which were
scanned.

If they were to be betrayed, this is the nonent that it would
happen, so Croft figured.

There was a pause, and then a beep

"Day shift |aborers,” said the guard, reading the panel. "I was
unaware that you were permitted to travel freely."

"W were conpleting an errand for our master,
hi s head bowed.

The I nsectoid guard paused. "Proceed!" it said, opening the

said Croft meekly,

gate.

Croft and the Silencer entered, walking with their heads down,
shuffling like dispirited | aborers.

The Silencer started walking to an Insectoid shuttle, but Croft
hi ssed, "No, this way," and indicated that he should follow Croft.

Croft | ooked around. There were Insectoids craw ing about
everywhere. They didn't seemto be attracting any attention, but it
woul d only take seconds for soneone to sound the alarm and grab them

The Silencer followed Croft, who led himto an Alliance shuttle.

"They let Alliance shuttles aboard their flagship?" said the
Si | encer incredul ously.

"I"'mtold that they have been using a | ot nore human resources
lately," said Croft. "Wen they first arrived they wouldn't use any
human t echnol ogy or even humans for anything other than brute | abor
But sonet hi ng changed that nade them nore acconmodating. "

"And the voice told you all this," said the Silencer.

"Yes," said Croft. He operated the controls. "Launching."

"Shoul dn't we have gotten | aunch perm ssion?" said the Silencer
"And won't the flagship challenge us before we | and?"

"They don't quite trust humans well enough to pilot shuttles,"”
said Croft, "So anything | said to their air traffic control would give
us away. Believe nme, | thought of that too. I'mtold that shuttles fly
back and forth so frequently that they don't have to check in."

"Again, you're trusting the voice," said the Silencer

"Again, I'mtrusting M. Towel," Croft agreed.

They approached the flagship. It was a huge superbattl eship,
bristling with armanments; one pulse fromone of its smaller cannons
could have conmpletely deci mated the shuttle. The hanger bay was big
enough to fit a small destroyer. Croft |anded the shuttle, apparently
wi t hout noti ce.

Shutting down the engines, Croft picked up a box and handed
another to the Silencer

"What are these for?"

"We're | aborers, renenber?" said Croft. "W also can't let on
that we were the pilots. Now, just follow nme and let nme do the
tal ki ng. "

They di senbarked fromthe shuttle; an Insectoid was standi ng
there, apparently staring at themwith its multiplex eyes.

"Yes, master," Croft hurriedly said, speaking into the shuttle
entrance as if there were an Insectoid pilot there. "W will deliver
these i medi ately and return.”

He and the Silencer left the |anding bay, and slowy wal ked down
a hal I way, apparently at random But Croft had a partial map inprinted
in his mnd; he went down an el evator, left, then right, then right
agai n; they found thenselves at the entrance to the records interface
center. He | ooked around to make sure they weren't seen, and then
nodded to the Silencer; both of them dropped their boxes and drew their



guns, whi ch they had hidden under their pants, strapped above their
ankl es.

"Renenber, be careful not to shoot instrumentation," said Croft.
The Sil encer |ooked at himscornfully, as if he were giving a grownup
advice that one would give to a child.

They charged into the room which was filled with gl eam ng
machi nery. Two | nsectoids | ooked up; and, a second |ater, two
I nsectoids dropped to the ground with large holes in their thoraxes.

"Quard the door," said Croft, sitting down at the ternminal. It
all | ooked alien to him He tried to concentrate and think about the
instructions M. Towel had put in his brain. Then he started tapping
keys.

After a bit of trial and error, he found the information about
the shield schematics, and downl oaded the information onto a disk
Croft only briefly paused to wonder how M. Towel would be able to
access information on an Insectoid disk, and then put it out of his
mnd; M. T. obviously had nore access to resources than he did.

When the information was downl oaded, the next thing he did was
try to locate Levi. He had really only been given enough of an
understandi ng of the Insectoid witten |anguage to find the shield
schematics, and quickly gave up. Then he got an idea. Pulling up a map
of the ship, he tapped into the internal sensors, scanning in the nobst
likely areas.

He found hinself staring at one ugly group of bugs after another
But after a few mnutes, he caught the famliar inmage of the portly
sci enti st who had hel ped hi mon many m ssions.

"You've found him" said the Silencer, glancing at the nmatching
| ocation on the ship's map. "Now what about Annie?"

Suddenly the door slid open and an Insectoid stepped in. The
Silencer shot it quickly, his eyes barely flickering from Croft.

Croft returned to the database. He scanned it for severa
m nutes, but even the Silencer could see that he wasn't naking
progr ess.

"What's wrong?"

"I don't have the vocabul ary, and any frame of reference," said
Croft. "It's not like | can do a nane search, | don't even know how her
nane would translate in that category.”

"Try searching for prisoners.”

Croft gulped. "I don't know the word for prisoners.™

"Then try searching the ship visually."

"We don't have the time," said Croft. "W don't have any reason
to believe she's even on this ship. W don't know where she is, and |I'm
sorry to say it but | don't know enough of the | anguage to search this
dat abase. "

"But 1'll bet he does," said the Silencer tightly, pointing to
the i mage of Levi, who was puttering about in what |ooked |Iike an
I nsectoid | ab.

Levi Esherkol, fornmerly a top scientist for the Agency, as well
as the best (and only) cook on Aridor, was puttering about in his |ab
trying to deal with a problemthat had eluded him for days. He pressed
a nunber of buttons on a large electronic device. He m xed severa
nasty | ooking chemicals together, and dunped theminto the side of the
devi ce, and pressed anot her button

The | arge device creaked and groaned. Lights bars on the side of
it flashed brightly. Then, in the center of it, a greyish substance
slid down into a beaker inside a sealed contai nment unit.

Levi unseal ed the containment unit, and stared at the substance
gravel y.

Then he stuck a finger init, and put it to his nmouth, and tasted



Hrmm Not quite there yet, but closer

H s runmi nations were disrupted by the sounds of someone entering
his lab. It was probably Tsur again. She was jeal ous of his influence
over Queen Zsst, and was al ways watchi ng over Levi, |ooking for signs
of betrayal.

So no one was nore surprised than he when two humans weari ng
slave collars stepped into the |ab

"What you doing here?" said Levi, in his old easteuro accent. "I
not ask for deliveries."”

Croft suddenly realized that Levi didn't recognize himunder his
di sgui se.

"Levi, it's ne, Croft," said Croft, after first |ooking around to
make sure no one el se was in the room

Levi quickly | ooked up at somethi ng behind themthat they
couldn't see.

"Croft?" he said, |ooking disturbed. "You shoul dn't have cone
here.”

"What ?" said Croft.

The Silencer drew his blaster and pointed it at Levi.

"What is this?" said Levi.

"Death for you, traitor," said the Silencer. "I'll make it quick
if you give nme what | want."

"W want you to find soneone for us in their central conputer
records, Levi," said Croft.

Levi shook his head. "I can't... | can't help you....'

"Then you'll die," said the Silencer

"Al'l right, all right," said Levi. He noved to a termnal, and
started pressing keys. "Wio is it you're |ooking for?"

"My wife, Annie Oakley," said the Silencer. "She's a prisoner.'

Levi nervously depressed keys for a few seconds. Suddenly, two
doors on either side of the room opened.

The Sil encer spun around, his gun in hand-

to find six blast rifles, pointed straight at him

Graftonites are fast, and the Silencer was anong the fastest of
the Gaftonites. But he knew he had no way to take out all six when
their weapons were all pointed at himand ready to fire.

"Surrender," growl ed the translator for one of them

Croft and the Silencer slowy dropped their weapons.

"Thank goodness you got here so quickly," said Levi. "I only
sounded the alarma few seconds ago at ny termnal ."

The Insectoids didn't comment on this, but one of them said,
"Queen Zsst wants to see you."

"What will happen to then?" Levi asked casually.

"Take themto interrogation," said the guard.

Croft and the Silencer were marched to a detention area and put
into a cell bordered by a force field.

"It's not like you not to go down shooting,"” said Croft.

The Sil encer said not hing.

"I forgot, you have sonmething to live for now," said Croft.

The Silencer glared at him

"Are you angry with nme?"

The Sil encer actually |aughed, sonething Croft hadn't heard in
years.

"What's so funny?"

"We're facing torture, foll owed by probable execution, and you're
worried whether I'mangry with you," said the Silencer grimy



Levi Esherkol nervously entered Queen Zsst's inner chanber. To
hi s know edge, he had been the only human to ever enter her throne room
chanmber. A correction: the only one to enter and | eave alive.

Levi had started out making tasty tidbits for the Queen and her
ent our age when he was first captured during the initial days of the
i nvasion. Gradually, as he had acquired sone degree of trust, he had
been granted a linmted degree of freedom and di scretion. He had been
given free run of non-secured areas of the ship. Hs wife, Mndy, had
been allowed to return to Aridor. And he was untouchable; no one coul d
order himtortured or killed, save the Queen

But his status as the only sem -free human aboard the flagship
was al ways a tenuous one. Though he had won over nmany in the Queen's
court with his tasty cooking, there were others who woul d have |iked
not hi ng better than to have hi mexecuted. Tsur, for one, had al ready
set several traps for him Mst recently she arranged for classified
i nformati on show up on his term nal; when he saw that, he had
i Mmediately reported it to the guard and Queen Zsst.

Levi was never quite sure where he stood with the Queen. Her
enotions towards himranged frommld anusenment to occasi onal anger
especially when she was irritated by other matters. Levi always knew
that his life hung by a thread; if, in a fit of rage, the Queen ordered
hi m executed, there would be no second chances. But the perks of his
position justified the risks.

Levi bowed his head as he entered the Queen's presence.

"I have heard news involving you, Lev-1," she said,

m spronounci ng his nane as she always did. But the use of his nane was
a good sign, usually.

"Some humans cane to kidnap ne," said Levi. "I sounded al arm as
soon as | able to."

"Yes, we are inpressed by that," said the Queen, continuing in a
nonot one. "There are those who chal |l enge your loyalty to us."

"I completely loyal to you, ny Queen," said Levi.
The Queen didn't comment on that. "The u-mans seened to know
you. "

"I used to know them vyour excellency," said Levi. "One of them
is called the Silencer."

"I have heard of that one, fromthe arena," said the Queen. "And
t he ot her?"

"difford-"

"Croft!" hissed the Queen. "W know that one, and we hate it!"

"My Queen?" said Levi, trenbling

"He is a |l eader of the pitiful resistance,” said the Queen. "He
nmust be liquidated i mediately." Her vestigial wings fluttered angrily,
and for a nonent she buzzed in a way that was untranslatable. Her
buzzing infected her retinue in her chanmber, and they started buzzi ng
t oo.

Levi stood perfectly still, in fear of his life. It was at tinmes
like this that the Queen was nostly likely to forget that he was stil
useful to her. He held his breath and waited for the buzzing to cal m
down.

"No...." said the Queen, when the buzzing had subsided. "No," she
contradicted herself. "First he nmust be tortured and brai nscanned, for
everything he knows, then he will be executed. It will be a great

victory for our enpire!" The Queen held up a slender disk in one of her
claws. "Do you know what this is?"

"No, ny Queen."

"It is classified information about our defense systens," said
the Queen. "Do you know where the hunmans obtained it?"

"No, " said Levi.

An ai de approached the Queen, and whi spered sonething into one of



her audi o organs.

"I have just been inforned that this information was obtai ned
bef ore they encountered you," said the Queen

The atnosphere in the roominproved dramatically.

"You have done well, Levi. If you keep ne anmused and well fed,
you will continue to live," said the Queen

"I amworking on some new di shes even as we speak," Levi
st anmer ed.

The Queen waved a mandi ble, indicating that the interview was
over. Levi, covered with sweat, |left her presence.

Croft and the Silencer were dragged, kicking and screamng, to
two sinister looking chairs in the detention bl ock. The heavy duty
chairs had an el aborate el ectroni c gadget nounted on the headrest,
sini ster |ooking black needl es.

Croft and the Silencer were strapped in. Croft nanaged to injure
two of his captors as they strapped himin, but the nuzzle of a bl ast
rifle pressed against his face, and he stopped resisting.

"What is this?" said Croft, watching the Insectoids |ower the set
of needl es towards their heads.

"I'"ve been here before," said the Silencer. "Take ny word, it's
pretty painful."

They set the needles so that they were just in contact with their
scal ps, but aside fromthe prickliness felt nothing.

Most of the Insectoids left the roomexcept for a technician who
was working at a control and another, presunably the interrogator, who
was waiting to begin.

They felt the needles start to hum

Suddenly the power died, and, except for energency lighting,
everyt hing went dark. Energency klaxons could be heard in the distance.

They heard the interrogator barked "Wat are you doing here?" to
someone out of their field of vision, and then they saw the flash of a
bl aster fire.

The technician turned to see what was happening, just as it too
was gunned down.

Levi Esherkol, cook, scientist, and now superspy extraordinaire,
stepped into their field of vision, holding the snoking blaster. He
wor ked rapidly on loosening their restraints, taking off the Silencer's
first.

Once he was freed, he started on Croft. The Silencer had a
presence of mind not to kill Levi on the spot, but he did relieve him
of the blaster.

"Good, | cannot be seen carrying that anyway," said Levi
"Official story will have to be that Graftonite escaped and shot
guards. "

"Levi-"

"No time," said Levi, freeing the last of his restraints. "MWy
| ab, al ways nonitored. Knew guards already com ng, so no harmreporting
you. Constantly need to prove loyalty. ™"

"Levi-"

"Take disk," said Levi, handing himsonething. "No, not disk with
spy data. Queen have that. Go up two levels, then left, then right to
shuttl e bay."

"Levi-"

"Hurry!" said Levi. "Power gone, nmonitors out, but will not |ast
long." He practically ran out of the room and the Silencer notioned
Croft to foll ow

By the time they reached the dark corridor Levi was already gone.
"The bugger's qui cker than he | ooks," Croft muttered, as he foll owed



the Silencer down the corridor

They encountered several Insectoids as they quickly nade their
way to the | anding bay; but they were unprepared and they didn't have
Graftonite reflexes; the Silencer sinply stepped over their bodies, not
breaki ng his pace for anything.

The power returned and with themthe lights only came on when
they reached the shuttle bay. The Silencer shot two nore |nsectoids
before they reached the shuttle. The first sounds of alarm were
soundi ng as they closed the hatch

"I take it we shouldn't request takeoff clearance," said Croft,
rapidly flipping switches even as he slid into the pilot's chair.

"Go!" said the Silencer, with unexpected urgency.

The shuttle launched. The Insectoids weren't yet alert enough to
activate their exterior weaponry, but they weren't halfway into the
at nosphere before they detected Insectoid fighters, closing fast.

"I have sone good news, and some bad news," said Croft.

The Sil encer said not hing.

"The good news is that at the rate they're gaining on us, we have
just enough time to reach the surface," said Croft.

The Sil encer said not hing.

"The bad news is that if we take the tine to land, they' Il be
right on top of us."

"l assune you have a plan," said the Silencer

"I had a plan, if we escaped undetected," said Croft.

"And if we were detected?"

Croft shrugged. "I'Il have to inprovise." He pushed the nose of
the shuttle down, causing it to glow as it flew deeper into the
at nosphere.

They cleared the cloud layer, and they could see the mgjestic
spires of Sarney Sarittenden directly bel ow t hem

"Looks inmpressive from above, doesn't it?" said Croft cheerfully,
as they headed towards the tall buildings at several hundred miles per
hour .

It |ooked like they were going to plow into one of the buil dings
when, alnost at the last minute, Croft veered off and turned the
shuttle to the right. He struggled to get the nose straight.

"I don't think you'll get it straight in time," said the
Silencer. "You may have waited too | ong."

Croft, struggling with the controls said nothing.

Seconds later, the shuttle plowed into the surface of Sarney
Sarittenden

Sarney Sarittenden was established on the east coast of Concord,
about half of the distance down fromthe northern polar region to the
equator. No one knows for sure why that particul ar spot was picked, but
some have conjectured that the first settlers found it useful to be
near the ocean, to ferry goods up and down the coast before roads could
be built for the ground cars.

Crashing into the ocean, of course, was Croft's plan all along
the mnute that they launched fromthe flagship. The tim ng was tight--
if he descended too slowy, the pursuing fighters would catch up; too
fast and they woul dn't survive the crash.

Croft timed it just right. There was a sharp crack as they hit
the surface, and the creaked and groaned as they sunk, but it stayed
all in one piece.

"We're sinking fast; we'd better drop out soon," said the
Si | encer.

Croft shook his head. "We're leaving in style. Break out the
spacesuits.”

As it turned out the ship suddenly settled on the ocean fl oor



just alittle over 100 feet bel ow the surface.

The Sil encer checked the storage | ocker. "There are no
spacesuits.”

"Well, we'll have to do it the old fashioned way," said Croft, putting
the di sk he had received in a vacuum solid pouch. He | ooked at the
Si | encer appraisingly. "Can you swmwth only one arnf"

The Sil encer nodded.

They opened the | ock and braced thensel ves, but it was still a
shock to feel the flood of cold water hit themlike a wave. Croft and
the Silencer spent precious seconds fighting the flood to get out of
the airlock; when they did, they imedi ately swam upwards

Croft felt his lungs were about to burst as he swam upwards. He
was encouraged by the fact that it was getting brighter and brighter
but when woul d he reach the surface.

He gasped, his lungs starting to give out. He exhaled slightly,
buyi ng hinself a few nore seconds. ..

... And then he was on the surface, gasping for breath, peddling
the water, and basking in the bright afternoon sunlight.

But where was the Silencer?

Croft |l ooked all around him There was no sign. Could he really
swimw th only one good arn? Croft waited a few seconds, then what
seemed |ike a minute.

And then the Silencer surfaced right next to him

"I didn't think you were going to nake it!" said Croft.

"You dropped sonething," said the Silencer, holding up the vacuum ti ght
pouch.

Luckily the shore wasn't too far away. O perhaps |luck wasn't
i nvol ved, for Croft had always planned to splash down near the
shoreline. They swam sl ow y, conserving energy, watching the skies for
signs of pursuit.

In the distance already they could see fighters, streaking across
t he skyline. Fighters would probably be noving too fast to see their
smal | forns, but once the Insectoids broke out a gravitator patrol, it
woul d be easy to pick themoff at sea

The shore | oonmed cl oser and closer. As this was Sarney
Sarittenden coastline, the buildings cane right up to the shoreline, as
one m ght expect. The Silencer nmoved towards a | adder on the side but
Croft waved himoff. He could hear sounds of buzzing on the street
above.

He notioned the Silencer to swimdown and follow himinto a | arge
under ground sewage pi pe. They swaminside and held their breath for
only a short tine before the pipe rose and the water |evel dropped,
giving them precious air to breath.

"It doesn't snell very good," said the Silencer

"Only the living have the ability to breath,” Croft rem nded hi m

As they sl ogged through the tunnel a fluttering white sheet
materialized in front of Croft.

"Greetings, difford."

"Are you in here too?" said Croft.

"Who are you speaking to?" said the Silencer

"M. Towel," said Croft.

"Do you have the data?" asked M. Towel.

"Not exactly," said Croft.

"And that neans...."

"W got the data, but we caught, and when we escaped, we didn't
have time to ask for it back," said Croft.

"That's nost di sappointing,"” said the voice.

"Tell me about it," said Croft.

"W were really counting on this information."



"Life is full of disappointments,"” said Croft.

"I don't suppose you'd be willing to go back and try agai n?"

"I don't suppose so," Croft agreed. Then, slogging through the
pi pe, he held up his vacuumtight container and renmarked, "But there
may be anot her option."

They made it back to their hideout in the crashed spaceship.
After a period of rest and recovery, Croft took out the disk that Levi
had hurriedly given him "This may have sone great information on it,
but it's completely useless. How are we going to anal yze an | nsectoid
di sk wi thout Insectoid machinery?"

He was talking in private to the Silencer. He had told no one,
not even Red Sally and the C apper, about what they had | earned about
Levi. The nore people who learned that Levi was acting as a double
agent, the shorter his lifespan woul d be.

"He probably didn't have any conventional Alliance conputers to
work with," said the Silencer. "Is there really no way to determ ne
what's in the disk?"

Croft studied the disk, flipping it over, and frowning. "Wat's
in the disk? No. But what's on the disk, well".... he flipped the disk
over again, showing the Silencer a sequence of nunbers clearly witten
on the side of the disk in Levi's hurried handwiting. Upon further
i nspection, they realized the nunbers corresponded to a certain
location in the undercity...

ER R S R I I R R R kb R I b

Levi entered the Queen's chanber. He noticed that his dreaded
enemny, Tsur, the chief of security, was also there. This wasn't | ooking
good al ready.

"Yes, ny Queen?" he said, bow ng.

"You were seen in the vicinity of the prisoner conmpound after the
| oss of power," said the Queen

"I was?" said Levi, putting on his best stupid | ook. "Were?"

Tsur spoke, buzzing nenacingly. "Two | evel s above the prison
bl ock, in the sane section.”

Levi inwardly gave a sigh of relief. So he hadn't been seen
actually in or outside the prison block. So he still had a chance.
"Yes, | was going to get some nore equi pnment fromstores."

"Stores was in the opposite direction,"” said Tsur

"I... | must have gotten lost in the dark," said Levi.

Queen Zsst said, "Did you know that our power system was
sabot aged?"

"Sabot aged? No, nmy Queen," said Levi.

"It was sabotaged, and then someone hel ped the prisoners escape,"
said Tsur.

Levi blinked. "Are you saying | did it? My Queen, do you think
that | coul d sabotage the power system and then go and over power
several guards, all w thout being noticed?"

"No," said the Queen.

"Not unl ess you had other help," said Tsur

"My Queen, if you recall | was the one who turned in these hunans
earlier today. Wy would |I betray them and then work to set themfree?"

"It doesn't clearly make sense," said Zsst, and now she was
addressing Tsur. "It seenms nost |likely that we have ot her saboteurs
aboard. Find themand bring themto ne."

"Yes, my Queen."

Zsst started discussing other security nmeasures with Tsur unti
Tsur made a noise akin to clearing her throat and pointed at Levi.

"You may go," said Zsst, waving a | azy appendage.



For Zsst, the matter seened to be over. But Levi felt Tsur's eyes
bore into himas he turned and |l eft. He would have to be a | ot nore
careful now

ER R S Rk R kIR o b

"We're at the proper location," said Croft, whispering to the
Silencer as they stood in one of the deepest levels of the undercity
beneath Sarney Sarittenden. It was so dark and gl oony that even
I nsectoid patrols sel dom cane there

"All | see is blank wall," said the Silencer
"Yes," said Croft. "Perhaps we'd better knock." And he actually
rapped on the wall, several tines.

There was a pause, and they heard a faint hum as if they were
under the | ense of a surveillance instrunent. Then the wall slowy slid
asi de.

Croft |l ooked at the Silencer into the gloom "It seenms we've been
expect ed. "

It was only gloony until they rounded a bend, and were buzzed in
t hrough anot her wall that became a sliding door

They found thenselves in a large bright lab that was packed wth
i nstruments, nachinery, and discarded food itens.

"Hello," said Croft cautiously, his blaster drawn. "ls anyone
hone?" The | ab was so large and filled with gadgets that it was hard to
tell who was there.

"You're here," came a nmeek voi ce.

Athin man in a white |ab coat pattered up to them

"Inglorious!" said Croft, recognizing himafter a fraction of a
section. Inglorious Interon had been one of Levi's research assistants,
back in the days when Levi had worked directly for the Agency.

"Croft!" said the man. He | ooked at the Silencer. "I don't know
you. | was only told to expect Croft."

Croft | owered his weapon, gesturing the Silencer to do the sane.
"Expecting us?"

"Well, | got the message two days ago," said Inglorious. "You
sure took your tine getting here."

"You're in direct conmunication with Levi?"

"Have been for years," said Inglorious. "Wll, since the |Invasion
started." He paused. "Well, alnost direct conmmunication.”

"What ? How?" said Croft.

"When the Insectoids invaded, Levi knew that they would probably
be here for some tinme" said Inglorious. "He had General Markov-"

"Ceneral Markov? General Tenor Markov?" said Croft.

"Yes, | believe that was his first nanme," said Inglorious.
"Anyway, he secured a body for Levi to study, so Levi could see what
made themtick, particularly, what made them hungry. Then he arranged
to get hinself captured-"

"He got hinself captured?"

"If you repeat every word | say it's going to be a much | onger
story," said Inglorious. "Now, if | may continue. Based on his
under standi ng of their biochem stry, he created sone irresistible food
that they sinply |oved. Gooey stuff to you and nme, you understand, but
for them"

"-it was wonderful, | understand," said Croft.

Inglorious glared at himfor interrupting again. "Wrd of what he
created spread up the Insectoid conmand chain, and Levi was quickly
able to secure a position as the Queen's personal cook. He's been using
that position for years now to report."

"Report? On what?" said Croft.

"Most everything," said Levi. "I have entire databases full of



i nformation-"

"How does he report?" said Croft.

I ngl orious paused, as if he were resisting giving out this
particul ar secret. "He piggybacks their planetary hol otransni ssions,
creating tiny pixel fluctuations that | can translate here."

"And how do you conmuni cate back to hin®"

"A broadband signal," said Inglorious.

"Don't the Insectoids pick up on it?" said Croft.

"Not when it's disguised to look like planetary static," said
I ngl orious, smling.

Croft gave a low whistle. "Levi, you are a genius."

"Well, | helped himinplenment the plan," said Inglorious
def ensi vel y.

Croft paused for a nonent. Suddenly it all made sense. He had
wonder ed how CGeneral Markov's group, all massed together, had escaped
detection for so long. The answer was clear: Levi had been feeding him
intel.

"I"'mso glad you're here," said Inglorious. "You're the first
people |'ve seen in person in quite a long tine."

"So when Markov died, who did Levi pass his information onto?"

"Well, no one," said Inglorious. "There was no one we knew "

"So you've just been sitting accurul ating data on the eneny for
what, over a year now, and not doing anything with it?"

"More or less," said Inglorious. "Now don't you see why |I'm gl ad
to see you?"

Chapter 5: Years of Resistance

The next twelve and a half years passed like a blur. One of the first
things that Croft did was set up a conduit to pass on usefu

information to General Arkik, who was managi ng much of the grow ng

resi stance in the west and the north. But Croft only passed on sel ected
i nformati on and nade sure the information was "scrubbed", either by
changi ng small details or adding or renoving others, to reduce the
chance the Insectoids, if they intercepted any of this information
coul d work backwards and figure out the source of the information

And Croft swore the Silencer to secrecy, and didn't tell anyone
el se about the identity of their new intelligence source. Levi was in a
very dangerous position, and Croft wasn't about to contribute to the
risk by letting others in on the identity of their top intelligence
sour ce.

Who woul d have thought it: Levi Esherkol, a cook and scientist,
was their top secret spy. Levi on rare occasions had acconpani ed Croft
on active duty missions in the past (before he retired fromthe
service), but always in a support capacity. Croft never inagined that
Levi woul d have had the courage to put hinmself in the front Iine |ike
this, and he wondered what had notivated his old friend to do so.

Their first order of business was to get those shield schematics
that M. Towel wanted. Inglorious and Levi nessaged each other back and
forth, and it was i mediately clear that while Levi could get access to
the information, it was sinmply too much data to transfer in a
pi ggybacked mi cropi xel broadcast. The data woul d have to be transferred
over an open line, which was inpossible, or transferred by di sk
personal |y, which didn't seem possi bl e.

But Levi proved nore creative than even Croft had given him
credit for. A few days later a nessage cane in that Levi had found a
courier for the shield data, ten of themeach with an identical copy of
the data, no less, and had tagged the couriers with an isotope that
woul d allow Croft to track themusing a special detector that



I nglorious could provide. But Croft had been warned that the couriers
woul d only be carrying the data for 48 hours, so he had to find at
| east one of themin that tine.

Croft wondered why Levi had used ten couriers, and why Croft
woul d have to find the courier rather than the other way around, and
why they would dunp the information after 48 hours. "What aren't you
telling me, Inglorious?" he asked.

It was then that Croft |learned that the couriers didn't exactly
know t hat they were couriers. They were Insectoids, who had actually
SWALLOWED a data disk, wapped around sonme confection that Levi had
cooked up. He had evidently convinced a bunch of gullible Insectoid
troopers on their way for duty on August that this latest treat nust be
swal | owed to savor the full taste of it, and 48 hours was the anount of
time the data would stay within their digestive track. Croft bl anched
at the thought of having to dissect one of those disgusting creatures.
Why coul dn't anything ever be easy?

Croft lurked in the vicinity of the spaceport, and i mediately
pi cked up one on his scanner. But he had no way of getting access to
this Insectoid. They waited a while, and then picked up another
I nsectoi d, headi ng away fromthe spaceport.

Undoubt edly part of a patrol

They intercepted the patrol, with Red Sally flam ng the col um
fromthe front and the Silencer and Croft gunning them down fromthe
back. Sally and the Silencer had explicit orders to only aimfor the
heads.

In noments they had their pick of charred, headl ess |nsectoids.
Checking with his scanner, Croft searched for the right corpse.

Si ghi ng, he opened his | aser scal pel. This would be disgusting, but
necessary.

"I hope you're happy," said Croft, leaving the data in the

designated location in the undercity. "I don't think I'll eat for a
week after this."
"Your assistance will be vital to the war effort," said M. Towel

soot hi ngly.

"It would be nmore conforting if | knew exactly how," said Croft.
"What use are shield schematics if we don't have a fleet to fight
wi th?" He paused. "Do we have a fleet left to fight wth?"

"I'"'mcurious, however, how you got the shield information," said
M. Towel.

"There were runors that sonme of the fleet survived," said Croft.
"Commanded by one War Admiral Norman North, | believed. But we've heard
not hing fromthem since the early days of the invasion."

"You obviously didn't board the flagship again to get this
information," said M. Towel, still sticking to his topic.

"That's correct,"” said Croft. He grinned. "If | show ne nine wll
you show ne yours?"

"You cannot see what | have to show you, Cdifford," said the
voice sadly. "I'd love to neet you. You're one of the nobst entertaining
humans |'ve ever net."

"So you're not human and you've met our kind before," said Croft.
"Perhaps you're working with others of ny kind even now?"

"I can't reveal nyself, Cifford. If others find out that I'm
i nvol ved, the consequences woul d be disastrous."

"What ot hers? Who?" said Croft. "Are you afraid of the
| nsect oi ds?"

"You don't understand, Cdifford," said M. Towel. "I will keep in
touch, supplying you with new m ssions as needed."

"Thanks for the generosity," said Croft sardonically. Then, after
a silence, he said, Towel Alien? M. T?"



After securing the shield schematics, their next order of
busi ness was set by the Silencer hinself.

"If he has so nmuch access to information, he should be able to
tell me where Annie is," said the Silencer tightly.

Messages were sent and received by Inglorious. It took a few days
of back and forth before they were finally able to get a definitive
answer for the Silencer: no.

"No? He can't?" said the Silencer, |ooking enraged. "He can get
top secret shield schematics, but can't tell me where ny wife is being
hel d! "

"Let me explain," said Croft nervously. He had never seen the
Sil encer angry before. Depressed, norose, yes, but not enraged, and
there was no telling how the Silencer would react.

"What | heard through Inglorious was that the shield infornmation
whi | e sonewhat cl assified, was available to a | arge group of
Insectoids. It would have to be, because Insectoid crews would have to
know how to repair the shields when somet hing went wrong. Levi tells ne
that nost prisoner information is also available to a wi de range of
security clearance holders, and there is a file on your wfe."

"Then why doesn't he access it?"

"Levi tells ne that he did some snooping around first, and found
that it was a dummy file, merely put there to identify the user who
accessed it. He's really quite good with computers, you know, " said
Croft.

"Then why can't he find ny wfe?"

"Levi determined that your wife's real file has been transferred
to the highest |evel access--only the Queen herself and her top
security people can access it, and only then fromsecure terninals Levi
doesn't even have access to, and a |l evel of access he sinply hasn't
been able to crack."

The Sil encer said. "So that neans we do not hi ng?"

Croft grabbed him by the shoulders. "That neans we continue to
fight. We'll beat the Insectoids, and when we do we'll find Annie."

"You don't know that," said the Silencer. "It mght take years.
It mght take forever."

"I will do everything in nmy power to help you, John," said Croft.

The Silencer nodded, but he still |ooked m serable
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Over the next few years the resistance grew in size and strength,
buoyed by its initial successes. Wth Levi's help, they were not only
able to |l ocate key Insectoid installations, but deternine how nmuch
security there was and how it was depl oyed. Information about the
pattern and depl oynent of Insectoid patrols all over the continent were
sent to the resistance, and the Insectoids started to discover that
t hey were becom ng the hunted ones.

"Anot her blast rifle factory destroyed!" raged Queen Zsst,
buzzing angrily at her advisors.

The door to her chanbers opened and a hooded figure entered. "Is
there a problenP" said the figure pleasantly.

"No... no problem Baracki" said Zsst.

"I'"ve been hearing reports to the contrary," said the hooded
figure, Baracki. "The humans are organi zing and attacking |ike never
before. And recently, it's becone clear that they have top | evel access
to your intelligence. They seemto know exactly what installations to
hit. How are the humans gat hering such detail ed and vol um nous
i nformati on?"



Levi chose that nonment to enter the Queen's chanber, bearing a
tray of edibles.
"What is this human doi ng here?" said Baracki

"I't cooks," said Zsst. "It has a minor talent for producing
edi bl es.”

Levi felt a wave of fear fill himas bright eyes in the hood
gazed at himwith malice and understanding. "Yes. | have seen this one
before. "

"You were the one who suggested that we enpl oy the humans in
ot her capacities."

"Yes, | did," said Baracki quietly, still gazing at Levi, who
felt his legs starting to wobble.
"Well, what are you waiting for?" said Zsst angrily to Levi. "Put

the edibles down and | eave. You're dismissed!"

Suddenly, as if a spell had been broken, Levi put the tray down
and scanpered for the door

When he had gone, Baracki said, "This human. Do you keep it
wat ched?"

"Constantly," assured the Queen. "Do you suspect....

"Probably not, but it may bear further watching," said Baracki
"I think it nore likely that a third party is involved."

"Athird party?"

"Your race, the humans, and ny race are not the only races in
this gal axy," said Baracki. "There are others who may be synpathetic to
t he humans, who are working with them'

"What races mght they be? And how could they get access to
classified information?"

"Quite easily," said Baracki, answering the second question while
ignoring the first. "But while they could slip by you undetected, | or
others of nmy kind would notice them | will send Rugani to investigate
this possibility," he added, w thout el aborating further
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Croft woke up in the mddle of the night to feel the ground
around hi m shaki ng. "Not again," he groaned. He picked up one of his
boots and threw it in a carefully planned trajectory.

"Qoof!'" said the C apper, as he jerked into awareness.

The trenors suddenly stopped.

"You were doing it again," said Croft.

"Sorry. Clap Cap!" The C apper stopped clapping | ong enough to
feel the heel inprint on his forehead.

Lately the C apper had been using his powers unconsciously at
night to cause the room around himto shake. This hadn't done anyt hing
to increase his popularity with Red Sally or the other soldiers. \Wen
he tried to ask the C apper what was wong, the C apper nerely | ooked
dunbly at him |ike a dog who wanted to please his master but didn't
under st and t he | anguage.

He had attenpted to ask Mongo for help, but found himto be of no

hel p.
"Bad ni ght mares, shake Mngo," said Mongo.
"Yes, but do you have any ideas what's causing these nightnares?"
"Mongo not know, Mongo reads futures, not minds. Did Croft not
know?"

"Croft knew," Croft sighed. "But Croft wonders if Mngo sees a
future which explains dapper's behavior."

"No, Mongo see no future for C apper. Well, Mngo sees O apper in
futures, but in futures, all C apper does is clap."

"Hardly surprising," said Croft. Then, before turning away, he
said, "Do you see anything in your visions about a bright white sheet?"



"Bright white sheet?" said Mongo. "Shimering, bright white
sheet ?"

"Yes."

"Shimrering bright white sheet that appears only in your m nd?"

"Yes!" said Croft, getting excited. Now he was going to get sone
answer s!

"No. Mongo sees not hing."

Croft was instantly deflated. "Then how did you-"

"Mongo saw future where Croft asks Mongo about sheet. That is
all.”

And that indeed was all. Fromtinme to time M. Towel cane back to
him asking for favors. Ch, it wasn't a totally one way exchange; Towel
Man woul d often of fer valuable advice, intel that Levi didn't have
access to. It made Croft wonder how M. Towel gathered his information
did he have ot her people like Croft that he worked w th?

The C apper wasn't the only one acting strangely. Sashay was al so
acting bizarrely too, spending his time making crazy paintings and then
posting themin public places.

Croft didn't know it, but the origins of Sashays confusing
behavi or began during a routine shopping trip. Sashay, with a suitable
mlitary escort, had gone shopping for sonme supplies they didn't have
at their latest hideout, when they decided to hide froman incom ng
Insectoid patrol in an old art nuseum

But when they got inside, they had found it gutted. Not merely
rai ded, but blasted to pieces. They had recogni zed the work of the
I nsectoi d bl ast guns.

"But it's only art," Sashay had said, feeling the trenendous
| oss. "Why woul d they do such a thing?"

"Hey, art boy, what are you going to do, attack themw th a paint
brush?" chuckl ed one of the acconpanying soldiers. The others thought
that was funny too, and they started |aughing, at Sashay's expense.

Sashay's face had turned bright red with anger, but he had said
not hing. For the rest of the trip he kept silent, the wheels rapidly
turning in his head.

When they got back to base, the first thing he did was get sone
wat ercol ors, a makeshift easel, and | arge poster paper. And then Sashay
started painting |ike mad; not one painting, or two or five or ten, but
nearly 30 paintings, hastily dashed off. They were all inages of the
ruined metropolis, imges Sashay knew by menory.

But it was when Sashay started posting themon the surface, in
very public areas, that he started raising eyebrows.

Croft took him aside. "Wat are you doi ng?"

"Making the city a nore beautiful place," said Sashay.

"I think some of our troopers will beautify you if they find you
pl aci ng those paintings near our bases of operation.”

"I"l'l plant themat |least a mle away fromany of our hideouts,"
Sashay prom sed.

"So you would risk your life, risk being caught by an I nsectoid
patrol, just to spread your art?" said Croft.

"Yes," said Sashay.

Croft shook his head, realizing he probably couldn't stop Sashay
even if he wanted to. "Just don't bring an Insectoid patrol back hone
to dinner with you."

And then there was anot her incident, the very next day; 20 pounds
of expl osives had di sappeared fromtheir supplies. The expl osive had
evidently di sappeared during dinner, when npst everyone was eating.

But Croft, focused on conducting the campai gn of the resistance,
still didn't piece together this mnor nystery.

But the Insectoids thought they had. An Insectoid named Plss was
the intelligence officer for the brigade assigned to one of the regions



where Croft's fighters were nost active. Plss was under heavy pressure
to |l ocate and destroy the rebels.

Pl ss acconpani ed her troops on patrol, scanning the burned out
bui | di ngs. She actually wal ked by the first painting, posted to the
wal |, before realizing she had seen it several tines before.

"Halt!" she buzzed the squad, and went back to the poster. These
pai ntings were relatively new. They had been placed there.

Pl ss studi ed the paintings. They showed a scene, in the city.
Looki ng nore closely and taking a step back, she realized the scene
that had been painted was this block. She |ooked at the painting again.
The painting was al nost uniformy in black; but part of it, to the
left, was in red

Pl ss ordered the squad to turn left. Two bl ocks later, they found
anot her painting.

Qoviously, these were directions to a hidden rebel base! And they
had been left right out in the open, the whole tinme! This was how t he
humans comuni cated with each other. Pl ss opened her comm and sunmoned
the rest of her conpany.

It was al most nightfall before the troops had been gathered and
they had reached the last sign. Their destination was an apparently
abandoned war ehouse. Readying their blast rifles, Plss gave the signa
and her troops, 135 strong, rushed into the warehouse fromthree
directions.

It was enpty. Enpty, that is, except for sone boxes scattered
around, and a large painting which stood in the center of the room

Pl ss approached. She saw tiny lettering on the giant painting.
She couldn't read it froma distance. She closed in, her troops around
her. Wal ki ng forward, she approached the painting, wal king cl ose enough
to see the lettering-

-when at that point she stepped on the pressure plate right in
front of the painting, setting off the twenty pounds of high energy
expl osi ves that had been secreted around the room |nsectoid bodies
went flying through the air, mashed agai nst walls, many burning from
the heat and flames of the explosion.....

The 29 troopers who nmanaged to report back to base, sone | eaking
circulatory fluid, reported that there hadn't been enough |eft of Plss
to bring back for a funeral cerenony.

When Sashay heard reports of explosions in a certain part of the
city, he humtmmed a happy tune and sniled to hinself, but that was all.

Croft eventually solved the O apper's problem upon further
i nvestigation. After enough nights of waking up to having the ground
shake around him Croft had a talk with him "So what's goi ng on?"

The d apper shrugged.

"W have you sleeping in the | efthand corner; you |ike sl eeping
in the left hand corner, right?"

The C apper nodded.

"You're sleeping with your head to the wall |ike you always do,
ri ght?"

The C apper nodded.

"And you're sleeping on the sane kind of bedding you're-"

"Pardon me for interrupting," said Red Sally, |ooking half awake

and hal f annoyed. "But being unable to sleep, | thought I m ght nmake a
contribution to this discussion. The Cl apper is a creature of habit,
right? Well, we've been noving around a lot lately, shifting from one

hi deaway to anot her-"

"And that's what's making himagitated?" said Croft. If so, what
could they do to fix that?

The C apper clapped.... which mght nmean anyt hi ng.

"Il fix things," said Sashay, who, |ike everyone el se, had been



awakened by the trenors. He got up, and grabbed his brushes and a
fresh sheet of posterboard.

"You're going to fix things with a painting?" said Croft.

"I"ve done it before," said Sashay. "As ny dear departed w fe
used to say, there's always a painting for every occasion." Hming
quietly, he painted away |like a madman; a few mnutes |ater he
announced, "Done!" and set the painting down near the O apper

"Careful, it's not fully dry yet," Sashay war ned.

"What is it?" said Croft, peering in the dimlight. "It | ooks
i ke a roomof sone kind."

The C apper cl apped with delight.

"I't's the roomwe spent many nonths in, during our stay in Sarney
Sarittenden," said Sashay. "For him it's hone."

"A large supply closet?" said Croft.

The C apper clapped enthusiastically.

"When you get homesick, just stare at the painting until you fal
asl eep, " said Sashay.

"I"ve never seen a painting that came with instructions before,"
said Red Sally.

"I can't believe any of this," said Croft. "A painting serving as
t herapy? Ridicul ous!"™ He turned away and went back to bed.

But the next night, they knew i medi ately that Sashay's painting
had wor ked--they stopped feeling the trenors.
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"So how are they doing, General?" Croft asked, watching the
recruits going through an obstacl e course.

"They are naking progress,” said Arkik.

"Good. How woul d you rate thenP"

"I would say the troops, and | use the termloosely, are..
somewhat | ess pathetic than they once were."

"That's progress,"” said Croft.

Arkik turned to Croft. "We're very lucky to have the intelligence
you were able to provide us. But | am wondering, where does this
intelligence conme fronP"

"That's need to know, General," said Croft.

"I see," said Arkik. "Well, then maybe there's something you need
to know. W're having sonme troubles with some of our |atest recruits.”

"Real | y?"

"I hesitate to call themrecruits," said Arkik. "They're groups
of scavengers, nmany of whom have preyed on or even enslaved ot her
scavengers. They want to join us, but they're not willing to subnmt to
our authority. They want to operate under separate or joint comands."

"What kind of numbers can they bring?" said Croft.

"Al'l together? Maybe several hundred," said Arkik.

"Why don't you organize a joint mssion with sone of them and see
how it goes?" said Croft.

"I already did," said Arkik.

Croft |ooked surprised. "I thought we were going to consult with
each other-"

"You didn't have any need to know," said Arkik. He stood taller
"Remenber, |I'min charge of military operations.”

"How could | forget," said Croft. "All right, what happened?"

"The scavenger groups perforned adequately, but then they
demanded a di sproportionate share of the spoils," said Arkik.

"And your recommendation?"

"They're nore trouble than they're worth," said Arkik. "W
al ready have several thousand fighters. A few hundred nore woul d be
hel pful, but won't make the difference in any particular battle.”



Croft nodded.

"You realize, despite our victories, that every tine we kill ten
of themand they kill one of ours, that it's a victory for them" said
Ar ki k.

Croft nodded again. He knew that the Insectoids reproduced
rapidly. "That's what I'moff to talk with a friend about."

Getting to Aridor wasn't exactly easy. But it was one of the few
opportunities Croft had to see Levi face to face. Levi was occasionally
allowed to return to Aridor to see his wife Mndy and to check on
certain test crops he was growing for the Insectoids. So flying lowin
the gravitator he flewto the east coast and then skimred | ow over the
waves to reach Aridor.

The | odge was at the Visior's Center, which was on the western
nost edge of Aridor, on a tip of land that stretched west into the
ocean between Aridor and Concord. At it's closest approach, wi th Sarney
Sarittenden on one side and the Visitor's Center on the other, the two
continents were only about 50 miles apart, but up and down the rest of
the coastline the distance wi dened to hundreds of mile of ocean and
sea.

Aridor, being one large nature preserve, didn't have any cities,
but it did have the Visitor's Center, and that's where in better days
Levi used to serve the customers who would visit the park

Levi cast a backwards glance at his Insectoid escorts who were
waiting at the landing pad as he entered the | odge. Fortunately they
didn't seeminclined to follow himinside. Good, that denonstrated at
| east a certain degree of trust.

He found Croft waiting for himinside, his blaster ready.

"This very risky," said Levi.

"I"'mtired of all this back and forth talk," said Croft. "I type
a nmessage to you, it gets encoded and translated, you type a nessage to
nme, encode and translate it back--but there's one issue we can't seem
to resolve using this nmethod of conmunication.”

Levi sighed. "Not killer virus again."

"Levi, we need the killer virus," said Croft. "That's the only
way we're ever going to be able to wi pe out the Insectoids. "

"As | told you, very conplicated," said Levi. "Not sinple insects
we tal king about. Very conplex lifeform"

"You can't find sonething that will kill thenmP" said Croft.

"Yes, that easy to do," said Levi. "Mich harder, to find

something that will kill them but not harmus."

"\Why 2"

"Very conmplex lifeform Very germresistant. If experinment, and
find complex agent that kills, no way to know what effect it will have
on people."

"Well, can't we test it on someone before we use it?" said Croft,

starting to feel unconfortable with the ethics of it. He wondered if
they could nab a col |l aborator or two.

"Not sufficient," said Levi, stamping his foot into the ground.
"Virus may reside in human for years, doing little, then come out and
harm kill. No way to tell when constructing something so conplex."

"But Levi, they're overrunning us," said Croft. "According to
your reports, they've established huge breeding farns on the eastern
end of Aridor. We can't kill themfast enough to deplete their
nunmbers. "

"I working on sonmething," said Levi. "Alternative. Severa
alternative-"

There was a buzz fromoutside and they heard a translation device
bark, "Human!"

"Must go," said Levi. He handed Croft a disk. "Here information



you requested. WII be in touch."
"Levi," said Croft.
Levi turned around.
"Stay safe.”
Levi nodded, and |eft the room

khkhkkhkhkhkkhkhkhkhhhhdhkhhhkhhhhdrhkrrkk*

"I"ve had a | ook at some of these requisitions you nmade, Lev-1,"
said the Queen.

Whenever the Queen showed too nuch interest in his work that
meant trouble. "Yes, ny Queen?" said Levi.

"These little insects--what do you call then®"

"Mt hs, ny Queen."

"We do not generally consune |ower fornms of insect life," said
t he Queen.

"But you haven't even tasted what | intend to prepare for you,"
said Levi. "Let me try, and see if you like it. Certain kinds of noth
Wi ngs can be quite a delicacy."

"And why do you need the gene splicing equipment?"

"Mpj esty, | hope to breed nore flavorful breeds of noths," said
Levi .

"Very well," said the Queen. "Now, you have al so requested
special lighting equipnent. Is that also to breed your noths?"

"No, mpjesty," said Levi. The Queen knew full well that this
wasn't the case. "It is for a new field of experinentation, special
[ight shows that will please you."

"You have al so requested perm ssion to experinent on one of ny
troopers,"” said Zsst.

"No, my Queen, your trooper will not be an experinmental subject,
but an audi ence," said Levi. "I need to know if the special |ight show
| prepare will have the potential to entertain you."

"W wonder why you are doing this at all," said the Queen. "Cone

cl oser.”

Sweati ng heavily, Levi took a few steps closer

"Closer," said the Queen

Levi approached until he was at the step of her thrown. Wth one
of her claws she could reach out and decapitate himin one bl ow.

"There are those who say | should elinmnate you," said the Queen
"There are those who say that your presence is an abom nation, given
the fact that humans like you are killing my kind every day on the
surface of the very planet in which we orbit."

"My-ny Queen," Levi stanmered. "I have al ways been |oyal ."

"Yes, and that's why your life has been spared,"” said the Queen
"Until now "

"I-1 amcreating this light show to show you that | have nore
skills that can be of use to you, not nerely cooking," Levi said,
feeling that his life was on the line.

"So you wi sh to increase your value to ne, to stay alive."

Levi nodded.

"I find such thinking...." the Queen paused. "Acceptable. For
now. But keep me entertained, Levi."

Levi nodded, |eaving. He had the nind of presence not to coll apse
until he got back to his Iab.

He couldn't quit, not yet. There was too nmuch at stake. Even
Croft didn't know.
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Fromthe log of difford Croft, 14 years and two nonths after the
i nvasi on



Thi ngs have been going pretty well, until lately. The size of our
notl ey army had grown, their training and professionalismhad inproved,
and they now operated a noderately well provisioned conbat force
t hrough much of western and northern August. And yet we al ways
conducted operations in small, guerrilla forces; one | esson we had
| earned fromthe Markov days was always to stay in small groups, | east
we all be discovered in a single eneny raid.

W' ve been engaging in a number of hit and run and search and
destroy raids for the past few years, based on reliable intelligence.
And then everything changed | ast week; one of our anbushed parties was
itself anmbushed, and only two people froma raiding party of twelve
returned; and this week, one of our secret caches of arnms was
"accidental |l y" di scovered by the |Insectoids.

Only | don't think it was an accident. W have a traitor in our
m dst .

Why woul d one of us sell out to one of thenf? For noney or for
power? Or was the person sinply brai nwashed.

W had sone newconers join the cause | ast week. | suspect that
one of themis reporting to the Insectoids. | even have a suspicion who
it is. Not much is really known about him other than that he goes by
the nanme "Smil ey".

Here's how it all began

Croft's group was just eating breakfast one norning in a burned
out | obby of a building when an odd-1 ooki ng man wal ked by on the
street.

Croft wasn't sure at first what was so odd | ooki ng about the nman,
but later he figured out that it was his noronic smley. The man | ooked
i ke he had been | obotomi zed; that's what convinced Croft that he was
an | nsectoid plant, brainwashed by the bugs to spy on the resistance.

The man casual |y wal ked by, turned, and smled (or continue to
smle), but actually stopped and waved when he saw a faniliar face.

Mongo jerked upright |ike he had seen a ghost. "Sniley?" said
Mbongo.

"Hi, how are you?" Smiley said, walking over and ignoring the
presence of suddenly rai sed weapons. He stopped, |ooking around, and
grinned. "Can't we all be friends?"

"Mongo, do you know this person?" said Croft.

"He's Smiley," said Mngo

"I can see that," said Croft, misinterpreting Mongo's renark.

"Sm |l ey hel p Mongo when Mongo hel d prisoner. Hel p Mongo get
easi er work, even give Mngo his food. "

The guns slowy dropped, but everyone | ooked confused. No one
ever gave up their precious food allotnment, especially in a |abor canp.

"Good to see you, ny friend," said Smley.

"How did Snil ey escape?" Mngo asked.

Smiley smled. "l just wal ked away."

"You just wal ked away?" said Croft, his eyebrows raised. "D dn't
anyone try to stop you?"

"Yes," Smiley snmled. "Then | wandered around. Now |I'm here," he
sai d.

"Uh huh,"” said Croft, now certain that something wasn't quite
right here. "Wuld you excuse us, for just a nonment? Feel free to anuse
yourself--there's a mrror by the far wall." He took Mdngo aside.
"Mongo, what's your feeling about this guy?"

"Mongo not have feeling," said Mngo.

"No, don't hold back," said Croft. "Is he some kind of spy, or
what ? What's his agenda?"

Mongo shrugged.



"Can we trust hinP"

Mongo shrugged agai n.

"Do you see any futures where he betrays us?"

"Now for first time you ask question that Mongo can answer."

" And?"

"No," said Mongo.

"No, he won't betray us, or no you don't see any futures
i nvol vi ng hi n?"

"The latter," said Mongo. "But he be nice to Mongo, so you be
nice to him If he betray us, Mongo may get warning in tine."

"How conforting,"” said Croft.

They processed several nmore new arrivals that week, but only one
ot her was as nenorabl e.

It was during breakfast the following day, and it started with a
scream first Mongo's, and then his attacker's.

Angry Red | eapt over the I ow fence as he spotted Mongo. He had
| ong ago given up actively searching for Mongo, but now that he had
actually found him all the adrenaline and rage cane back. Mngo tried
to run, but Angry Red slanmmed him against a wall and drew his bl aster.
"You don't know how long |I've been waiting for this!" said Red, his
eyes brimming with hate.

Suddenly, Red felt a blaster in his ribs. "You may have to wait a
bit longer,"” said Croft. "Now, |'"'mno Gaftonite, but I'mbetting ny
hal f depressed trigger finger is faster than your ability to spin
around and shoot nme. So drop it!"

Angry Red froze, but didn't drop the gun.

"I nean it!" said Croft.

Red dropped his blaster. Wthout turning, he said, "This is ny
property."

"Sorry, we don't believe that people are property here," said
Croft.

"He set me up to be anmbushed and shot," said Red.

"Fromwhat | heard, you had it coming," said Croft. He took a
step back, relaxing his trigger finger. "Now are you going to turn
around slowy so we can talk about this, like living bei ngs?"

Angry Red nodded. He turned around... and in an instant that was
too fast to see, grabbed the blaster fromCroft and aimed it at him
"You're no match for me," Red smirked.

"No, but | might be," cane a new voice.

The Silencer had entered the room and his blaster was pointed
straight at Red.

"Do you know who | anP" said Angry Red, still pointing the
bl aster at Croft.

"Do you know who | anP" said the Silencer.

"Doesn't matter," Red spat. "You can't be faster than ne."

"I'mcalled the Silencer," said the Silencer.

Red paused, and for the first time | ooked nervous. "That can't
be; | heard the Silencer was dead."

"No," said the Silencer. "Only ny opponents. Drop the gun if you
don't want to join them"

"Silencer, what business is this of yours?"

"That one's ny friend," said the Silencer.

Croft's eyebrows were raised. This was the first he had heard of

Angry Red swiveled slowy, so his intentions would be clear, to
point the blaster at Mongo. "And this one?"

The Silencer didn't answer inmediately, so Mongo did. "Mngo save
his lifel"

"What ?" said Angry Red.

"In stadiumrescue, Mngo tell gravitator where to | and; Mongo



give Silencer place to hide when shot; Mngo help Silencer many, many
times," said Mongo desperately.

The Sil encer paused. "It's true that a neutral third party could
interpret that to mean |'mindebted to him"

"That's hardly a ringing endorsenent,” said Angry Red.

Croft used this distraction to pull out another blaster and point
it at Red. "How s this for an endorsenent? Care to try and grab ny
bl ast er agai n?"

After a small delay, Red dropped Croft's other blaster

"Thank you," said Croft, picking it up

"I wasn't going to kill him" said Angry Red. "I just wanted to
scare hima little."

"Consi der himscared," said Croft. "Now, the exit's to your
left.”

"Wait," said Red. "I cane to join up."

"You?" said Croft, |ooking doubtful

"Sure," said Angry Red.

"\Why 2"

"I'"ve heard about your successes,” said Red. "I'minpressed.”

"Thanks. "

"I want to join a winning team and get my share of the spoils.”

"Ah," said Croft, now understanding. "But you have to realize
that we're not always |ooting."

"But your troops are well fed."

"Reasonably so," said Croft, trying to decide if he believed Red.

"Ah, how do we know that you won't sinply kill Mngo the mnute we drop
our guard?"
Angry Red raised a hand as if he were taking an oath. "I pronise

I won't kill Mongo."

"He lies, he lies!" said Mngo.

"Do you see a vision?" said Croft.

"A vision?" said Angry Red.

"Don't see, don't need to see," Mongo whinmpered. "He'll kill poor
Mongo. "
"But he just promised not to," said Croft. He considered for a
monent. "What if we get the Silencer to pronmise to kill himif he
breaks his prom se?" He turned to the Silencer. "Wuld you do it?"

The Sil encer shrugged. "Wy not?" Then he added, "But if | did,
you'd owe me one."

"There, now everything's settled,"” said Croft, lowering his
bl aster.

Angry Red didn't nove; but then, the Silencer still had him
cover ed.

So Croft figured if there were a spy, a traitor working for the
Insectoids, it had to be either Angry Red or Sniley. Ch, it could be
someone el se nore |l ow key, in fact that was the logical profile for a
spy, but sonething struck Croft odd about both of them He didn't quite
trust Angry Red's conversion to beconming part of the team and Smiley
seened too disconnected fromreality to be believed. The idea of Smiley
as a brai nwashed I nsectoid plant seemed to be the best bet.

Before they had any nore casualties Croft resolved to test his
theory. He took a scouting party consisting of hinself, Angry Red,
Mongo, the Silencer and Sniley on a scouting mission. He and the
Sil encer would serve as the cheese in the trap, as they were both on
the top of the Insectoid s nost wanted list. If Angry Red or Smley
were going to betray them this would be a perfect opportunity to do
so, when they were isolated fromthe rest of the resistance.

Before they left Croft gave Yaney and sone of the other troopers
secondary orders. Then he spent some quality tine with his left shoe.



Mongo wasn't pleased to be included on this nission. "Wy nme? Wy
Mongo?"

"Because maybe you can warn us if soneone is about to attack us,"
said Croft.

"Mongo |I'S warning you--Angry Red will attack!"

"Do you have a vision to that effect?"

Mongo nunbl ed.

"Vl ?"

Mongo shook his head.

"Al'l right, here's what | want you to do, for the first tine in
your life | want you to exercise a bit of subtlety," said Croft. "If
you get a prenonition that Angry Red is the traitor, | want you to
quietly get ny attention and tap your foot once. If you get a vision
that Smiley is the traitor, | want you to quietly get nmy attention and
tap your foot twi ce. Can you manage that?"

Mongo nodded.

"And if you lie just to get ne to shoot Angry Red, you'll have to
face Angry Croft," said Croft, jabbing Mongo with a finger for
enphasi s.

Mongo squeal ed and curled hinmself up into a ball.

The next norning Croft grinned at the assenbled crew, the Angry
face of Red; the unreadable face of the Silencer, the bright smling
face of Smiley, and the terrified face of Mongo. "Are we all ready?" he
sai d.

It wasn't like Croft to risk his life on a whim but he realized
how i nportant it was to catch the spy before any nore lives were |ost,
and there was no one who knew spycatching better than him Like it or
not, he was best suited to catch the spy. He just hoped the traitor
woul d be wal king into his trap, and not the other way around. Croft
started out first, followed by Angry Red, Smiley, Mngo, and lastly
foll owed by the Silencer, who brought up the rear. That way if anyone
tried to shoot himin the back, he would be as dead as Croft only
seconds | ater.

The inci dent happened several hours later. They found thensel ves
wal ki ng through the undercity, supposedly scouting |ocations for an
attack, when Croft felt they were far enough away from base and deci ded
to take a break in an enpty room

Suddenl y, Mongo, who had been | ooking bored fromthe hike, sat
upright like a lightning rod, and, eyes popping, made contact wth
Croft. When he saw Croft was watching, he slamred his foot down once.

Unfortunately, it was inmpossible for anyone el se to m ss Mngo's

antics as well, and Angry Red drew his blaster and pointed it at all of
t hem

Croft sighed and rolled his eyes. "Subtly, Mngo, | told you to
get ny attention subtly."” Croft |ooked relaxed, sitting still on a
crate. The Silencer too was sitting still, his weapons still not drawn,

but staring intently at Angry Red.

"You can't draw and fire, not before | can fire," said Angry Red.

"I don't know, I'mpretty fast," said Croft.

"I"mnot speaking to you," said Angry Red scornfully. "Al though I
do have a score to settle with you as well, for sticking a blaster into
me | ast week. But if you behave, no one has to die, yet."

The sounds of laser fire could be heard in the distance.

"What's that?" said Croft.

"It's just some of ny friends holding off the force you sent to
shadow us," said Angry Red. "Do you think I'ma fool? It's obvious that
you were setting a trap. | just decided to take the bait. It will be
worth it, for the reward I1'll get for all of you."



"I's that what this is all about, noney?" said Croft. "Do you
honestly think you're going to live 30 seconds |onger than we are?"

"The bugs want you alive," said Angry Red. "At |east, delivered
that way. There's no telling what they'Il do to you once they have you.
As for me, they' |l have other jobs for me to do. They nay even reward
me with alittle time alone with that one," he said, gesturing to
Mongo. "Prenonitions, huh? Thanks for the warning. Maybe I'll even get
a bonus for turning you over."

"So it's revenge too," said Croft.

"OfF course!" said Angry Red. The sound of laser fire was com ng
cl oser. "You're dunber than you | ook."

Croft, smling, slowmy stood up

"Don't nove!" said Red. "I don't want to shoot, but I will if I
have to!"

"Don't shoot my friend," said Snmiley, speaking for the first
time. He stood up to stand besides Croft.

Angry Red frowned. "Wat do you want, freak?"

"Don't shoot ny friends," said Snmiley. "Be nice to ny friends."

At that noment several things happened at once. Croft ground the
back tip of his left heel against the ground, and a needl e shot out and
hit Angry Red in the knee; gasping, Angry Red got off a shot just as
Smiley noved in front of Croft as Mongo screeched-

-and then it was all over. The Silencer, with his guns drawn, was
standi ng over Red's body, and Croft was |eaning over Smiley's fallen
body.

"You took a blaster hit for ne," said Croft, fearing the worst.
He | ooked at Sniley's shirt where a hole had been bl asted through it.
He was probably dying if not dead already. Croft probed the wound...
to find there was no wound. Only healthy skin underneat h.

Smi |l ey opened his eyes and smiled, causing Croft to junp.

"That was quite a jolt!" said Smley, getting up

"You.... you're...." said Croft, searching for the words. "You' ve
been shot by a blaster at point blank range."

"So | was!" said Snmiley, as if he hadn't noticed.

"And you're not even scratched," said Croft

Smil ey | ooked down at his scorched shirt with an exaggerated
"Poor Me" expression on his face.

"Croft, we've got to get out of here," said the Silencer. The
sound of |aser and blaster fire was getting cl oser

Croft nodded, then stopped, |ooking at the body of Angry Red.
"What about-"

"Leave him" said Mongo. "Leave him Al will work out well. Let
us go, let us go!"

They ran out, heading away fromthe sounds of weapons fire. A
mnute later, the roomwas filled with Insectoids.

In Mongo's vision, Angry Red slowy struggled to his feet.
"What... what happened?"

"Where are the humans?" said the Insectoid | eader. "Were is the
Croft? Where is the Silencer?”

"I... uh.... they were here"

"We sustained serious casualties in holding off the humans," said
the Insectoid. "You nmust pay for your failure. You are G aftonite. Take
himto the arena.”

"No!" Angry Red screaned.

A week later, nmillions watching the Insectoid hol obroadcasts
wat ched the spectacle of five killer bees stinging a tough |ooking red
headed man to death. He screaned | oudly as each stinger penetrated his
body, and then his lifeless body fell to the ground.



When they got back to base, Croft turned to Smiley and said, "You
survived a full blaster round to the chest wi thout even a scratch. Wo
are you? What are you?"

"They call me Smiley," said Sniley, snmling broadly.

Chapter 6: The Insectoid Spacegate

From the Personal Log of Cifford Croft, 17 years and four nonths after
the I nvasion

It's times like this, when I'min a slimy bug suit and bugs are
com ng onto ne sexually that | wonder how | ever get into situations
i ke this.

It all started a few days earlier, when Croft had received a
telepathic visit fromM. Towel.

"difford... wake up, difford..." Croft |ooked at the towel,
whi ch was suspended above the other sleeping soldiers in the room

"Can't you contact me during normal business hours?" Croft
grunbl ed, waking up two soldiers who glared at himwith a m xture of
di sli ke and concern for his nental health.

"Let's go to another roomso we can talk in privacy, shall we?"

Noddi ng nostly to hinmself, Croft left the roomand went to an
i sol ated nakeshift office.

"What is it, M. Towel ?" said Croft, putting his hands on his
forehead. "I just want to let you know that | don't perform heroic
m ssions on |l ess than eight hours of sleep.”

"I have an inportant nmission for you," said the voice.

"They're all inportant,” said Croft.

"You have to | ocate and destroy the Insectoid spacegate.”

"The I nsectoid wha?"

"Spacegate,"” said the voice. "Have you ever wondered where the
I nsectoi ds cane fronP"

"No," said Croft. Then, waking up a little in spite of hinself,
"Yes, | supposed. W& were never able to |l ocate their honeworlds. It's
like they just came out of nowhere. Qur best scientists hypothesized
that their worlds were sonmehow hi dden. "

"Your best scientists were wong, Cifford. Their worlds are very
open to see; they're just in a distant part of the gal axy."

"What ?" Croft quickly thought through the inplications. "Then how
did they get here? Their fastest ships travel at about the same speed
as ours."

"Spacegate, difford, Spacegate. That's your new word for the
day."

"What is it, sone kind of...

"Gate through space, exactly," said M. Towel. "They always cone
in pairs, and they allow ships to instantly travel fromone point in
the gal axy to another. That's how the Insectoid ships suddenly appear
in your part of the galaxy."

"I didn't know the bugs had that kind of technol ogy," said Croft
hazily.

"They don't, it was given to them but they still don't fully
understand it, just enough to maintain it," said M. Towel.

"And how do you know so much about this?" said Croft.

"There are two spacegates, one at their worlds, and one sonewhere
inthe vicinity of Alliance space. You have to find the |ocal spacegate
and destroy it."

"Sure thing," said Croft. "Shall | take my cruiser, or ny
batt| eshi p?"



"This is serious, Cifford."

"I"mserious too," said Croft, sitting up. "Something' s happened,
hasn't it, sonething involving War Admiral Norman North's fleet,
correct?"

"I can't tell you-"

"You want to prevent the Insectoids frombringing in
reinforcements to crush his fleet,” said Croft. "The only thing I can't
figure out is why you care. You' re alnost certainly not human."

"I's being human a prerequisite for caring?"

"No, but if I"'mgoing torisk ny life, again, 1'd like to know
the notivations if not the identity of the person I'mrisking it for
M. Towel," said Croft.

"My people..... are not people as you know them" said the voice.
"W are not permitted to interfere.”

"But by hel ping me, you are interfering," said Croft.

"Precisely, which is why | have to stay hidden, in the
background," said M. Towel.

"I'f I saw you, would | recognize you?" said Croft.

"You m ght recognize what | am but not who | am" said M.

Towel .

Croft sighed. "Well, | suppose that's the best |I can get fromyou
tonight, M. Towel. So how do you suppose | find this information and
get of f-pl anet ?"

"You're the expert infiltrator,'
have sone ideas."

"Yes, but only if | have the right tools-" said Croft, in
m dsentence. He had an idea.

said the voice. "Surely you nust

Four days later he was in Inglorious's | ab deep underneath Sarney
Sarittenden. "W used to have el aborately designed costumes that could
| et us pass for Insectoids,"” said Croft. "They've probably all been
| ost or destroyed in the invasion, but | was wondering how long it
woul d take you to-"

"No, we have one right here," said Inglorious.

"What ?" said Croft. "All these years, you had an active Insectoid
canosuit and you didn't tell ne?"

Inglorious held up a restraining hand. "Not one of the few
finished nodels, just one of the early prototypes. | discovered it |ast
year when | was cleaning up one of the storeroons."

"Let me see it!"

I nglorious brought it out. It looked like the fully finished
version that Croft had once used, many years ago before the invasion
He said as nuch

I nglorious | ooked at himpityingly. "The exoskel eton is finished,
but the internal software and hardware is inconplete. The speech
anal yzer is deficient-"

"I thought you knew the Insectoid | anguage-" said Croft.

"The witten | anguage, well, yes, except for sone nuances," said
Inglorious. "But the spoken | anguage is sonething el se. Do you know t he
si mpl e screech” and Inglorious made a whi ni ng sound that made Croft
want to cringe, "can nmean eat, kill, sleep, taste, or dance, dependi ng
on the slightest differences in tone, inflection, and body | anguage?"

"Oh.

"Ch isright. Simlarly the speech generator, where the suit
speaks what you want to say in convincing Insectoid, is simlarly
rough, giving your desired neaning no nore than perhaps 70% of the
ti me, dependi ng on how conpl ex the phrase you wish to speak is. "

"Well, I'lIl try to use sinmple phrases,"” said Croft. "I'Il take
the suit. It's either using this suit, or wal k around wearing a sign
saying 'lI'ma human, please shoot nme'. Let's get started.”



Levi, naturally, didn't have access to the ultra-top-secret
i nformati on concerning the | ocation of the spacegate. |ndeed, in al
his years he had only heard the slightest whispers that such a thing
existed. It really was that secret. And justifiably so. If their
spacegat e were knocked out, the Insectoids would be totally cut off
from homewor | d reinforcenents

But Levi did volunteer that there were several terminals inside
the pal ace at Sarney itself that required the highest security access.
They probably contained the information he needed.

And so Cifford Croft, dressed like a senior |evel Insectoid
of ficer, walked into the heart of the Insectoid defenses, walking with
a slight buzz.

As he wal ked into the pal ace, a guard challenged himw th a buzz.
Croft's readout nmonitor in the suit said that the guard nost
probably was either asking himwhat his business was, or else he wanted

to know where he had gotten his toenails done.

Croft chose the first interpretation, and tried to send a sinple
nmessage which translated roughly to "Me... going... to... Rotunda..
Central Control.... report...."

If the guards noticed anything about his rough accent, they
didn't say anything; instead, |ooking at his thorax badge, they sinply
waved hi mt hrough.

VWhat a relief! As Croft entered the building he barely glanced at
the schematic that Levi had provided. He had been to the pal ace before,
under | ess happier circunstances.

He renmenbered the last tinme, during a poorly planned raid, when
the I nsectoids had cornered his group around the bend of a dead end
hal | way, and Croft was sure that they were about to be sl aughtered.

And then Croft heard screans around the bend, and who el se should
appear but Professor Capybara? Croft never did figure out what the
| ovabl e rodent had been doing there, but one thing was for sure, he had
saved all their Ilives.

What were the odds of Croft neeting another unexpected ally
i nside Sarney Sarittenden this tinme?

Two | evels down from Croft, in a hidden room a wall shinmrered
An ol d man wearing robes stepped through. The shinrer faded. The old
man touched a button, and the hidden door opened; once he exited, the
wal | slid back in place.

Mongo had rmade a special point of saying that Croft should
undertake this mssion today, not yesterday or two days before, and so
Croft had del ayed the mission just on his say-so, nuch to M. Towel's
annoyance. But when he had asked why, all Mngo had done was repeat
what he had said the last tine.

"No time is good to go to Sarney. Too many bugses. But if nust
go, go on this day," he said, his bony finger pointing to a specific
date on the electrocalendar. "May live, or get shot at |ess. Wio knows?
Even Mongo is not sure.”

And so here he was. He entered the Capitol Rotunda. He was
i medi ately chal | enged by a guard.

Croft pressed what he hoped was the right option on his
touchscreen, that he had come to recalibrate the sensors, and hoped his
suit would articulate the sound correctly.

"I.... instrunments... sexy... sexy... now"

The guard cane cl ose and buzzed in a different tone, and for a
monent Croft shrank back, until he read what he thought was the
translation on his screen



"Snell good... off-duty... one cycle....'

Croft nodded, and nade his way into the Rotunda. There were
several bugs at work there, but they only glanced at himin passing.
Croft casually nade his way to another room behind the rotunda, a
nmoni toring station which fortunately happened to be enpty. It was mneant
for command personnel but right now the conmand personnel were
somewher e el se. Maybe Mongo was right, and maybe he had picked the
perfect time to infiltrate.

Croft went to the conputer termnal, and set the suit's
translation and decrypting sequences to work on the interface,
obediently clicking buttons when his suit's conputer told himto. In a
few minutes he had access to the database.

Hearing rustling in the rotunda, and realizing tine was at a
premium he limted his search to spacegates. Since this was a new
word, both to himand to the Insectoids, he wasn't sure what the
I nsectoid equi val ent would be. He found one reference to a gathering
pl ace, and a set of coordinates, but wasn't sure if that was a
reference to a spacegate or sinply a refueling station

Croft heard sounds of novenent behind him and was about to turn
around when he heard sonething that al nost nmade himjunp out of his
Suit.

"You |l ook ridiculous in that suit."”

Croft turned around, his heart racing, to find none other than
Inspir smling at him

"difford Croft, | presume,"” said Inspir, speaking in a | ow
Voi ce.

Croft could only nod dunbly.

"I thought | recognized you," said Inspir.

"I thought you were dead," said Croft, speaking softly through
his suit.

"I told you I would be |leaving for a while."

"But you wal ked right into a bunch of |nsectoids-"

"Just like now," said Inspir.

"Yes," Croft said. "Say, how did you-"

Suddenly it was Inspir's turn to stiffen. H's face turned grave.
"You have to get out of here, now "

"What ?" Suddenly, Croft felt a wave of fear that he couldn't
explain or identify.

"Hurry," said Inspir. "Use the other exit. Follow ne. Now"

Croft hurried out the other exit.

A moment | ater a hooded entered the nonitoring station. It was
enpty.

The being pulled back its hood, revealing a very reptilian face.
It was Rugani, Baracki's deputy. He | ooked around and sniffed. Then he
turned to the termnal, and saw what it was set to, and he hissed!

"What was that all about?" said Croft. Inspir had guided Croft
out through a secret exit that led into the undercity. They were now
wal ki ng through the undercity. Inspir seenmed unconcerned that they
would run into a patrol.

"I was about to be recognized," said Inspir. "Rather, it's too
late for that; |'ve already been recognized."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"W don't have nuch time," said Inspir. He touched Croft
I nsectoid head. "Look at you, how you' ve grown!"

Croft quickly explained his mssion and what he was trying to do.
For sone reason he totally omtted nentioning M. Towel, and if Inspir
pi cked up on this, he said nothing.

"A worthy goal, to knock out their spacegate," said Inspir.



"You know about it?" said Croft.

Inspir gave hima |l ook that said, "OF course!". Then he actually
spoke, "Have you given any thought how you're going to get there?"

Croft sighed. "I thought maybe |I could steal an Insectoid
corvette-"

"There woul d be an al arm out on you before you had gotten half a
light year out," said Inspir. "Why not travel in style?"

"What do you nean?"

"Why not go on an Alliance ship?"

Croft still couldn't believe after all these years that there
were any Alliance ships still functioning within Alliance space. It was
one thing to talk of the nythical Norman North's fleet, |ost far out
anong the stars, but here, at home? How could any Alliance ship survive
nore than a mnute before being hunted down and destroyed?

VWl l, he would soon find out the answer to that. Inspir had
instructed himto go into orbit. It was easy enough to get aboard a
shuttle heading for one of the orbital stations.

And then cane the hard part. Inspir told himto go out into space
and go to certain spatial coordinates and wait for retrieval.

For retrieval ? Was an Alliance ship really going to dally in
orbit to pick himup?

But Croft did as he was instructed. He was forced to get into an
I nsectoid spacesuit, which he struggled into within difficulty--it was
like putting one suit on over another. But he couldn't survive in the
vacuum wi thout it. And then he stepped out of the airlock of one of
the orbiting stations, and used a jetpack to heard towards the
speci fi ed coordi nates.

I f anyone was checking on short ranged scanners, he would be so
small as to be unlikely to attract notice. They woul d be | ooking for
shuttles, and ships, not objects the size of individual |nsectoids.

When Croft got to the designated coordi nates, he | ooked down at
August. Even now, it was certainly pretty. He was over the ocean
separating Concord fromAridor. The contrast couldn't be nore striking.
To the west was one, big netropolis spanning an entire continent; to
his right was untouched forests, nountains, and hills... or not quite
unt ouched. even from here, he could see a bit of eastern Aridor, which
had been devastated by the Insectoid breeding farms and grub fruit
orchards. Croft shuddered, and turned his face towards the stars. He
checked hi s gauges; he only had an hour of air left. He hoped they cane
soon, whoever they were.

He didn't have to wait long; in a few m nutes, he saw sonet hi ng
dangling towards him a thin strand of... rope? The funny thing was, it
didn't seem attached to anything, it was just a wandering, ainless
strand.

Croft jetted over to it, using his jetpack. There was a | oop on
one end, clearly indicating that he was nmeant to tie hinself to it. But
he coul d see the other end floating dead in space.

This nust be it, whatever it was. Croft tied hinself to one end.
As he did so he gently tugged on the line; to his surprise, the tension
was firm When he had finished tying hinself, he felt hinself pulled
forward, at a gentle but firm speed.

And then the nost anazing thing happened. One m nute he was
| ooki ng at enpty space, and the next he was | ooking at the inside of a
small |l anding bay. It was if the | anding bay was floating around in
orbit, without an outer shell. Croft saw people inside the bay,
unsui ted and wal ki ng around, exposed to vacuum That couldn't be; how
coul d that be.

It was only when he passed through the entry field and was
i nside, and he | ooked around and saw wal I s and ceilings again, that he



truly understood the significance of where he was.
He was inside a cl oaked ship.

There were sailors there yelling and pointing blasters at him
and he instantly realized the problem

"I'"'m human," Croft cried, but then realized they couldn't hear
hi mthrough his suit.

Rai sing his hands slowy, so not to panic them he took his
hel met of f under the watchful gaze of half a dozen blasters. Then, he
said loudly, |oud enough to be heard through his nonster suit, "Boy, am
| glad to see you!"

"You gave us quite a surprise,"” said Captain Hollister, of the
subship Nautilus, gesturing for Croft to take a seat in his cranped
quarters. "W were expecting a VIP, but we thought it would be human."

"Well, it's what on the insides that counts, Captain," said
Croft. "I have to say, |I'mvery surprised to see you here. And this
ship."

"Surprised, eh?" said Hollister. "This was still a prototype

under devel opnent when the bugs attacked. W scooted just in time with
a skeleton crew, took potshots at the bugs for a while."

"“And then?"

"Had to go to ground," said Hollister. "Too nuch battle danage."

"How can your ship be targeted if it's invisible?" said Croft.

"W have to surface when we fire our weapons," said Hollister

" Sur face?"

"Sorry. Surface into the visible spectrum" said Hollister. "The
Insectoid ships started travelling in packs, so that when we surfaced
to attack one, the others would hit us. Finally, our raiding partners
were destroyed and our ship was damaged. We hid for a while until we
could nmake repairs.”

"“And then?"

"And then we met M. Inspir," said Hollister, grinning.

"How did he find you?"

"He just seened to know where we were," said Hollister. "There's
no explaining it. W were suspicious, at first, but he hel ped us repair
the ship, and set us on useful m ssions."

"What kind of missions?" Croft asked.

"Al'l kinds," Hollister grinned. "Ferrying people and materi al
around, nostly." He changed the subject, avoiding Croft's question. "I
hear we're taking you on a special trip, to the Coranna Nebul a. Any
i dea what's there?"

"Yes," said Croft.

Inspir wal ked casually through the ground floor of the building.
Li ke nost buil di ngs on August, this one was over 200 stories tall

I nspir wal ked anong the dark support pillars, but then stopped.
"You can come out," he said quietly.

Rugani stepped out frombehind a pillar. They slowy started to
circle each other, as if waiting for the right time to strike.

"You shouldn't have come,"” said Rugani

"You shouldn't have cone,"” said Inspir.

"What busi ness do you have interfering? This is none of your
affair," said Rugani

"I am hel pi ng the oppressed,” said Inspir.

"The weak, you nean," said Rugani

"What's your excuse?" said Inspir.

"We are inproving this Insectoid species," said Rugani. "By
hel ping them assinilate the assets of the humans, they will becone
stronger and nore powerful ."



"To what end?" said Inspir.

"Power. Doninance," said Rugani, continuing to circle. "You
shoul d not have cone," he repeated.

"\What about the rights of individual races to set their own

destiny?"

"The weak nust service the strong," said Rugani. "That is the way
of things."

"You may find that you' ve backed the wong side this tine," said
I nspir.

"And who shoul d we have backed, those who were conquered?" said Rugani
"Normal North, who |eads the smallest sliver of a fleet-"

"-that nanages to continually defeat your fleets-"

"O difford Croft, who is headed towards a trap in the Coranna

Nebul a?" Rugani hissed. "I sensed his presence and saw the readout. |
i magi ne you used your powers to smuggle himinto the Rotunda. But you
won't be able to help himat Coranna. |'ve doubled the guard there and

ordered all humans to be sl aughtered on sight."

"You know, you're less intelligent than | give you credit for,"
said Inspir.

Rugani hi ssed, and |lightning bolts enmerged fromhis scaly hands.
I nspir dodged out of the way before the bolts hit, and they turned a
pillar behind himinto powder. The ceiling shook around them

Rugani fired another blast at Inspir. Inspir dodged agai n and
this time fired back. But Rugani was ninble too, and Inspir's bolts
slamed into another pillar, weakening it....

It was al nmost |ike watching two storms, each casting |ightning
bolts at each other, one a stormwith a lightness in the center, the
other one filled with darkness and hate. Everything in their path and
around themturned to dust, but they, through force and ni nbl eness,
wer e barely harned.

Fi nal ly, when another pillar shattered, and another and anot her
and the ceiling started trenbling above them they both realized the
nore i mredi ate danger. Inspir, closer to the edge of the foundation
than Rugani, sent a pair of bolts into two nore columms, and ran for
the exit.

In seconds the entire building, all 202 stories in all, teetered
and finally toppled, collapsing on itself and into the surroundi ng
streets with a gigantic boomso |loud that in neighboring Sarney
Sarittenden they thought someone was dropping bonbs. Fl oor coll apsed
agai nst floor, as the giant building was rocked fromits foundation
and broke into pieces which fell on top of one another

When all was done a giant cloud of snoke rose fromthe scene,
monentarily covering the scene of destruction in a wall of gloom
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The Nautilus, traveling under cloak, nosed around the Coranna
Nebul a.

"W may be traceable in all this dust, if someone knows what to
| ook for," said Hollister, making another check of the passive sensors.

"What do you nmean?" said Croft, crowded into a small cranped
corner of the tiny bridge. It was so crowded that it seemed |ike every
time a crew nenber shifted position or noved fromone post to another
that Croft had to nove to |let himpass. The ship was so crowded because
t he experimental cloak took up so much space. But how had the crew
endur ed such cl austrophobi ¢ surroundi ngs for so |ong?

"We are subnerged out of the visible spectrum but if the bugs
are smart enough to watch the dust dispersion pattern, they'll notice a
pat h bei ng pl owed through the dust. It will be like a bright line that
heads directly for us," said Hollister grimy.



"Any sign of the bugs yet?" said Croft.

"No," said Hollister. "But I'monly using passive sensors that
have a short range. | can't use the active sensors while we're
subnmerged. But effectively our cloak is al nost usel ess here, and we
don't have the legs to run away if we're caught. Just how inportant is
this m ssion?"

"It's inportant."” Croft didn't entertain the idea of turning
back. If they could cut the Insectoids' line of supply with their hone
pl anets, well, that could turn the war in their favor

The Nautilus drifted through the dust, the crew | ooking very
tense. Since the Nautilus could only use passive short ranged sensors
whi | e cl oaked, an eneny could spot and fire on them al nost before they
knew what was happeni ng. The only advantage they had was that the dust
made it harder to scan; and if the Insectoids didn't know what to | ook
for, they mght be able to slip in undetected.

"We're alnost at the destination point," said Hollister. checking
a reading. "I don't see anything yet."

Croft nodded, but said nothing.

The Nautilus sailed through the Coranna Nebula, silently gliding
out of a thick dust patch, to suddenly find itself on a pocket of open
space inside the nebula framed by a yell ow star

"Wait... picking up sonething... multiple contacts," said the
sensor officer.

"ldentity?"

"Bug BB... three, no, four bug cruisers... multiple destroyers..
a second BB.... a carrier... and what's that?"

"What ?" said Hollister, peering over the officer's shoul der

"I don't know, |'ve never seen anything like it," said the
of ficer, pointing to an outline on his screen. "It's HUGE. It's like a

big, round holl ow frane. Just hanging in space. Definitely artificial
| see a small orbital platformjust several nmiles off it."

"Do you know what that thing is, Croft?" said Hollister

Before Croft could reply, the sensor officer broke in again.
"Wait, I'mindicating a sudden power spike fromthat... thing!"

"Have they detected us?" said Hollister sharply, preparing to
give the order to evade. Not that it would hel p nmuch; nost of those
ships could easily outrun the Nautil us.

"Don't think so," said the officer. "The bug ships are continuing
in a normal sweep pattern. But that thing is generating a trenendous
amount of power. It's alnost off the scale... there are huge bolts of
energy, surging fromthe sun into that thing... it's acting like a
magnet, drawi ng power to it!"

They huddl ed around to watch his screen. A vortex was formng in
the center of the circular object. At first it was hazy, but then
after several minutes, it solidified.

"What was that all about?" said Hollister

"Two of the bug ships are changing course," said the sensor
officer. "They're heading straight for that thing!"

They wat ched on the scanner screen as the two blips representing
t he ships closed on the circular object. Wen they got close, the two
bl i ps di sappeared.

"What happened?" said Hollister. "How did they just disappear?"

"It's a transportation device of sone kind," said Croft. "It
links this region of space to the Insectoid homeworlds." He watched the
jaws drop as they realized the inplications. "My mission is to destroy
that thing. Can you blow it up?"

Hol | i ster studied the readout. "The sensors don't recognize the
material this thing is made up. But if it can absorb direct bolts of
energy fromthe sun, chances are that a torpedo or two is not going to
destroy it. | wouldn't want to even attenpt to tackle it without a ful



fleet, and even then there would be no guarantee that their conbi ned
firepower could do the trick."

"That was ny guess as well,"” said Croft. "So if I"'mto destroy
that thing, it will have to be through sabotage. Take us closer to that
orbiting platform"

"I's that safe?" said Hollister.

"The thing has powered down," said the sensor officer. "It's
qui et again."

Now t hat they were out of the dust cloud, their cloak once again
protected them But still, it was unnerving to head into the heart of
an Insectoid fleet. They never knew when they m ght be suddenly
detected. And at close range, they wouldn't have any chance of escape.

The Nautilus slowy closed in, nosing near the path of two
cruisers that were circling the object on routine patrol. The sensor
of ficer watched the path of each ship, |ooking for the slightest
devi ance or sign of awareness of their subship.

They closed on the orbital platform coning to a dead stop just a
few hundred feet away. Croft suited up in his bug suit and outer

spacesuit.
"You | ook real ugly," said Hollister
"Thanks," said Croft. "All right, here's the drill. Wit 24 hours

for me to return. If | don't return, or the alarmis raised, or you see
bi g expl osi ons, get out of here imredi ately-"

"W won't |eave you behind," said Hollister

"I'f I don't come back, I'll either be dead, or captured, so it
won't really matter," said Croft. "Follow your orders, head back to
August, and make contact using the static frequency | provided you
Then figure out a way to assenble a strike teamto destroy that thing.

If I can't figure out howto sabotage it, | will at least try to gather
information that will let us destroy it in a followup raid. Any
guestions?"

There were none. They all | ooked at Croft as if he were

i ncredi bl e brave.

And Croft would be lying if he said he didn't have
appr ehensi ons. He was about to break into one of the highest security
bases the | nsectoids had.

But he was an Infiltrator, one of the Agency's Eight, who was
repeatedly called on to do what for others would be the inpossible.
Taki ng a deep breath, he opened the airlock, and headed out into space,
maneuvering with his jetpack

The spacegate | ooked | arge and inposing even in the distance, a
large, glistening circular shape that framed the bright yellow sun
behind it. The concept of it was overwhel m ng--that one coul d pass
t hrough and instantly be in another part of the galaxy. M. Towel had
said that the bugs hadn't developed it thenselves, but if not them
t hen who? The Chent? Perhaps the Insectoids had di scovered sonme usabl e
technol ogy. That woul d explain a great many things. Including why they
had been able to destroy their fleet so quickly and thoroughly at
Vitalics.

Croft turned his attention to the orbiting platform Hopefully it
was a control station for the spacegate; and if he could | earn how to
sabotage it, then he might be able to destroy the spacegate.

As Croft closed on an outer airlock, he noticed what |ooked Iike
a long range shuttle maneuvering into a docking port. It was probably a
normal crew rotation. It was of no concern to him he |ooked |ike an
I nsectoid, and once he was through the airlock and had renoved his
spacesuit, he would be able to blend in easily with the rest of the
crew. He'd never be detected.

The I ong range shuttle docked and Rugani, his lizard eyes
glaring, stepped out. "You may have an intruder aboard. Take ne to



conmand. Hurry."

Croft clonped around the unfamliar hallways, |ooking for a
term nal which could provide himw th a schematic. So far the
I nsectoi ds he had passed hadn't paid himthe slightest attention. This
shoul d be easy.

"Intruders? The Clifford Croft?" said the Insectoid conmander
listening to Rugani's report. She imrediately turned and sl ammed the
alert signal. Klaxons blared throughout the ship.

"Fool !'" Rugani bl azed. "Deactivate that at once!"

The I nsectoid comrander, confused, did as she was told. The
kl axons went silent.

"But | thought-"

"You cannot detect him" said Rugani. "He is nbst probably in the
conpany of another who is masking his appearance.”

"Then how do we-"

"You don't," said Rugani. "Only | can. But now by soundi ng the
al arm you have put the eneny on alert!"” Hys reptilian eyes glittered
dangerously. "I intend to bring back the head of this difford Croft.

If I fail, I will bring back yours instead.” And he turned and left the
chanber, leaving a cloud of fear in his wake.

Croft heard the klaxons, fearing he or the Nautilus had been
di scovered, and then just as suddenly the klaxons stopped. A fal se
al arn?

Possi bl e, but not Iikely.

Croft decided to cut his |osses. He had verified the |ocation of
t he spacegate; now it was inmportant to survive long enough to tell the
resi stance about it. He turned back towards the airlock where his
spacesuit was hi dden

On his way there he felt a wave of fear wash over him It was
unreasoni ng fear, and Croft found that noving forward was an effort.

The fear was... familiar. He had felt it before, near the
Rot unda, when he had been with Inspir, and Inspir had been warning him
to leave, as if some dreaded eneny was com ng

And now Croft was al one and was feeling this fear again.

The airlock was only a few dozen feet ahead, but the feeling of
fear was stronger with every step that he took. He just knew that
what ever was around the corner would find himif he continued that way.

Turni ng around, Croft headed in the other direction. The fear
eased of f noticably as he wal ked away.

Rugani, trailed by Insectoid troopers, found the di sgarded
spacesuit in the airlock. Sone hunch had told himto go there. He
frowned. The spacesuit was for an Insectoid, not a human. A human
couldn't even fit inside such a | arge spacesuit.

So why was he getting the feeling that something was stil
terribly, terribly wong?

Rugani appeared to sniff the air. Yes, there was definitely an
i ntruder. And nearby too... Rugani strided down the corridor

The fear seenmed to be FOLLON NG Croft. Unless he was experienci ng
del usi ons, there was sonething chasing him sonething that concerned
even Inspir. Croft wal ked as quickly as he could in his Insectoid suit
wi thout attracting attention. Were could he go? Were could he hide?

H's inperative was to get off the orbital platform He'd have to
find another airlock. But what if the Nautilus had al ready gone?

And then, wal king by a window, he found a better sol ution.

The scoutship, still docked with the platform



Croft got to the ship, still trailed by the unrelenting fear,
whi ch was growi ng stronger. He went inside and cl osed the hatch, and
then went to the forward piloting area.

The pilot buzzed a puzzled greeting. Croft pointed his blaster at
the creature's thorax. "Launch. Now " There was no time to teach
hi msel f the controls.

Rugani wal ked by the wi ndow showi ng the view of his shuttle.
Suddenly, staring at it, he felt a sense of urgency.

The pilot buzzed angrily. Croft felt the fear building. Once his
nenesi s boarded the shuttle, there would be no escape.

Readj usting the setting on his blaster, he fired at one of the
al i en' s appendages.

The bug howl ed in pain.

Croft pointed the blaster back at the creature's neck. "You have
five seconds to launch. Five... four..."

Rugani reached the airlock to his shuttle, and his scaly hand
reached out for the open button when a |ight above flashed, and the
floor shock slightly as the shuttle broke free.

"Order the fleet to intercept that ship," said Rugani, turning to
one of the troopers. "Now " he hissed.

The Insectoid piloted the ship under Croft's direction. But when
the creature asked, "Were are we going?" it was a question that Croft
didn't know the answer to.

Was there time to get to the Nautilus before the general alert
went out?

Suddenl y, they heard just such a general alert over their coms,
and Croft saw on the scanners that the Insectoid fleet was bearing down
on his position.

No, there was no tinme, no tinme at all. He was all on his own now.
Croft checked the scanner for the edge of the dust field. Could he get
there in time? Even a cursory exam nation of the range and the
proximty of the other ships clearly indicated that he couldn't.

Then what was left?

Suddenly Croft noticed a burst of light, and then another, and
t hen anot her, |ancing towards the spacegate. Four ships were in
position to cross over. Could Croft get there before the other ships
i ntercepted hin?

Maybe.

Croft inmediately ordered the pilot to set a course. The pil ot
buzzed sonet hing i ncredul ous, but conplied when Croft jabbed his
bl aster into its neck.

The spacegate led to the Insectoid homeworl ds, a region of space sinply
teeming with I nsectoids. Was Croft mad to go there?

That remained to be seen. Al Croft knew was that if he stayed
here, he would be dead or captured in the next ten minutes. Faced with
the certainty of capture of death, alnost any alternative, even being
flung to the far corners of the galaxy in a region of space honme to his
wor st eneny, was an inprovenent.

At Croft's urging, the shuttle accelerated to catch up with the
| ast of the four ships that was positioning to cross through the
spacegate. Either the Insectoids couldn't shut the gate down or didn't
have sufficient tine to.

There was a flash and the ship passed through. Through the
spacegate Croft saw not the sun behind it but an unfamliar region of
space.

Suddenly Croft felt explosions around himand saw a battl eship,
cl osing fast.



The power surges fromthe sun were dimnishing, and the inage of
the stars through the spacegate was flickering. They were attenpting to
shut down t he spacegat e!

The ship was rocked agai n by another explosion, this tine closer
The i mage of the stars ahead flickered--one noment there were stars,
the next there was the m ghty sun behind the spacegate. It was all a
matter of chance now, would they hit the spacegate in a split second
while it was flickering, or sinply pass through to the sun behind it?

The shuttle hit the spacegate, and there was a flash

At first, Croft thought they had sinply passed through w thout
goi ng anywhere. Checking the sensors, he saw the sun behind him

But wait, the sun had been in front of them when they had passed
t hr ough, not behi nd them

And there, up ahead, were the four ships they had foll owed
passi ng through

They had nmade it!

Croft checked the spacegate behind them It was silent. He had
been | ucky enough to get through just before it shut down, bl ocking the
pur sui ng shi ps.

But it wouldn't take themlong to open the spacegate again. Croft
had the pilot scan the area and check for damage to the ship.

There was an identical orbiting platformand spacegate here, as
wel | as guardi ng warships, but no alert had been raised.

Well, that would be raised the first tinme they had contact with a
new ship fromthe other spacegate.

The pilot reported that the ship hadn't suffered any serious
damage. It advised Croft to give up

I nstead, Croft demanded an expl anation of the controls, and after
another dig with his blaster got his way. Piloting an unfamiliar alien
shuttle was nore difficult than piloting a human shuttle, but it wasn't
as nearly conplicated as navigating a large alien warship--in piloting,
there were certain basic principals that had to apply, regardl ess of
who built the ship.

Croft learned the essentials quickly and then punched up a
navi gati onal chart. Mbst of the planets were keyed green, |nsectoid
wor |l ds, spreading lightyears in every direction. How depressing.

But one world, pretty close nearby, was keyed in orange. Croft
asked about that one.

The pilot shook its head, saying nothing.

Croft pointed the bl aster again.

"It is filled with ruthless enem es,” buzzed the pilot, or at
| east that's what Croft's translator seened to indicate. "They will
kill anything that comes near!"

"Ruthl ess killers, huh?" said Croft. "If they're your enem es,
they mght be ny friends." He set a course towards the planet. It was
in a systemnot far fromthe spacegate. Croft idly wondered why the
I nsectoids would build their precious spacegate so close to their
eneny. It was another nystery to be thought nore about when he had sone
free tine.

"No!" the pilot buzzed. "No one who goes there ever goes back."

"But | imagine your experience is limted to Insectoids," said
Croft. "Wien it conmes to aliens other than |Insectoids, perhaps they'l
ask questions first."

"No!" said the pilot again.

"I don't have nmuch choice," said Croft. "Your people won't
exactly welcone me with open appendages.”

The pilot stared at the growi ng i mage of the star systemthey
wer e approachi ng. Suddenly, the pilot [unged towards Croft-

-and fell back with a nasty hole in its chest.



Croft watched the green ooze leak onto the floor of the pilot's
cabin. "l suppose I'll have to clean that up," he sighed.

As the ship sped towards its destination Croft took off the top
of his Insectoid suit so his head stuck out. He didn't renove the
entire suit because it bul ked up his size, enabling himto reach nost
of the controls.

It was a few hours later that Croft noticed the first signs of
pursuit, several warships heading towards him By this tinme he was
nore than hal fway to the system

The Insectoids transnmitted in English. "Human. Surrender.”

Croft activated the transmitter. "I don't think so.”

"I'f you enter that system you will be destroyed,"” cane the
response.

"I don't think I can expect nuch better fromyou," said Croft.

"W want you alive," he heard back.

"It's always nice to be wanted," said Croft.

He bit his lip, pausing to consider for only a monent. If the
I nsectoids planned to take himalive, chances were that he woul dn't
stay alive for very long once they were done interrogating him No, his
best chances were with the unknown ahead. Realigning his transmtter,
he broadcast towards the approaching system

"Attention, people of-" Croft realized he had no idea what the
systemor its inhabitants were called. "-the system|'m approaching. My
nane is Cifford Croft. 1| amnot an Insectoid. | mean you no harm"

Croft entered the outer edges of the system The Insectoid fleet
closed rapidly. According to his calculations, they would be in weapons
range before he reached the fourth planet, which seenmed to be the only
one with a habitabl e at mosphere.

"Are you there?" said Croft. "Please respond.”

There was no response. But then, on the scopes, Croft noticed the
Insectoid fleet breaking and turning around. They were no |longer in
pursuit. They were runni ng away.

Checki ng his forward scopes, Croft soon di scovered why.

There was a gigantic ship approaching, fromthe fourth planet.

It was at |least several mles long. Croft identified it
i medi ately, fromlikenesses obtai ned from archaeol ogi cal expeditions
to nmonunent s throughout known space.

It was a Chent ship, a ship fromone of the ol dest (and thought
to be extinct) races in the galaxy. Bristling with alien weaponry and
power, it could vaporize a spacefleet in seconds.

And it was heading straight for Croft's tiny shuttle.

Croft gul ped but didn't change course. He was committed now, and
there was nowhere else to go. He kept transmtting.

"My name is difford Croft. | amfroma race called humans from
anot her part of the galaxy. | amnot an Insectoid, or whatever you call
t he bugs hereabout. | mean you no harm"

The gi ant ship approached Croft's shuttle, and slowed as it
overtook it from above. Croft marveled at the mles of ship slowy
floating over his cockpit.

Then, suddenly, something |ike a gunport opened, and a weapon
energed. Croft quickly scranbled for the controls, but a beam stabbed
out, he saw a white light flashing towards his cockpit, and then all
went bl ack.

Chapter 7: The Planet of the Capybaras

Tweatl e, tweatle.
Cifford Croft gradually regai ned consci ousness. He was in an in-



bet ween state, where he realized he was asl eep, and could hear the
worl d around him but couldn't nuster the effort to nmove a nuscle.

"Is it dead?" A soft, rmusical sounding voice said. "I w sh
(tweatl e tweatle) wouldn't | eave his specinmens |ying around.™

"Is it even noderately sentient?" Asked a second voice. "It |ooks
i ke an abandoned toy to me. Let's get rid of it-"

"Stop!" said a third voice, and Croft, still struggling to fully

regai n consci ousness, could hear the sudden pad-paddi ng of approaching
feet.

"It is not dead," said a famliar voice. "It is not a toy, and
it is not (tweatle tweatle) abandoned!"™ Croft nmade a nental surge,
and, as if he were breaking through a psychol ogical barrier, managed to
crack open first one eye, and then the other

He found hinself staring into a very large snout w th whiskers,
not two inches fromhis face. The snout pul ed back, revealing the
unm st akabl e features of Professor Capybara.

Prof essor Capybara. An alien who had come to August nany years
ago. He | ooked like a large, 250 pound furry rodent with webbed feet,
wor e gl asses and snoked a pi pe, had inpeccabl e manners, and other than
that there was nothing Croft or the Alliance had been able to learn
about him They hadn't even been able to learn his species' real nane;
the Professor had cleverly deflected all questions. So, because he
| ooked |i ke a Capybara, and because he said he was a schol ar, the nane
' Prof essor Capybara' sinmply stuck

But Professor Capybara had di sappeared right after the invasion
of August. He had hel ped Croft out of a tight situation many years ago,
and then di sappeared conpletely. And now, on the other side of the
gal axy, they had met again. How was this possible?

"Are you (tweatle tweatle) all right Cifford?" the Professor
asked, in his usual singsong way. He poked Croft gently with his snout,
as if giving himan inpronptu physical exam nation

"Professor," said Croft, sitting up slowy. Croft blinked. "What
are you doing here-" was all Croft said, stopping in m dsentence. For
despite all he had heard, it was only now, |ooking around the room
that there was not one but three Capybaras there. No one had even known
that others of his race beside the Professor existed.

"What-" Croft started to say, suddenly unsure which one to
address. Wiich one was the Professor?

"Not very articulate, is it?" said one of the Capybaras.

"It's me, Cifford, said the capybara closest to Croft, the one
who had brought his snout within point blank range. "lI'mthe one you

know. 1'Il help you tell us apart,"” he said, and the world grew fuzzy,
bef ore becom ng clear again. "l imagine it's a shock seeing nore than
one of us."

"That's not the only shock," Croft grunbled. But his brain was
turni ng back on. \Watever they had used on himwas wearing off. He
| ooked at the other Capybaras and noticed subtle differences. The
Prof essor wore his trademark spectacles, while one of the other
Capybaras wore what | ooked like a pink beret, while the third wasn't
weari ng anything (aside fromthe customary rough coat of fur that al
Capybaras had), although he did have what | ooked |ike an ol d-fashi oned
st et hoscope dangling from his neck

Croft started to stand up, felt a wave of dizziness, then tried
again, this time successfully.

"Not very durable, is it," said the Capybara with the
st et hoscope.

"It hardly seenms worth the effort,"” said the Capybara with the
pi nk beret, referring to Croft as if he were an object. "Is this al
it does?"

"This is one of the nost ingenious of the humans,"” said the



Pr of essor.

"Doesn't say much for the race then, does it?" said the other
Capybara, the one with the stethoscope. But no, that couldn't be; why
woul d a Capybara be wearing an ol d-fashi oned nedi cal device? There nust
be sone reasonabl e expl anati on.

Croft felt a smaller wave of dizziness, but he felt stronger now,
and managed to stay standing.

"Easy, young Cifford, said the Professor. "You've been through
quite an ordeal ."

"Way did you zap me?" said Croft. "Didn't you get ny nessage?"

"We quickly realized you weren't one of the (tweatle tweatle),"
said the Professor. "That's why we came out to intercept you."

"That was your ship?" said Croft. "Wait, then why did you shoot
ne?"

"Animal handling rules,"” said Pink Beret. "No animals or (tweatle
tweatle) pets allowed on the planet without proper sedation.”

"Wait, we're not on the ship anynore?" said Croft. He | ooked
around the decidedly alien but well-lit room "W're on the planet?"

"Have a |l ook, difford," said the Professor, pad-padding towards
a w ndow.

Croft wal ked over and peered out and gasped

It was a city like none other. There were dozens of alien
buildings in all directions as far as the eye could see, glittering in
all different colors, sizes, and shapes, connected by el evated
wal kways. There were other things too, shapes suspended in the air and
obj ects whose purposes he couldn't discern but nust have had sone
meani ng. It was such an incredible sight that even Croft, who thought
he was suprenely jaded, couldn't help but be shocked. He had never seen
anyt hing so wondrous in his life.

He suddenly realized that |ooking down he couldn't see the ground
bel ow. They rust be far above the ground, in a building far taller than
anyt hi ng on August.

Croft was used to the metropolis, having spent years on August.
But what he saw took his breath away, and nmade Sarney Sarittenden | ook
like a small black and white cardboard parody of a real city. A Chent
city.

Croft slowy turned around to his hosts. "Are you... the Chent?"

"Chent ?" said Stethoscope Capybara.

"I think he refers to a race of ol der beings, probably the

(tweatl e tweatle) ," said the Professor.
The other two Capybaras tittered as if they had heard a funny
joke. Croft realized that he had guessed wong. "But... but you have a

giant ship, and this city-"
"No, Cifford, we are not what you call the Chent," said the
Professor. "In fact-"
They heard a gentle ringing sound.
"What's that?" Croft asked.
"It's the others," said the Professor. "I think they want to neet
you. "
"Should it be put in restraints first?" said Pink Beret. "And is
it housetrained?"
"Cifford will pose no danger, and will not make a ness," said
the Professor. "WIIl you, difford?"
Croft nodded absentmi ndedly as he | ooked down, noticing for the
first time that he was out of his Insectoid suit and that his weapons
wer e gone.

They took Croft to a large, circular room which reni nded hi m of
the rotunda in Sarney Sarittenden. He stood in the center of it,
| ooki ng around.



There were several platfornms around the room on which stood nore
Capybaras than Croft had ever seen in his life. Actually it wasn't that
many, seven in all, but it was still a shock. Each wore a different
pi ece of clothing or had a different accessory. There was the
Prof essor, of course, and Pink Beret and Stethoscope Capybara. There
was al so
a Capybara wearing a | ab coat, one wearing a robe, and one wearing a
tool belt, and one, nobst inprobably, wearing a four piece suit and
el aborate long tie.

As he stared, openednouth at these ridicul ous and powerful
creatures, the Professor waddl ed over to himand whi spered, "I can
i magi ne your confusion, Cifford. | have provided virtual cues to help
your mind (tweatle tweatle) distinguish anong us. Sonme of what you see
is synbolic or otherw se representational."

The npbst well-dressed with the site and the tie Capybara nade a
cl ompi ng noise as if he were gaveling a session into order

"Don't worry about a thing," said the Professor. "Just be polite
and non-threatening and it is nostly likely that the hearing will not
(tweatl e tweatle) go agai nst you."

Croft opened his mouth to speak but the Professor had al ready
waddl ed away to his own platform A hearing? First Croft had thought
they just wanted to neet him But now he was on trial. Croft felt the
situation spiraling out of control. He thought he was anong friends,
but now wasn't so sure

The Capybara in the suit brought the nmeeting to order. Speaking
in a typically Capybara voice, he said, "I call this session to order."

| mredi ately, the Capybaras sat down on padded rugs and started
nmunchi ng somet hi ng from nearby contai ners. Cbviously, eating during a
trial was as common as snacki ng during hol onmovi es on August.

"Cifford Croft!" said the Capybara. "W have done you the
courtesy of spending several mnutes to (tweatle tweatle) understand
your | anguage so that you may understand these proceedings. My nane is
(tweatle tweatle) and I am (tweatle tweatle) of (tweatle tweatle), not
to nention (tweatle tweatle) or (tweatle tweatle)."

Sonehow, Croft got the idea that this one was in charge, or at
| east was the coordinator for the others. Mentally in his mind he
dubbed hi m "Mayor Capybara.”

"W are given to understand that you are a quasi-sentient being
and so can understand, at least in a rudinmentary way, what we are
(tweatl e tweatle) saying. Is that correct?"

Croft nodded.

"Visitors are not pernmitted to (tweatle tweatle). Nornmally, we
woul d (tweatle) without further inquiry, but (tweatle) has spoken out
on your behal f." Mayor Capybara seemed to be indicating the Professor

"So, before we pass judgment, we wish to know -what has brought
you here? Indeed, how did you (tweatle tweatle) the (tweatle tweatle)?"

Croft took a deep breath. He saw now not only a danger, but an
opportunity. Perhaps by telling his story he could convince the
Capybaras to help him

"I amfroma planet called August-"

"We know all that," Lab Coat Capybara.

"A race called the Insectoids-"

"That's not their nane," interrupted Tool Belt Capybara. "A race
of aliens conquer you, and you don't even know their nane is (tweatle
tweat | e) ?"

Several Capybaras snickered at Croft's expense.

Croft continued. "W had | earned that what we call the Insectoids
had established a spacegate, a w ndow between your part of the gal axy
and ours-"

"How did you |l earn of that?" interrupted Mayor Capybara.



Croft was about to open his nouth and nention M. Towel, when he
paused.
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"Why can't you reveal yourself?" Croft had said to the bobbing
and non-existent inmage of M. Towel.

"Believe me, 1'd like nothing better, Cifford. But if the others
find out, there will be real consequences," the voice had said.
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Croft had a sudden flash of insight. It wasn't the |Insectoids
that M. Towel had been afraid of, but the Capybaras!

"W're waiting, Clifford Croft," said Mayor Capybara.

Better to use Inspir. Inspir didn't seemafraid of anything. "It
was a being naned Inspir who told me this."

"Inspir? Is this a fell ow human?" said Mayor C

"Alnost certainly not," said Croft. "He has a lot of incredible
powers. | don't know very nuch about him He just appeared, one day."

"Very well. We nmay return to the subject of this person later
But for now, continue."

"So | went to check out this spacegate."

"How di d you get there without detection?"

Croft gritted his teeth. Until he knew for sure where the
Capybaras stood, he was reluctant to reveal all his secrets. "I used a
special ship that can cloak itself fromothers scans."

Tool Belt Capybara tweatled sonething. The other Capybaras
| aughed.

"I got onboard and stole a shuttle, and made it through the
spacegate," said Croft.

"Why?" said Mayor C.

"Why what ?"

"Why did you cone through?"

Croft licked his lips. "To enlist your help. | had heard of you-"

"The truth, please," said Mayor Capybara.

"Somehow, the |Insectoids caught onto nmy presence on ny side of
t he spacegate. This was ny only avenue of escape."

"And they chased you, here," said Mayor C. He turned to the
Prof essor. "Wat say you? |Is the (tweatle tweatle) aninal capabl e of
decepti on?"

"l believe him" said the Professor

"Do you think he has been prinmed by the (tweatle tweatle)?"

"Unlikely," said the Professor. "From ny understanding, he is one
of the prinme adversaries of (tweatle tweatle)."

"Still, we should dissect and (tweatle), just to be sure," said
St et hoscope Capybar a.

"Di ssect and (tweatle), that's always the answer with you, isn't
it?" said the Professor. "I scanned difford nyself. He has no hidden
devi ces. "

"But he is a threat," said Lab Coat Capybara. "He has cone to
(tweatl e tweatle) and seen (tweatle)."

"It's hardly a secret that we're here," said the Professor
"That's not what keeps the (tweatle) away."

"But if we release him and he gets caught and exam ned by
(tweatle) or (tweatle)-".

"Qur location is hardly a secret,” said the Professor. "You can
be sure that if (tweatle) and (tweatle) know where we are, that
(tweatle) and (tweatle) do as well. | really don't think we have
anything to worry about."

"You seem passionate in your defense of the human," said Mayor



Capybara. "I would hate to think that you are letting synpathy cloud
your judgnent, like (tweatle)."

Several of the Capybaras gave a | ow whistle. Woever or whatever
(tweatle) was, it was obviously sonmeone or sonething that had nade
quite an inpression.

The Professor's tail stood up and he | ooked indignant. "If you
will recall, it was you who sent ne to (tweatle) after (tweatle tweatle
tweatle). | didn't volunteer for it. And I was al ways one of

(tweatle)'s harshest critics."

"Yes," said Mayor C. "But sone say you have (tweatle) since you
returned from (tweatle)." He paused, then considered. "This is
obviously very conplex. W will think on it nore, and hold a vote at
the first of (tweatle)."

"And in the interin®"

"The human may go freely, provided (tweatle) takes responsibility
for his actions."

"l do," said the Professor

"Then this hearing is adjourned,” said the Mayor. Like the
others, he started eating, chew ng on sonething crunchy that, froma
di stance, |ooked like peanuts.

Croft | ooked around. The Capybaras were all talking to thensel ves
now and eating, virtually ignoring him He had noved from being a
potential threat to someone not even worthy of their attention

Croft cautiously made his way to the Professor's platform
Looki ng cl osely, he saw that he and the ot her Capybaras were eating
peanut s!

"Quite a delicacy," said the Professor, sensing his gaze. "You
nmust be hungry." A webbed foot swept and passed sone peanuts to Croft.
"W | earned of themfromyour world, and started grow ng them here. But
we can't get the taste just right |like the ones | brought from August.
(Tweatl e) has | abored over it, but can't understand why."

Croft | ooked around. Sone of the Capybaras were shelling theirs,
while others were eating themwhole. Al were nmaki ng chonp-chonp sounds
as they ate. It would have been conmical, if the situation weren't so
grave.

"What happens now?" said Croft.

"Now we await the (tweatle tweatle) outcome of the hearing," said
the Professor.” So far it's gone very well for you."

"It did?"

"Qur last two visitors, both sem -sentients, were (tweatle
tweatle) dissected and (tweatle) on the spot,"” said the Professor

"You told nme | had nothing to worry about!" said Croft.

"I was trying to build your confidence," the Professor explai ned.

There were several days before the vote. Croft spent nmuch of the
time with the Professor, who gave hima guided tour of the city. As
wi th August, the "city" stretched over nmuch of the planet. It was
wondrous in its size, shape and conplexity. Buildings seened to branch
out in all different directions. Some were slimer at the base but
thicker at the top; others were thick at the base but split off into
di fferent branches towards the top, like a tree. Qther architectura
objects he saw he sinply couldn't identify. And it was all huge, as far
as the eye could see in every direction. But it was al so apparently
enpty.

"It's a mighty big place," said Croft. "But where is everyone
el se?"

"Everyone el se?"

"W haven't come across a single person since we started,” said
Croft.

"Well, there are only seven of us here," said the Professor. "So



it's unlikely you'd just randomy run into one of us, unless we were
seeking you out."

"Seven? Only seven?" said Croft. "Why did you build this huge
city for just seven people? Did there happen to be nore of you?"

"Yes," said the Professor

"What happened to then?"

"Two of them are out on survey mssions," said the Professor. "In
fact, it's unusual that this many of us are (tweatle tweatle) at one
tine." He didn't el aborate.

"So for nine of you, you build this huge city?"

"There used to be 11, actually," said the Professor

"What happened to the other two, did they | eave too?"

"We don't like to talk about the other two," said the Professor

"I like to feel that we have the kind of relationship where we
can tal k about anything," said Croft

The Professor |ooked around, as if to see if anyone were
listening, and wi ggled his whiskers. "One of our kind passed away," he
said, in a |ow voice

"lI's that unusual ?"

"It is when he's killed," said the Professor

"How did it happen?" said Croft, as they continued wal ki ng.

"He got involved," said the Professor bluntly.

"I nvol ved? In what?" said Croft.

"We're a race of scholars, difford. Qur mssion is to study
ot her cultures, not get involved. Each of us, you nmay note, as a
specialty. (Tweatle), the one you perceive to wear a pink hat, studies
fine art. (Tweatle) , the one you perceive wears a nedi cal device,
st udi es biol ogy and nicrobiology, and is al so our doctor and forensic
veterinarian."

Croft didn't like the sound of that |ast one.

"(Tweatl e), who you perceived was wearing a lab coat, is an
expert in what you would call physics, mathematics and theoretica
sci ences you may not have heard of. (Tweatle) who you perceived wore a
robe, is a specialist in literature and phil osophy anong highly
sentient cultures. (Tweatle) who seens to you to wear a tool belt,
studi es the engineering sciences. And (Tweatle) who was wearing the
suit, studies sociology and government structure. He's al so our
coordi nator."

"And you?"

The Professor paused for a minute, and said, "My specialty is
non-sentient races."

"Non-sentient races!" Croft expl oded.

The Professor put a webbed hand on Croft's leg. "Now, now,
Cifford. To be fair, when | was sent to study you, we all clearly
agreed that your race was sem -sentient, and this was outside ny area
of study."

"Why?" Croft asked. "Why were you sent to study sonething outside
your area? Don't you have an expert in sem -sentient races?"

"I quickly built up a subexpertise in sem-sentients," said the
Prof essor qui ckly.

"There's sonmething you're not telling nme," said Croft. "The
Capybara, the one who was killed, was his expertise sem -sentient
races?"

"No, his expertise was astro-geol ogy," said the Professor

"\What about this other Capybara?" said Croft.

"What ot her?" said the Professor

"You said there used to be 11 of you. Two are out on study. One
is dead. There's still one unaccounted for. What was the area of
speci ali zation for this other Capybara?”

The Professor |ooked Croft in the eyes and wiggl ed his whiskers.



"You're very bright, difford, for a (tweatle tweatle) sem -sentient. |
think that's why | always |iked you."

"Your flattery is bowing ne over," said Croft dryly. "Now, the
answer to ny question, please.”

The Professor sighed. "They won't like it if you find out. They
don't like it when we talk about him especially to a (tweatle tweatle)
out si der. "

"Then we won't tell them" said Croft.

The Professor hung his head. "The answer to your question, to
your real question, is that yes, the m ssing menber of our study group
was a specialist in (tweatle tweatle) sem -sentient races. He was sent
to study your race, anong others. After a while he (tweatle tweatle)
crossed the line."

"Crossed the |ine?"

"Cot involved," said the Professor. "This followed the | oss of
our previous (tweatle tweatle) associate. W feared that if he got
i nvol ved, the sane thing would happen not just to him but to us as
well."

"You're so powerful, with your m ghty spaceship. Can anything or
anyone really touch you?" said Croft.

"Ch, nmost certainly, Cifford. W don't like to talk about it,
but we're hardly invulnerable,” said the Professor. "Not fromthe
| esser species, certainly. W have nothing to fear fromyour (tweatle
tweatle) Insectoids, for exanple. But there are certainly others out
there who could do us harmif they wanted to. W feel that by invoking
neutrality and non-participation that it keeps us safe. Qur coll eague
was (tweatle tweatle) informally bani shed and warned not to get
i nvol ved again. Since his |last posting was with the humans, one of his
sharpest critics was sent, not only to study you, but also to study the
(tweatle tweatle) effect you seemto have on us."

"Sharpest critics... you?" said Croft.

"Are you surprised?" said the Professor. "Yes, | was one of his
sharpest critics and strongest believers in non-intervention. Quite
frankly, | held your race in a great deal of (tweatle tweatle) disdain.

| believe you had willfully (tweatle tweatle) corrupted our associ ate.
VWhile | cultivated a friendly demeanor during ny first few years anong
you, inwardly I was not feeling so (tweatle tweatle) charitable."

"And do you still feel that way?"

The Professor | ooked around, as if he especially feared that what
he m ght say next m ght be overheard and misinterpreted. "No. | have
grown noderately fond of your race, in a detached, (tweatle tweatle)
scholarly sort of way. | have witten several papers on it for ny
col | eagues, describing it as what you might call the 'pathetic puppy’
syndrone. . "

"Pat hetic puppy?"

"You humans are so hel pl ess, but so eager to get up and do for

yoursel ves, like a young puppy first learning to bound around. | think
it unintentionally inspires the (tweatle tweatle) paternal or materna
instinct in us," said the Professor. "I | ook upon your species sonmewhat

favorably now. But that doesn't mean that | share the views of ny
former coll eague about (tweatle tweatle) getting involved."

"But you did get involved," said Croft. "Some years ago, in the
pal ace at Sarney, when you saved the lives of ne and ny friends. O
don't you renenber ?"

The Professor waved a webbed paw dismissively. "Ch, | (tweatle
tweatle) a few guards on my way home. That's not intervention
Gifford."

"Ah ha," said Croft. "And this other Capybara. Have you heard
from hi n? What happens if you find himinterfering agai n?"

"We've already tal ked about this too nmuch, young difford. If the



ot hers di scover what |'ve told you, it will greatly reduce your chances
of (tweatle tweatle)." The Professor changed his tone of voice. "Cone!
It is time to return. Let us wal k back."

They wal ked in silence for a while. Then Croft said, "You re an
expert in sem-sentient races, right?"

"A subspecialty for nme, but yes," said Croft.

"Then tell me about the Insectoids. How did they get their hands
on all this technology? Wio built it for then? If they' re your eneny,
why did they put their spacegate so close to your planet?"

The Professor smled mrthlessly. "They didn't place what you
call the spacegate near us; they sinply cane to use the one near us."

"I't was al ways there?"

"For a long tinme," said the Professor. "The ones you call the
I nsectoi ds had absolutely no idea howto use this (tweatle tweatle)
technol ogy. They were hel ped, by the (tweatle tweatle) Screen."

"The Screen?"

"Arace of the third or fourth wave who instructed them"

"Third or fourth wave?"

The Professor sighed, and tweatled. "It may surprise you to learn
t hat nost of what you see around you, this city, our ship, what you so
quaintly call the (tweatle tweatle) spacegate, was not built by us. It
was built by a very old and advanced race, what | believe you refer to
as the Chent."

"The Chent may not have been the ol dest race, but they were very
ol d, conparatively, and much of what they (tweatle tweatle) thousands
of years ago persists today. After a tine, the Chent disappeared from
the scene.”

"\Why 2"

"You are only making a long story longer," said the Professor
"After the Chent disappeared, a group of younger races, what we refer
to as the first wave, made use of the Chent technol ogy. They were
al nost as (tweatle tweatle) as the Chent, learning to replicate the
technol ogy, and in sonme ways they even figured out how to inprove the
technol ogy and build upon it."

"Many years |ater cane the second wave. Those races were mnuch
like the (tweatle tweatle) first wave, but their striking feature was
that they only were able to learn how to replicate and repair the Chent
technol ogy, but the ability to inmprove upon it (tweatle tweatle) el uded
them™

"Then came the third wave. These groups of races were classified
by their ability to use Chent technol ogy, and nmake sone repairs, but
they didn't have the (tweatle tweatle) ability to nmake inprovenents,
and they largely lost the ability to replicate the technol ogy,
certainly in (tweatle tweatle) ways that matched the original nodels."

"And finally cane the fourth wave. They had no idea how to
replicate or inprove on the existing Chent technol ogy, and only a
limted understanding on how to naintain or repair or even (tweatle
tweatle) use certain aspects of it. There are fourth wave races who
have ships as mighty as ours, and yet have only a fraction of an idea
how to use themto their full potential."

The Professor cleared his throat. "The Screen, a reptilian race
of aliens who are aiding the Insectoids, are fourth or at best post-
third wavers. They are the ones who guided the Insectoids to use the
(tweatl e tweatl e) spacegate technol ogy, but even the Screen barely have
an idea how to use them"

"And hunmans, where do we fit in on this wave theory?" said Croft.

"Ah, you are, ah, post-fourth wave," said the Professor, trying
to be polite.

"l suppose that's what nakes us cute, |ike pathetic puppies,"”
said Croft dryly. "Why are these Screens hel pi ng the bugs?"



"It's very conmplex, but to oversinplify it they believe that
aggressive militaristic cultures are the best vehicle for societal
rule.”

"I'n even sinmpler terns?"

"They are hel ping the Insectoids take over the gal axy, and hope
to rule through them"

"My sinple nmind can grasp that," said Croft.

"I didn't nean to insult you, Cifford," said the Professor. "As
you know, |I'mvery fond of you."

"Bow wow, " said Croft sarcastically.

They returned to their starting point, a tall building where
Croft had net the other Capybaras. "I think it would be a good idea if
you spent some quality time with ny coll eagues.™

"Why?" said Croft suspiciously.

"We are, after all, scholars, and we want to | earn everything we
can-"

"Don't tell ne that Lab Coat Capybara wants to |earn everything
he can about prinmitive, post-fourth wave human sci ence. O that Doctor
Capybara wants to | earn about our |atest medical treatnments," said
Croft. "What's this really about?"

The Professor | ooked enbarrassed, |owering his snout and | ooking

up at Croft. "As you know, there will soon be a judgnment on your fate."

" And?"

"I"ve done sonme prelinmnary polling. The results have inspired
caution.”

"Inspired caution," said Croft. "That's a phrase I'll have to
remenber. "

"Qthers don't see your value as | do. | was hoping perhaps if you

mngled with them™"

"Plead for ny life so | won't be dissected?" said Croft.

"Don't be so nelodramatic, Cifford," said the Professor.
"Dissection is highly unlikely. W are fully versed with your race's
anatomy. At worst, you would be permanently interned, or gently put to
sl eep. "

"Or gently put to sleep,” Croft repeated hollowy.

"I"mhoping I can argue for an internnment," said the Professor.
"But if you want to do any better, you need to establish a relationship
with the others.”

"Ah ha," said Croft.

"The decision will be by majority vote."

"How many votes do we have to set ne free so far?"

"So far, by ny informal polling?"

"Yes."

"None," said the Professor.

"Not including you, of course."

"Of course,"” said the Professor.

"So | need three nore votes to set ne free," said Croft. "All
right, where do | begin?"

"Go away, human!" chirped the voice, as soon as Croft stepped
t hr ough t he door.

Croft found hinself in a very futuristic lab. The | ab coated
Capybara was apparently hard at work.

"Hi," said Croft. "l just came by to-"

"I"'mvery busy," said the Capybara, studying a readout. "If you
need to groomyourself, there's a (tweatle tweatle) del ousing station
several floors down."

"Ah, thanks, but I'mfine," said Croft. "I just cane to say
hel | o-"



"Hell o."

"-and to see what you were working on."

The officious Capybara | ooked up at him "I'm studyi ng how
(tweatl e tweatle) Tloran particles interact with positively charged
accel erated particles in discrete pockets of the fifth dimension. Do
you have any conment s?"

"Uh, no."

"Then goodbye, human."

n u]- "

"I'f you are here to plead for your life, be aware that each
addi ti onal second you spend here reduces by 5%the chance | will vote

in your favor."
"What are the odds of your voting in ny favor to start with?"

"About 2%"
"Then | don't have nuch to | ose, do I?"
The | ab coat Capybara glared at him "I do have a choi ce between

voting for permanent confinement and dissolution, you know "
"Ch. Nice seeing you," said Croft, heading for the door
"Thanks for dropping by."

The Professor was waiting just down the bend in the corridor
"You didn't handle that well at all."
"He wasn't very predi sposed to ne in the first place," said

Croft. "I think even if | cane in with a new kind of Torin particle he
still would ve given nme the boot."

"Tloran particle.™

"What ?"

"They're call ed--never mnd," said the Professor. "Let's hope you
have nore luck with your next visit."

"Ah, the difford Croft animal," said Doctor Capybara. "I was
just (tweatle tweatle) thinking about you! Conme in, cone in."

Croft came in. Suddenly he found hinself floating in nidair, and
he cane to a | anding on an exam nation table. Straps appeared out of
nowhere and cl anped down on his arms, |egs, and head.

"It's so fortunate that you' ve chosen to come of your own
accord," sniled the Capybara. "Did you know that not only do |I have
medi cal training, but | also have an advanced degree in (tweatle
tweatle) veterinarian studi es? There's sonething |I'm curious about that
I need to resolve."

Doct or Capybara pressed a button and a | arge machine | owered over
Croft's face.

"What are you doi ng?" Croft cried.

"This will be so quick that you won't feel anything," the Doctor
prom sed.

"What ? No!"

But Croft was unable to speak nore as two cl anps dropped down
fromthe nmachine and pried his nouth open. A bright |ight shined down,
and Croft felt and heard a whirring drill descending into his nouth,
al nost naking contact with his tongue.

Croft screanmed, as he felt a slight knick on his tongue. The
thing had already started to drill into him

Just as suddenly the drilling sound stopped, the machine
retracted, and the restraints were renoved.

Croft cautiously felt around his mouth as he sat up. He felt a
very slight abrasion in one corner of his tongue.

"What did you-"

"Just needed a small tissue sanple," said the Doctor. "I'm
witing an article about conparative tonguework in (tweatle tweatle)
| ower species, and | needed a fresh sample for ny research. Now that



didn't hurt, didit? My my, for such a sinple and painl ess procedure,
your race certainly does (tweatle tweatle)." Doctor Capybara chuckl ed.

Croft got off the table. "You might have told me what you were
pl anni ng. "

"Why?" said the Doctor, |ooking puzzled.

"I didn't have any idea what you intended," said Croft.

"Why, what did you think, that | would dissect you?" said Doctor
Capybara. "Human, we are civilized beings here. W have | aws agai nst
cruelty to sem -sentients. Dissection or infliction of intense physica
pain is out of the question."

"How conforting," said Croft, dabbing with his tongue. What
little soreness he had felt was all gone now, and he was starting to
feel foolish.

"Psychol ogi cal and stress tests, however, are permitted," said
Doct or Capybara. "Like my colleague (tweatle), | too amfascinated by
your race, but not precisely in the sane way. Have you cone to
vol unteer for a (tweatle tweatle) experinment or two? It would help
further the cause of science.”

"No, I'mafraid not," said Croft.

"Then you nust have conme to plead for your life," said Doctor
Capybara. "How pathetic," he harrunphed, turning away.

"Well, it would be really nice if you voted to let nme go," said
Croft.

"Alot of things would be nice," said the Doctor. "If a year's
worth of research were suddenly conpleted when | got up in the norning,
that would be really nice as well."

"Ah," said Croft, not quite sure howto answer that one. "Is
there any thing | can say or do to convince you to change your vote?"

"My vote is not yet decided, animal," said the Capybara.

"It isn't?" said Croft, feeling a ray of hope.

"No," said the Capybara. "I haven't yet deci ded whether to vote
to have you dissected, or nmerely (tweatle tweatle) pernanently
interred.”

"What ?" said Croft. "I thought you said you don't dissect sem,
ah, humans."”

"Not live ones," said the Capybara. He wal ked up to Croft and
pressed his snout against him "But there's no rul e against doing so
for sem -sentients who have been (tweatle tweatle) put to sleep,” he
said softly.

"Maybe this isn't helping," said the Professor, as he wal ked
along the corridor with Croft. "You seemto (tweatle tweatle) alienate
them™

"How did | alienate the |ast one? By walking into the roomso he
could inmediately start torturing ne before | could say a word? Say,
how did he Iift ne up |ike that?"

The Professor harrunped but said nothing.

"It's nothing |'msaying or doing, it's their perspective right
fromthe start. They see ne as a lab rat, a gerbil to be disposed of,"
said Croft. "Wiy don't you try talking to then®"

"I already have," sighed the Professor

"Maybe if | could sonehow show themthat |I'm nore than an
animal ," said Croft.

"How coul d you possibly hope to do that?"

"I don't know, challenge themto a duel, or something."

"A duel ? You would | ose."

"Well, nmaybe a contest, of know edge-"
"You woul d | ose-"
"Or ability-"

"You woul d | ose-"



"Or something. The point is, | have to do sonething," said Croft.

The Professor considered. "I don't think that would hel p. Listen
you have only irrevocably alienated two of ny coll eagues. There are
still four nmore to go. Gve it another try."

"Ah, human, conme in, cone in (tweatle tweatle),’
Capybara, |ooking sharp in his four piece suit.

"I imagine you know why |I'mhere,"” said Croft.

"OfF course! To beg for your life," said the Mayor

"Before | get the chance to alienate you, may | know what you
have agai nst me?"

"Ch, | have nothing against you," said the Mayor, sniling
broadl y.

"You're not like the others,"” Croft said. "You' re not instantly
hostile." He considered. "You're a politician."

"I study political systems, to be sure,” said the Mayor. "I don't
usual |y study the systens of (tweatle tweatle) sem -sentients, but |
know enough about yours to understand why your governnent fell."

"Real | y?"

"Real ly. You all owed everyone to vote."

"It seens you do too here."

"Yes, but everyone here are of a superior nental ability. Even
anong your sem -sentient race, there are those of you who are (tweatle
tweatle) intellectually superior above the others. And yet everyone has
an equal vote, and the unqualified masses gui de your politicians and
t hus your policy. The amazing thing is not that your government fel
(tweatle tweatle), but that it lasted as long as it did."

"Ah ha," said Croft, trying to be polite.

"The Screen aren't much better, by the way. They support mlitary
di ctatorship, absolute rule fromthe top," said the Mayor. "That only
works if the dictator hinself is (tweatle tweatle) intellectually
superior. But all mlitary dictatorships tend to do is conquer, and
where's the el egant (tweatle) statescraft in that?"

"You have a point," said Croft encouragingly.

sai d Mayor

The Mayor smiled broadly, showing his teeth. "In your own sinple
way, you're trying to curry favor with nme! It's really astounding, |ike
a parrot trying to imtate a sentient. |I find it nost (tweatle tweatle)

entertaining."
"I"'mglad |'"mentertaining you," said Croft, giving a watery
smle while suppressing his rage. "lIs it working?"
The Mayor pad-padded over to Croft. "Human, | like you."
"Thanks," said Croft, thinking that like a politician, he didn't
answer the question.
"I would really like to support you-"
Her e goes.
"-and if a consensus fornms to do so, then you can be sure
will."
"What does that nean?" said Croft.
"I'f you can command a majority, I'll vote with them"
What use was that?
"It's good politics, you see, to be in tune with the nmajority."
"I see," said Croft. "But there are seven of you. Wat if there's
a three-three split?"
The Capybara took a deep breath. "I don't like three-three
splits.”

"So | got a maybe," said Croft. "Two no's and a nmaybe."

"Your record is inmproving, young Cifford."

"WIl you stop calling ne that? I'm several centuries old," said
Croft. He didn't look it, of course, not with his anti-aging



vacci nations. Wiich rem nded him.. his next shot would be due in a few
years.. ..
"You're young conpared to ne," said the Professor

"What is existence?" asked the Capybara with the robe.

"Uh, you tell nme?" said Croft.

"There are many interpretations,'
spend a lifetime debating it."

"That we could," said Croft, not sure where this was going.
"Unfortunately, your lifetime would be quite insufficient, if
"mhearing frommny (tweatle tweatle) colleagues is correct.”
"Real | y?"

"Real ly," said the Phil osopher Capybara. "You quite irritated
(tweatle) and (tweatle); both are now conmitted for voting for your
di ssol ution."

"l never nmeant to offend them" said Croft.

"Ch, you're incapable of offending them" said the Capybara.
"I't's your mere existence that they object to. Hence the
appropri ateness of our debate.™

"But the debate isn't over yet," said Croft. "I have the
Prof essor on ny side, and Mayor Capybara.”

The Phil osopher Capybara | ooked bl ank. "Onh, you must nean
(tweatle) and (tweatle). But |I think it is premature to say that
(tweatle) is on your side; he always likes to say that he's on
everyone's side."

Croft guessed that he was referring to Mayor Capybara.

"Still, not enough nmenbers have arrived at a firm consensus, so
suppose | could be generous enough to allow you a few nonments to
(tweatle tweatle) for your life."

"How generous of you."

"I always like to think that |I'm bei ng open m nded."

"Then consider this,"” said Croft, feeling his pulse pound. "It is
nmorally wong to kill soneone sinply because they stunbled into your
regi on of space."

"Why?" said the Phil osopher

"Because |'m a sentient being that has done no wong."

"A sem -sentient."

"A sentient."

"Can you (tweatle tweatle tweatle tweatle)?" asked the
Phi | osopher.

"I"'msorry, none of that translated very well," said Croft.

"Exactly; you don't even have the words in your |anguage for such
concepts,"” said the Philosopher. "You're a seni-sentient. W would not
be more likely to be concerned about term nating you than you woul d
about stepping on an ant."

Croft licked his lips. He was no Steven Quick or Norman Nort h;
how was he to outthink this Capybara?

"My advice for you is to accept (tweatle tweatle) dissolution
Look at it as a new experience-"

"\What about the bugs?"

"The Bugs? Oh, you nean (tweatle). Wat about then®"

"They're ny eneny; they're also yours. Shouldn't we band toget her
agai nst then?"

"They' re not our eneny,
barely notice them"

"What about... what about the Screen?" said Croft.

The Capybara stiffened. "What about thenP"

"Aren't they your eneny?"

"They are a childlike race, not much above what you call the
Insectoids... vapid fourth wavers at best,"” said the Phil osopher

grinned the Capybara. "W could

what

t he Phil osopher Capybara chuckl ed. "We



Capybar a

"Once they finish with us, how do you know they won't turn their
attentions to you?"

"They wouldn't dare,"” said Croft.

"But what if?" said Croft. "What if they |ocate sone nore
technol ogy, or get sone help froma first or second waver. They'll cone
after you next."

"And what would you say is the solution?"

"Let me go. I'lIl work to defeat the Insectoids. Wthout them the
Screen will be greatly weakened."
"Hmm .." said the Phil osopher Capybara. "Not a very

phi | osophi cal argunent."
"But a very practical one."
"We don't fear the Screen.”
"I never said you did."
"But perhaps there might be nmerit in allowing you to go free."
"Thank you," said Croft.
"Do not thank nme yet," said the Phil osopher Capybara. "I said
am t hi nki ng that way; that doesn't nmean | may not yet change ny mind."
"I'"ll leave you be," said Croft, anxious not to say anything
whi ch woul d sway hi m back the other way. "Bye!" he added, quickly
| eaving the room

"Much better," said the Capybara
"I think we've got sonething here," said Croft. "I'Il use the
eneny of ny eneny argument in nmy next neeting too."

Ten minutes later Croft came out of the Engi neer Capybara's room

"Wl ?" said the Professor

"He just laughed at me and told ne to go away."

"Even after made your new ar gunent ?"

"He said he didn't fear the Screen, but if | kept wasting his
tinme, he would vote to turn me over to them" said Croft. "So where do
we stand?"

"Three against, one for, and two nore possibly for," said the
Prof essor. "That |eaves one left."

"That's not the best score, but at least I'mstill in the
running,"” said Croft. "You now, |'mstarting to notice a pattern. | do
badly with the hard scientists--the mathematician, the doc, and the
engi neer--while | do better with the social scientists--the politician
t he phil osopher, and you."

"I amnot a social scientist,"” said the Professor

"Well, you're special," said Croft. "Anyway, |'ve lost track
Wio's our |ast call?"

The Prof essor | ooked gl um

"What? Is it another hard science specialist?"

"No," said the Professor.

"Then why are you | ooking so gl unP"

"The | ast one to see is (tweatle)," said the Professor

A few monments later, Croft understood.

Hs fate lay in the hands of the Pink Beret Capybara. The sane
Pi nk Beret Capybara who had reacted so negatively towards Croft when he
had first arrived.

"If it isn't the (tweatle tweatle) animal!" said Pink Beret. Her
roomwas filled with all kinds of images of paintings and scul ptures.

"Hello," said Croft.

"So | hear your life is in nmy hands," the Capybara said, working
vigorously with an el ectrobrush, as she painted on a screen

"Looks like it."



"What would you do to stay alive?"

"Actually, 1'd like to be let go as well."

"So what's in it for ne?"

"What woul d you |ike?"

"I"'man artist,"” said Pink Beret. "I'd like to be entertained.
Bark |ike a dog."

Croft grimaced.

"Bark like a dog!" Pink Beret conmanded.

"Wof, woof," said Croft.

"Louder! Again!"

"WOOF WOOF!" said Croft.

"Now pant."
"What ?"
"Pant," said Pink Beret. "Stick out your tongue and gasp. |'ve

read up on animals you call dogs. They (tweatle tweatle) pant."
Checki ng his anger, Croft stuck out his tongue and started

panti ng.

"Now, |'mgoing to say two nunbers,"” said Pink Beret. "And when
do, | want you to say 'ruff!' the nunber of times equal to the sum of
t hose two nunbers. For example, if | say 'one' and 'two' | want you to

"ruff' three tines. Are you (tweatle tweatle) ready?"

"No," said Croft.

"20 and 8!"

"No," said Croft, approaching Pink Beret.

"No? Don't you want to live?" said Pink Beret.

"Somehow | don't think ny participation in this charade is going
to make the slightest difference in how you vote," said Croft.

"It mght," said Pink Beret.

"It will only debase nme further. What reason will you have to
vote for me if I'malready an object of ridicule?"

"I't's inpossible for you to be debased further, animal," said
Pink Beret. "You might as well (tweatle tweatle) entertain ne while you
still can.”

"Ah, so now we get to your real agenda," said Croft. "You're
supposed to be an artist, correct?"

"I study art,"” said Pink Beret. "And yes, | dabble."

"Kill me and ny race, and its art, will be w ped out."

"What does the scribbling of a sem -sentient species matter to

ne?"
"Have you seen our paintings? Qur electroart? Qur scul pture? Qur
literature?" said Croft

"No," said Pink Beret. "I assumed you didn't have any."

"Wong," said Croft. "But if you wi pe nme out, you'll never get to
see it."

"Well, you place a great deal of inportance in yourself, don't
you?"

"The I nsectoids know me well and fear ne," said Croft. "And I'm
the first human to get to your planet."

"The first living human, yes," said Pink Beret. "But that will be
renedi ed tonorrow. "

Croft felt a pit in his stomach. He had nothing left to | ose,
now. "You're a coward!" he hissed.

"Am | ?" said Pink Beret.

"You hi de behind your technology while mllions die and suffer
Wthout it you' d be hunted just like we are. Wiatever you may think of
me, a mere 'semi-sentient', as you call ne, | have nore guts than al
of you put together. I've risked ny life on a daily basis nore than any

of you ever have, and I'mfighting for a higher principal, to save ny
peopl e, than any of you can ever appreciate. You' re nothing but a bunch
of dirty, spoiled, cowards!"



Pi nk Beret Capybara dropped her el ectrobrush. She wal ked over to
where Croft was standing. The tension in the air was explosive, as if a
match could set it off.

The Capybara | ooked Croft hard in the eye. She | ooked primed for
vi ol ence.

Croft held his ground, matching her glare.

Then Pink Beret burst out |aughing.

She | aughed, and she | aughed, and she | aughed.

Croft, in a fury, sped fromthe room He knew this nmonent m ght
cone, and had scouted around for a back door exit for just such a
conti ngency.

Croft headed out of the building, through another, down a noving
slideway, and into a lift that took up upwards.

Up, to where a mighty Chent ship was docked. ..

He had no intention of waiting around for a verdict to be cast.

Croft boarded the ship. He alnbst didn't know where to begin.

Al nost .

For Croft had been inside a Chent ship once before. It hadn't
been a pl easant experience, but he had |l earned a few things about it.

The control roomwould be in the forward section

It took himnearly an hour of walking to get there. This ship was
BIG@ He kept waiting for a Capybara to intercept him but all was
qui et. Perhaps they were so confident that he was a dunb ani mal that
they didn't possibly think he could escape on his own.

Croft reached the control room and found hinself floored by the
row after row of unfam liar control panels. Well, if the Professor
could figure out howto fly one of these things, so could he.

He was just reaching out to press a button in his first trial and
error experinent when a hol oi mage of the Professor appeared on the
screen. "Cifford, it won't work."

Croft pressed a button. Nothing happened.

"(Tweatl e) and (Tweatle) have been sent to detain you. This isn't
hel pi ng your case."

"I don't seemto have much choice." Croft pressed anot her button
An unknown i ndicator junped, and he felt a minor trenmbling. Good. Was
he getting closer to getting the ship to lift off?

"Even we, who are famliar with this technol ogy, took years to
deci pher enough on its use."

Croft pressed another button. O her gauges junped.

"Al'l you'll end up doing is killing yourself."

"It doesn't seemlike | can do nuch worse,"” said Croft, stil
pressi ng buttons.

"Ah, there you are. Please be gentle with him™"

Croft turned to see the Doctor and Lab Coat Capybara trotting in
the room

"Hurman, do you realize how much inconveni ence you have caused?"
sai d Lab Coat Capybara

Croft tried to run, but he found hinself rooted to the spot where
he was standing in md-step. He was frozen at an odd angle, and woul d
have fallen if something weren't hol ding himup

"Why don't we just dispose of himnow and be done with hinP" said
Lab Coat Capybara.

"Because we abide by our |laws and we nust have a vote," cane the
voi ce of Professor Capybara

"Ch, very well," said Lab Coat. He touched Croft with his snout.
Croft inmediately fell to the floor and started to | ose consci ousness.
The last thing he heard was Lab Coat Capybara saying, "I still say we
shoul d di ssolve himnow After all, it's just a formality..."

Munch munch munch



Croft blinked, opening his eyes. He was in the roomwhere the
first hearing was held. Al the Capybaras were there, munching on their
peanut s.

Mayor Capybara chewed thoughtfully. "After we resolve this
pendi ng i ssue, we nust take a vote on whether these peanuts are better
shel l ed or chewed whol e."

"Don't let me stop you," said Croft. "Feel free to vote on that
matter first."

Mayor Capybara smiled slyly at him Swallowing to clear his nouth
of peanuts, he said, "And now for the matter of the sem -sentient
Cifford Croft. | think we're all decided. Does anyone wi sh to speak
before the (tweatle tweatle) vote?"

No one spoke. But Croft raised his hands.

"Yes?" said Mayor Capybara.

"I just want to say that there may be other things you like from
August besides our peanuts. Kill nme and doom our rebellion, and you may
never find out what those things are."

"Li ke what?" said the Mayor.

"Qther foods, arts, perspectives, anything," said Croft.

"They do have quite an interesting little culture, for (tweatle
tweatle) sem -sentients,"” said the Professor.

"You woul d say that," said Engi neer Capybara.

"Then let us vote," said Mayor Capybara. "How do you each vote?"

"Freedom " said Professor Capybara.

That was one in his favor.

"Di ssolution,"” said Lab Coat Capybara.

That was one against him to one for.

"I nprisonment," said Doctor Capybara.

That was two against him to one for.

"Ah, point of order," said Mayor Capybara. "Perhaps we shoul d
l[imt this vote to only whether we should permit the human to go free
or not. Then, if we decide not to release him we can hold a second
vote on what to do with him"

The Capybaras voiced their approval. Ooviously they supported
their Mayor's keen insight and | eadership.

They started over.

"Freedom " said the Professor.

"Non- Freedom " said Lab Coat.

"Non- Freedom " sai d Doctor Capybara.

They were back to one in favor, and two agai nst.

"Non- Freedom " sai d Engi neer Capybara.

Now it was one in favor, three against. Al it would take would
be one nore vote to trap himhere forever, or worse.

The next person to go was the Phil osopher Capybara, who had said
he was | eani ng towards supporting Croft, if had nothing changed his
m nd since Croft had spoken to him Had Croft's escape attenpt changed
hi s m nd?

"Freedom " said the Phil osopher Capybara.

That nmeant two in favor and three against. One nore vote could
still sink him

The next one to vote was the Pink Beret Capybara. Croft had the
sickening feeling that her vote would be the one to kill him

Pink Beret grinned at Croft, relishing her power. She said, "Is
it my turn to vote?"

"You're the | ast one, other than nyself,'

"Then | vote... | vote..."

"Pl ease don't delay and tease, we have to deal with the issues of
t he peanuts and other matters next," said the Mayor.

"Then | vote in favor of the human, for freeing it!"

There was a coll ective gasp anong the Capybaras. Cearly, this

sai d Mayor Capybara.



had been unexpect ed.

The vote was three to three. It was now up to the Mayor.

Clearly, the Mayor Capybara was unconfortable with this position
As he said, he clearly preferred to vote with the majority. But there
was no majority and however he voted he would alienate a substanti al
mnority of his fell ow Capybaras.

He paused, looking first at Croft and then at the other faces.

"I vote...."

Croft held his breath.

"To free the human. The vote to free the human is carried, four
to three. Now, let us turn to nore inportant issues. Has anyone el se
noticed that this latest nmutati on of peanuts are nmore crunchy but |ess
tasty than the | ast batch?"

As the Capybaras started tal ki ng anong t hensel ves the Professor
trotted up to Croft. "You did it, difford!"

"Yes," said Croft. He got up and wal ked to the Pink Beret
Capybar a

"Why?" said the Pink Capybara, anticipating his question before
he spoke.

Croft nodded.

"I don't know," said the Pink Beret Capybara. "Maybe I'ma little
curious about your culture. Maybe | don't want to see you all w ped
out. Maybe | enjoyed it when you showed a little spunk, or tried to
steal the ship--(tweatle), what did you call it?"

"Pat hetic puppy syndrone," said the Professor

"Yes," said Pink Beret.

"Ck," said Croft, turning away. He nmuttered, nostly to hinself,
"I never thought I'd say this, but | think I'"'mstarting to mss the
| nsectoids."

"Then let's get you home then, difford," said the Professor

Before Croft had a chance to say or do anything, he felt the
Prof essor’'s warm snout pressed against him and all went bl ack.

Chapter 8: A Visit To The June Directorate

Croft blinked, opening his eyes. Wre his eyes open? Gadually, he
figured out that they were. He was just in a roomthat was al npst
totally dark.

He stunbl ed towards the doorway, the source of dimlighting from
the corridor outside. Wien he energed, he was made a very startling

di scovery.
He was in the undercity. He was back in August.
He also felt unusual... bulky. He realized he was wearing his

Insectoid suit. It was a good thing they had brought that back wth
hi m

- Brought hi m back? How? Fromthe other side of the gal axy? How
had he gotten back? How | ong had he been gone?

Even i f the Capybaras had sent a ship through the spacegate, it
woul d have taken at |east a few weeks to get back to August. But Croft,
feeling his clean shaven face, felt that no nore than a few hours at
nost had passed. Unless they had held himin suspended ani mati on, how
had they brought hi mback so quickly?

He trundl ed down a corridor, feeling reasonably secure in his
I nsectoid costume. Once he reached a main subjunction, he realized
where he was. He wasn't far from Sarney Sarittenden. The spaceship
hi deout shoul d be near by.

The gang was all surprised to see Croft. He nade sure to take off
the suit's helnet before entering the hideout, to avoid the risk of
encountering any junpy trigger fingers, like the Silencer's.



They were all delighted to see him

"W had gotten a broadcast fromthe ship, that said they |eft
wi t hout you," said Yaney. "How did you get back?"

"It's a long story," said Croft. Speaking to them he confirned
what he al ready knew. based on the date he had | eft August and arrived
at the spacegate, and accounting for the time he had spent on the
Capybara planet, his return had only taken a few hours. How had they
acconpl i shed that?

"I"ve located the eneny spacegate,” said Croft. "Now we just have
to figure out how to knock it out."

"W have bigger troubles,” said the Silencer. "Just two days ago
the bugs started using a new tactic. Sniffers."

"Sniffers?"

The Silencer showed hima video fromone of their broadcasts.
They | ooked like they were half-insects, half dogs.

"They can snell us at quite a distance. No ampunt of electrica
janm ng works, obviously," said the Silencer. "So far they've uncovered
and executed a bunch of our resistance fighters. The resistance in the
west is crunbling and noving north, but even that won't help for |ong--
spring is conmng and the bugs can go north as well."

"Why haven't you picked up and left?"

"I"mabout to get to that," said the Silencer. "So far they
haven't used any sniffers around here. They nostly seemto be using it
in western and northern August where the resistance is strongest. The
reason that we're still here is because your friend," he said in a
certain way, neaning Levi, "believes he has a way of defeating the
sniffers, but you have to go to neet our other friend," meaning
Inglorious, "for nore details."

"Al'l right," said Croft. "\Were's ny hel net?"

"You need sonething called zeroscent," said Inglorious. "Lay it
down |ike a powder around your conpound and the sniffers shoul dn't
det ect anything."

"WIl it also destroy our sense of snell?"
"No, it doesn't work that way," Inglorious sighed, as if he were
speaking to an idiot. It nade Croft briefly feel |like he was back on

t he planet of the Capybaras.

"Where can | get sonme?"

"I't's not used nuch on August anynore. There are a nunber of
pl anets that use it, which I'll get to in a nmonment. | have an equally
i nportant nessage to tell you from Levi."

"What could be equally as inmportant as stopping the sniffers?"

"Only a means for killing the Insectoids."

It had been one of Levi's secret projects he had alluded to Croft
during their argunent about constructing a supervirus that would kil
the Insectoids. Levi, it seens, had cone up with a viable weapon that
could be used agai nst them

"Let me show you a working nmodel ," said Inglorious. He reached
over to a lab bench and brought an apparatus. It |ooked |Iike a blue
bul b surrounded by a wire nesh. Inglorious flicked a switch and the
bulb l'ight, casting a blue light.

"What is that, a bug light?" said Croft.

"Yes," said Inglorious.

"So what?" said Croft. "Wait a mnute. That's no ordi nary bug
light, is it?"

"No," said Inglorious. "It's been retuned to attract |nsectoids."

"Attract them W don't want to attract them"”

"It overrides their cognitive functions," said Inglorious. "Wen
they see the light, they drop whatever they're doing and start wal ki ng
straight for it.."



"No, cone on," said Croft.

"lt's true. Levi's even tested it."

"How coul d he-"

"He's been given license to create pleasing light shows for the
Queen. She's even given hima trooper to experinent on. That's how we
know, " sai d Inglorious.

"Well, that is really crafty.....

"A few words of caution,"” said Inglorious. "One, it only works on
line of sight,"

"Cbvi ously."

"Two, before we start using them we'll have to get Levi out of
there, because it won't take themlong to figure out he's the source of
this invention."

"Good point."

"And three, we don't have very nmany of the special fluidic bulbs
needed to construct these."

"Where do we get thenf"

"I"ve done a search for planets which have both Zeroscents and
fluidic bulbs. One planet that has plenty of both is June."

June, the capital of the June Directorate, just as August was
capital of the League. It had been Steven Quick's base of power, before
he had died in a freak acci dent years ago.

"But, well, June is probably as equally ransacked as August."

"I"'ve established contact with the resistance there. They can get
us the supplies we need if we can get there to pick themup."

"Now that's very interesting," said Croft. "I didn't even know
that there was a resi stance on June, nuch |less how to contact them How
did you?"

"It's hard to explain," said Inglorious.

"An i mage appeared in my head-"

"A towel -"

"Mre like a sheet, but yes, perhaps-"

It seens M. Towel had di scovered Inglorious.

"M. Towel!" said Croft. "M . Towel! Cone out, cone out, wherever
you are!"

"Yes, difford," canme the voice. A wavy sheet appeared in front
of him

"I'ngl orious, can you excuse us for a few mnutes? | need to have
some quality time with M. Towel ."

I ngl orious nuttered sonethi ng about checking some instrunments and
left the room closing the door behind him

"Good. Now we can have some privacy. How re you doing, M.
Towel ?"

"I was going to contact you shortly, Cifford. How was your
journey through the spacegate?”

"Very revealing, M. Towel. | could say I"msurprised to |learn
that you knew I went through the spacegate, but I'mnot. | went to the
pl anet of the Capybaras, M. Towel. Does that ring a bell?"

" Capybar as?"

"Sure, you know, short, squat, webbed feet, you nust have seen
t hem before. "

"I may be familiar with that race," said M. Towel.

"I thought you m ght be," said Croft. "They told nme a | ot of
i nteresting things, M. Towel."

"Li ke what ?"

"Li ke one of their menbers was expelled, for getting involved
with the human race. You woul dn't know who that would be, would you,
M. Towel ?"

"No," said M. Towel

"I should have figured it out fromthe beginning. Your voice,



bef ore you renodul ated it, sounded famliar, and it was only |ater
figured out why--it sounded a bit like ny old friend, Professor
Capybara. But it only came together when | was bei ng questioned by the
Capybaras, and they wanted to know where | |earned about the spacegate
from Suddenly, our conversation popped into our head, the one where
you said you had to stay hidden because the others mght find out. At

first, | thought the others m ght be your enem es, but when the
Capybaras were questioning me, and | |earned about their |aws agai nst
not interfering, | realized that they were trying to find out if | had

any connection with you."

"This is all conjecture,” said M. Towel.

"I"'mhearing the final evidence | need right now, M. Towel. You
can nodul ate your voice, and you can edit out your tweatle tweatles,
but you can't stop yourself from |l eaving bl ank spaces when you talKk.
Can you hear yoursel f? Wen you just said 'l realized that they were
(pause) trying to find out', that pause and others like it were your
tweatl e tweatles. You could edit out your tweatle tweatles, but you
couldn't make your sentences flow smoothly."

There was a deep sigh. "I was told you were an extraordinary
human. "

There was a shimer in front of Croft, and he found hinself
staring face to face with a Capybara.

A bright, blue Capybara

It |ooked like a Capybara in every way, except that was bright
blue. And it was wearing a black bowtie. Croft was shocked; he hadn't
t hought the Capybara was actually in the roomw th himn

"What did you tell then?" said the Capybara.

"Not hi ng, of course,"” said Croft. He quickly gave a short summary
of his adventures. "But why are you blue? Did they...."

"They didn't banish ne," said the Capybara proudly. "I banished
nmysel f. | turned nyself blue to set nyself apart fromthem Do you know
what they call ne?"

"No. "

"It roughly translates to ' Meddl er'.

"The Meddl er Capybara," said Croft. "It's catchy, and it fits."

"I can't act openly because it may endanger their lives. Aso, if
| do so, they may act against ne," sighed the Meddler. "In a way, it's
arelief. You're only the third human | have reveal ed nyself to."

"The third? Who are the first and second?"

"W don't have nuch tinme, your associate will cone back soon,"
said the Meddl er Capybara. "You nust destroy the spacegate."

"Good idea. Wirk on a plan while | gather the blue Iight and
zeroscent materials."

The Meddl er Capybara sighed. "Very well. But if you nust go to
June, be careful ."”

"I will," said Croft, as Inglorious opened the door and returned.

"Who are you tal king to?"

Croft | ooked around. The Meddl er Capybara was gone.

Getting to June was easy enough. Croft took only the Sil encer
with him They stole an Insectoid shuttle and carefully docked inside
the Nautilus. The Nautilus crew was very surprised to see Croft again,
but Croft didn't reveal any details of his mracul ous escape. "Ful
speed to June," said Croft.

When they arrived at June they left in the shuttle. The only risk
at either end is that a sharp bug watching the sensors would suddenly
see a shuttle appearing out of nowhere, as they left the Nautilus, or
di sappearing, as they entered the Nautil us.

When they got out of the shuttle the Silencer, wearing a slave
collar, went first, followed by Croft, in an Insectoid suit,



brandi shing a blast rifle.

June, as the capital of the June Directorate, was a little like
August, only smaller. The planet had not yet congeal ed i nto one,
enornous city, but the cities there were grand and spread for miles in
every direction.

But the occupation had al so taken a toll here. Croft could see
t he burned out and abandoned hul ks with his own eyes, as well as the
hi ve- shaped new buil dings that the Insectoids were creating, to renmake
the planet in their own image.

No one paid himnuch attention as he marched the Silencer on the
streets of the city. It wasn't until they got underground that Croft
handed the Silencer his blaster. June's undercity was not nearly as
extensive as August's, but it was big enough. They reached the
rendezvous point, a dead-end in a corridor on a sublevel, and waited.

"There's sonmething not quite right about this," said Croft, as
t hey waited.

"How do you mean?" said the Silencer

"I don't know," said Croft. "But something | can't quite identify
doesn't strike ne as right. W haven't heard a peep fromJune in 20
years, and now all of a sudden they have a resistance.”

"Interplanetary conmuni cati ons haven't exactly been regul ar
during this time."

"No they haven't," said a new voice, as a side of the wall opened
up and nmen with blasters peered out. "And if you hadn't been tal ki ng,
we woul d have shot you dead for the bug you | ook Iike. That is a human
bei ng i nside, correct?"

"That's right," said Croft, raising his hands.

They bl i ndfol ded both of them and took them for a | ong wal k.
Qoviously the nmeeting point wasn't their hideout.

Wien the men took off their blindfolds, Croft |ooked around
appreci atively.

He was in a very well it and well equipped room It didn't |ook
i ke sonme tenporary piecenmeal hideout but a very well maintained
operati ons center.

"Can you take off that helnet, it's very disconcerting," said a
bal d nman.

Croft renoved his hel net.

"That's better," said the man. The weapons that were trained on
them were | owered. Croft was very conscious of the fact that his and
the Silencer's weapons had been taken. But they didn't know about his
reserve gun inside the suit.

"I'f you'll remove the suit please," said the man. "We'd |ike our
techs to have a look at it."

Qur techs. This resistance was growi ng by the mnute. They had

wel | -1ighted and mai ntai ned roons and techs? What kind of resistance
was this?
"My name is Bildin, Shiro Bildin," said the man. "I take it

you're Cifford Croft and the equally infamus Sil encer."

Croft nodded.

"dad to have you here. W haven't heard much about the
resi stance on August. How have you fell ows been hol di ng up?”

"As well as can be expected," said Croft. "Wat about you?"

"Doing as well as can be expected," said Bildin. "The bugs
di scovered two of our underground bases | ast week using sniffers, so we
had to switch to backups, like this one."

"This is a very well supplied backup," said Croft. "Exactly how
big is your resistance?"

Bildin gave a snmile. "Now M. Croft, that's on a need to know
basis. | know of your reputation with the Agency, but here at Interna
Security we al so have our protocols."



"Internal Security," said Croft suddenly. "You nean Directorate
Internal Security survived the invasion?"

"Yes," said Bildin. "Mdst of our infrastructure survived intact,
and we have extensive link with the ground mlitary-"

"Your ground forces survived intact?"

Bildin frowmed. "OF course, we've taken |osses, but yes, we
survived as a cohesive unit. Hasn't yours?"

"No," said Croft dully. "Qur mlitary was all but w ped out, as
was our Agency infrastructure. It was the sudden surprise of the attack
t hat knocked us off bal ance," he said. Changing the subject, he said,

" About our supplies?"

"We're gathering the equi pnent and chemnicals you requested,"” said
Bi | di n.

"It isn't a problen?P" said Croft.

"No, we can get you as nuch as you like, given a bit of tine. But
your shuttle space is nmighty small. Wuld you like us to arrange a
transport to ship the goods?"

"A transport,"” said Croft. "How do you intend to get a transport-

"An Insectoid transport. They've been using human | aborers for
some time for |oading, unloading, and in-flight maintenance. W have a
network inside the Insectoid network and can ship anythi ng al nost
anywhere. As long as we're discrete, of course.”

"OfF course," said Croft. "Then why am| even here?"

"We... we wanted to see you before starting this arrangenent,"”
said Bildin. "Wt only recently heard of your exploits fromM. Sheet-"

"You nmean M. Towel."

"You call himM. Towel? That's funny. Well, we just wanted to
see you for ourselves before sending the goods, as evidence that your
resi stance exists. Excuse ne for a monent."

Croft | ooked at the Silencer. The Silencer |ooked back at Croft.

During their trip back to August they had a ot to talk about.

"Well," said Croft, "It seens they've handled the invasion quite
well."

The Sil encer nodded.

"So well, in fact, that they make us | ook |ike inconpetent
boobs. "

"What are you thinking?"

"Well, it could be that their mlitary and spy network is ten
times better than ours."

"Which you don't believe," said the Silencer

"It could be an Insectoid trap, in which case they woul d have
sprung it imediately upon our arrival, since we top their nost wanted
list.”

"Anot her possibility shot down."

"Or.... they were a lot better prepared for this invasion. It
| ooks to me that they nmust have spent years preparing for it."
" Meani ng?"

"Unli ke everyone else in the Alliance, the good people of June
knew it was com ng."

Ti me passed. As the June network supplied Zeroscent to the
occupi ed worlds, the resistance started to use it to protect
t hensel ves. The sniffers, who had had great success in ferreting out
resi stance fighters, suddenly mlled about aimessly, wthout
direction.
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Queen Zsst was enraged when Levi entered her presence.

"Why i s this happening, Lev-I?"

"What, ny Queen?"

"Qur sniffers are no longer ferreting out the humans! My
scientists conjecture that the hunmans are using some kind of agent to
neutralize their scent."”

"I'f you say so, My Queen."

"Why i s this happeni ng?"

"I do not know, ny Queen."

"I think you do," said Tsarina, Zsst's new chief of security,
st eppi ng out from behind the throne.

Levi felt his blood run cold. "I don't understand."

"You are an expert in taste and snell issues,"” said the Queen
"You should be able to figure out why this is happening and devi se a
count er agent . "

Ch.
Levi allowed hinself to exhale slowy. "My Queen, if your
scientists cannot help, I'mnot sure what I-"

"Interesting that the human, who prides hinself on being so
useful, refuses to help us," said Tsarina.

"I amnot refusing," said Levi. "I will be happy to attenpt to
help, if I can."”

"See that you do," said the Queen
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In the nonths that followed, the resistance began to build a
supply of blue Iight devices. But they didn't use any of them not
until they had built a sufficient nunber. Levi had warned themthat the
I nsectoi ds woul d eventual Iy construct counternmeasures, so it would be
best if they used as nmany blue light devices at once in their initial
attack, before the Insectoids could react. And of course, there was the
small matter of extracting Levi before the devices were used.

Croft spent time with the Meddl er Capybara, planning how to
destroy the Insectoid Spacegate.

"A frontal attack wouldn't work," said Croft. "W sinply don't
have the ships. In fact, except for the Nautilus, we don't have any
ships. Wat if we planted a bonmb on the spacegate?”

"You woul dn't scratch it," said the Meddl er Capybara.

"What if we blew up the control platfornP"

"You'd put it out of conmission for a few weeks until they built
another," said the Meddler. "The critical technology is in the
spacegate, not the platform"

"Well, you're the Capybara, you tell ne what to do."

"Sabot age, " said the Meddl er. "The spacegate can be set to
overload, if soneone knows how to use the controls on the platform™

"Great," said Croft. "Know anyone who does?"

"As a matter of fact, | do," said a new voice.

Croft turned to see Inspir. "l take it you two are acquai nted?"

"W have net," said Inspir, nodding to the Capybara. "I think I
wi Il acconpany you on this mssion."

"Hey, that's great!" said Croft, and he neant it. "Wat can
possibly stop us?"

"Wait," said the Meddler. "There's a conplication.”

"What ?"

"According to ny sources, the Insectoids have recently sent
massi ve reinforcenments through the spacegate. If we destroy the
spacegate, we will prevent further reinforcenents fromarriving, but
the I nsectoids may have enough ships to destroy the fleet."

"The fleet," said Croft slowy. "That's the first tinme you' ve
used those words. \Wat fleet?"



"All right, difford," said the Meddl er. "There's no avoi di ng
telling you now There is a human fleet that survived the attack of the
I nsectoi ds. They have been husbanding their resources and pl anning a
counterattack. "

"Real | y? Where are they? How nany ships-"

"You don't need to know that," said the Meddl er. "Wat you need
to know is that in order for themto have a reasonabl e chance of
success, we have to persuade a quarter to a third of the Insectoid
ships to head back through the spacegate."

"Well, that's easy enough," said Croft. "We'Ill just ask them
nicely to go home."

The Meddl er shook his head. "It would have to be a domestic
threat, something that threatened their homeworlds."

"Well, we don't have anything that could threaten their

honmewor |l ds," said Croft. "Wait a mnute. You're not thinking what I
t hi nk you' re thinking, are you?"

"My people could put forth such a convincing threat," said the
Meddl er.

"Great," said Croft, seeing imedi ately where this conversation
was going. "Go and have a nice chat with them"

"l dare not," said the Meddl er.

"Al'l right, then send Inspir. This is his line of work anyway, "
said Croft.

"No," said the Meddler. "He will be seen as a threat to them You
are obviously no threat."

"But they're a threat to ne," said Croft. "Wat makes you think
can do anyt hi ng?"

"You have established a rapport with them"

"Rapport? Is that what you call being only one vote short of a
di ssection?"

"difford, do you know the last tine that they let a sem -
sentient cone to our planet and | eave?" said the Meddler. "Let's just
say that it was a long, long tine ago."

"Listen to me very carefully,"” said Croft. "They don't care about
humans. And they don't like to interfere. They don't even like it when
you interfere. There is no way | can persuade themto interfere."

"You needn't persuade all of themto interfere," said the
Meddl er.

Inspir was going to arrange "speedy transportation" for Croft,
whi ch neant he had to be knocked out again.

"You obvi ously have some very qui ck neans of persona
transportation across the galaxy," said Croft. "The only question is,
why can't | see it?"

"There is sone knowl edge that is too dangerous too soon," said
I nspir.

"Did you think of that |line yourself?" said Croft.

"W will nmove into position in the Nautilus," said Inspir. "W
will wait the designated two weeks, then will board the platformand do
what ever has to be done."

There was sonething, sonething odd in the way |Inspir was sayi ng
this, something that pronpted Croft to ask, "Am| going to see you
agai n? Assuming | survive, | nean."

Inspir | ooked troubled. "Probably not. The mission will be
dangerous. "

"Dangerous? No one can touch you!"

"That is, of course, not true," said Inspir. "But even if |
survive, | am needed el sewhere."

"El sewhere? What about us?" said Croft. "Don't you want to see
this thing through?"



"Quite frankly, no," said Inspir. "My philosophy is not to fight
ot her beings' wars, but only to level the playing field, so the
oppressed have a fair chance to fight on their own. Once this task has
been done, the playing field will once again be level, and ny work here
will be done. You will not be guaranteed victory, but you will have
sufficient forces to wn if you fight hard enough for it."

"I get the feeling that everybody in the world knows nore about
this human fleet than | do," said Croft.

"No; just a select few," said Inspir, as Croft started to | ose
consci ousness. . ..

Chapter 9: Attack on the Spacegate

"difford, difford," said a voice, pushing himw th his snout.

Croft, groaning, opened his eyes.

He was back on the planet of the Capybaras, and the Professor was
| ooking at himwith a rather worried expression on his face.

"What in the world are you doing back here, difford?" said the
Professor. "If the others (tweatle tweatle) find out-"

"I"'mnot here to see the others,"” said Croft. "I'mhere to see
you. "

Croft rapidly explained the situation. "Qur fleet only has a
chance of surviving if we can draw sonme of the bug ships back across
t he spacegate.™

"And you expect me to attack the Insectoid honeworlds to lure
their ships back here?" said the Professor. "Cifford, how could you
have (tweatle tweatle) m sjudged me so badly to think I would do such a
t hi ng?"

"Professor, listen to me. My people are going to be defeated
unl ess you help ne," said Croft.

"I can't help you," said the Professor. "W don't get involved."

"But you did get involved," said Croft. "Unless you were pl anni ng
to wal k down that dead-end in the pal ace, you went out of your way to
get involved! Don't deny it, you went to save ne."

"Cifford, that was a snmall thing," the Professor whispered. "You
are asking me to do a big thing."

"I"'mnot the only one asking," said Croft.

"What do you nean?"

Croft held up a small device. Pressing a button, a hol oi rage of a
fam | iar Capybara appeared.

"You!" said the Professor, staring at the image of the Bl ue
Capybara. "l never thought you would show your snout here again."

"I will do whatever is necessary to save the humans," said the
Meddl er Capybar a.

"Do not let the others hear you," said the Professor. "Do you
know what they will (tweatle tweatle) if they find out you are
interfering?"

"I't's arisk I'mwilling to take," said the Meddler. "W're
tal ki ng about punishnent for one (tweatle), versus the fate of an
entire race. How can it conpare?”

"Do you know what (tweatle) said before (tweatle tweatle)?"

The Professor shook his head.

"I was there," said the Meddler. "He (tweatle tweatle tweatle
tweatle)."

"Real | y?" said the Professor.

"Yes," said the Meddl er.

The Professor bit his lower lip. "I can't (tweatle) the
(tweatle)."

"W're not asking you to."



"What precisely are you asking me to do?"

Twenty mnutes |ater they were aboard the nmighty Chent ship and
taking off. As soon as they lifted off one of the conmmunications
screens crackl ed.

"They' ve discovered us,'
i mge solidified

"(Tweatl e), what are you doi ng?" canme the i mage of Mayor
Capybara. "And what is that human doi ng here agai n?"

"I amtaking the ship on alittle cruise.”

"(Tweatle), don't (tweatle) nme," said the Mayor. "Return at
once."

"I have no intention of violating the charter," said the
Professor. "I will take no aggressive action against the (tweatle)."

"Then what are you doi ng?"

"Taking a cruise.”

"I"'msending (tweatle) and (tweatle) over," said the Myor.

"I don't think so," said the Professor. "I have disabled the
(tweatle) on this end. I'Il call when | get back." He cl osed
conmmuni cat i ons.

"Can they cone after us?" Croft asked.

The Professor shook his head.

"I can imagi ne how painful that was," said Croft.

"You can't inmagine the consequences of what |'ve just done," said
t he Professor slowy.

"You're doing the right thing, Professor,"” said Croft.

"Let's just get on with it," said the Professor. "This will take
a lot of preparation if it's to be done right."

For the next four days the huge Chent ship headed deep into
I nsectoid space, orienting towards their honmeworlds. The Professor
barely spoke to Croft as he worked feverishly at the controls.

Their presence seenmed to be alarming the Insectoids; Croft could
hear frantic commtraffic chittering about that back and forth. Well,
they would only have nore reason to become concerned soon enough

Finally, the Professor was ready. The Chent ship was stationed on
the outer edges of one of the nost popul ated I nsectoid solar systens,
near a nebula. Insectoid ship traffic steered well away fromthem but
the ship was clearly wthin scanner range of the bugs.

"Ready?" said Croft.

The Professor nodded. He pressed a button

said the Professor fearfully, as the

The Professor had been telling the truth when he said that the
Screen only knew t he nbst comon and direct applications of Chent
technol ogy. The Screen would be easily able to pilot and use nobst of
t he weapons of a ship like this. But there were a |lot of subtle
features of the ship that the Insectoids and even the Screen didn't
know about. It was one of those nore subtle features that the Professor
was about to utilize.

The giant Chent ship sped out of the nebula, trailed by one ship,
two ships, five ships, ten ships... shortly an entire fleet trailed it
A fleet of human ships. Battleships, cruisers, destroyers,
carriers, every mgjor variety of human ships. The ships sped towards
the Insectoid planets. They transmtted a nessage ahead, in Insectoid,

war ni ng the Insectoids to abandon their planets.

Then, just as suddenly, out of the nebula cane an Insectoid
fleet, equally as |large and m ghty as the human fleet.

The human fleet inmediately turned around to face the Insectoid
fleet, and the battle began.

Shi ps flared and expl oded; pieces of transm ssion from both sides
showed glinpses into the scenes fromindividual ships; cruisers



attacked destroyers, battleships attacked battlecruisers.

A handful of human ships were destroyed, but for every one that
was bl own up, ten or nore Insectoid ships were destroyed. In |less than
an hour the last Insectoid ship was bl own up, their scattered cries
suddenly cutting out on the comm

The human fleet turned and headed back into the nebula, followed
by the giant Chent ship.

"Do you think they bought it?" said Croft.

The Professor listened to the commtraffic fromthe pl anets.
"They certainly seemvery agitated. Long range scans of the ships and
intercepted commtraffic should be (tweatle tweatle) convincing. The
only discrepancies, of course, are that there will be no battle debris,
and they may have trouble tracking down precisely which of their ships
were destroyed, but given the size of their fleet as well as their
paranoia, it just may (tweatle tweatle) work."

"I didn't realize this ship could do such things."

"It"'s only a few of the things this ship can do," said the
Professor. "Are you ready to return?"

Croft turned away, his hand sneaki ng down to touch sonething on

his belt. "What will happen to you?" he said, turning to face the
Pr of essor agai n.
"I will return and face judgnment," said the Professor

"WIl we ever mneet again?"
"Al nost certainly not," said the Professor
"Then come with ne," said Croft.

"I can't," said the Professor. "Like it or not, | ama nmenber of
my group and | have to (tweatle tweatle) face the consequences."”

"You're just going to let themkill you?"

The Professor smled mrthlessly. "They do not kill. Let's just

say that | mght be taken out of circulation (tweatle tweatle) for a
while."

"I's that kind of future preferable to conming with ne?"

"Yes," said the Professor. "Despite what you would believe, | am
not a renegade like (tweatle). Perhaps by going back | can convince
themthat their position is wong... eventually." He cleared his
throat. "It's tine."

He reached forward and touched Croft with his snout

Croft woke up in the undercity. Getting up, he reached down and
stared at sonething small on his belt, actually built into his belt.
Satisfied, he pressed the hidden button to turn the device off. There
woul d be tine to investigate his findings, |ater

Croft idly wondered what woul d happen to the Professor. He al so
wonder ed what the Meddl er Capybara had said to the Professor to
convince himto help.

As Croft surreptitiously made his way to the surface, he realized
it was night outside. Staring up at the stars, he knew it was all out
of his hands now.

The subship Nautilus, carrying the elite sabotage team closed on
the I nsectoid spacegate.

Mongo, in cranped shared quarters in a tiny conpartnment, was
unhappy. Not only did he not have nearly enough personal space for
confort, but no one was listening to him

No one ever listed to Mongo, no. He tried to tell Red Sally not
to go on this mssion. He tried to tell her there was danger

"What kind of danger?" she had asked.

Danger fromfire, Mngo had said.

"I amfire," Sally had responded scornfully. "You' ve been naking
a cottage industry out of wongly predicting our deaths. According to



you, | should be dead ten times over already. I'mnot going to mss the
action now. "

Then he had tried to warn the one called Inspir. Inspir at |east
turned and listened to himw th respect.

'l sense the sane thing you do, nmy friend," said Inspir. He
called Mongo his friend. No one had ever done that before. "But this is
something | have to do. Can you tell me any nore specifics?"

Mongo didn't know about specifics, but he did know about
possibilities. After talking to Inspir, Inspir called the O apper over
and had a whi spered conference with him Everyone else in the cranped
conpartnent | ooked curiously over at them Wat could Inspir possibly
want to tal k about the O apper about?

When they were done the C apper nodded and attenpted to clap his
hands, which had been tied together at the request of the other nenbers
of the conpartnent.

"I"mcounting on you," said Inspir, quietly squeezing the
C apper's shoul der.

"Now | know we're in trouble,"” Red Sally groaned.

They arrived at the spacegate and waited, sitting outside the
dust field at the far edge of the systemwhile fully cloaked. The
wai ti ng was making Sally crazy.

"Do you think Croft and the rodent will pull it off?" she asked
the Silencer.

The Sil encer shrugged.

It was only in their second day of waiting that they noticed the
change.

A larger than usual stream of ships was headi ng through the
spacegat e. Warships--cruisers, destroyers, and nore

Then, over the next few days, the stream becane a fl ood.

Warshi ps of all sizes, including the mghtiest battl eshi ps,
fl ooded through the gate. The spacegate seemed to be operating near
continuously, stopping only when necessary to recharge.

On the bridge Captain Hollister gave a | ow whistle as he studied
t he gl eam ng parade of ships lined up to junp. "Look at all those
ships. Croft's plan worked."

"Yes," said Inspir nodding. "And soon it will be tinme to do our
part."

They wanted as many ships as possible to cross over before they
bl ew t he spacegate, but they didn't want to wait too long, in case the
I nsectoids started shifting ships back. So when the flood of ships
became a stream and then a trickle again, they decided not to wait for
a next wave of returnees, if any nore were coning

Action stations were sounded as the Nautilus went back into the
nebul a to a nearby rendezvous point. A hijacked |Insectoid nerchant
ship, courtesy of their friends at the June Directorate, was there
waiting for them The strike teamtransferred over to the merchant
shi p, which emerged out of the nebula again and headed towards the
orbital platform

The orbital platform broadcast a challenge; the pilot of the
nmerchant craft, Bildin hinmself, wearing Croft's Insectoid suit, gave a
sui tabl e response. They were docking to provide parts and equi pnent.

The duty officer on the platformsaid that there was no schedul ed
arrival s expected.

Bildin responded in Insectoid that it was a sudden diversion
caused by the energency, and if they wanted to refuse, that was
acceptabl e, but that they would have to answer to their regiona
conmmanders. Bildin's people had done sone upgrades on the suit so that
it could transmt in fluent |nsectoid.

After a pause, the duty officer told themto dock



The conbat teamwent first, 20 handpi cked sharpshooters, ex-arny,
mari ne, and junptroop selected by General Arkik. They stormed the
station, shooting their way through any resistance. The |Insectoids were
taken conpletely by surprised. Wthin mnutes they had secured a path
to the control roomas well as the control roomitself. The platoon
| eader, one Howard Tayl or, signaled for the sabotage teamto enter

I nspir, accompanied by the Silencer, Red Sally, the O apper, and
Mongo energed fromthe merchant ship. They made their way to the
control roomwordl essly. At every junction a pair of soldiers stood
guard.

"W have secured this part of the station," said the platoon
conmander, saluting Inspir.

"Sufficient," said Inspir. Then a shadow crossed his face. "W
must hurry."

He went to the controls and started | ooki ng about. He seened | ost
for a nonent.

"Don't you know how to use these things?" said Red Sally
anxi ously.

"I have never seen them before,"” said Inspir. "But | know how
t hey should work."

He studied the controls some nore. Then he pressed one button
and then another. They started to hear a hum

Looki ng out the wi ndow, they saw the spacegate begin to charge
up, as bolts of energy fromthe sun hurtled towards it.

"That's the easy part,"” said Inspir. "Now to nake it overl oad."

He pressed a few nore buttons, but frowned.

The spacegate seened to be form ng normally.

Then I nspir found a knob, turned it all the way to the right, and
then repressed sone of the buttons he pressed again.

The bolts of energy started to intensify. The spacegate started
to crackle.

"That's done it," said Inspir. "Now we need to get away from here
bef ore-"

He stopped in nidsentence. A few seconds later there was a scream
in the corridor. Then another, and another

Inspir turned to Lieutenant Taylor. "Recall your nen to the ship,

now "

"But what about us?"

"You may still have a chance to save sone of your nen," said
Inspir grimy.

Li eut enant Tayl or radi oed the evacuati on order

Inspir stared at the door as if death itself was about to wal k
t hrough. They all felt a wave of fear engulf them

Li eutenant Taylor started for the door, went through it even as
Inspir cried, "No-"

and Tayl or came sailing back into the room crashing into the
wal | .

"No," said a hooded figure, appearing at the doorway. "The rats
won't be leaving this ship." The figure took off its hood to reveal the
reptilian features of Rugani

"I think this time it will have to be a final end, for one of
sai d Rugani, glaring at Inspir.

"I think so too," said Inspir, his face graver than any had ever
seen it before.

Rugani took a step forward and-

the Silencer attacked, blaster blazing, Red Sally sent a stream
of fire blazing at Rugani, the C apper huddled in a corner; and Mngo
tried to hide behind Lieutenant Taylor, who was | ooking dazed and
struggling to sit up.

Rugani actually smiled as blaster shots inpacted on his head and

us,



chest; with a lazy wave, he sent the Silencer snmashing against a wall,
and his blaster flying through the air.

A wall of flanmes reached out and torched Rugani. But as quickly
as they hit Rugani, they backdrafted and headed in a straight line for
Red Sally. She was quickly engulfed by the flanes, and screaned as she
started to burn.

Inspir launched an energy bolt of some kind at Rugani. Rugan
fired back, hitting Inspir with a bolt of his own.

And so the battle began. Rugani and Inspir circled each other
slowy, each firing energy bolts or balls of light. Sonetines they
woul d dodge out of the way, and miss; sonetinmes they would hit, causing
expressions of pain, but they always noticed that Inspir seemed nore
pai ned by the hits than Rugani was.

The light fromthe w ndow outside grew brighter as the spacegate
started to overl oad.

They traded bl asts back and forth. The others just tried to
huddl e out of the way. Mongo had taken off his jacket and was rapidly
flapping on the flames engul fing Red Sally. Mongo was huddled in a
corner; the Silencer was either knocked out or dead; and Lieutenant
Tayl or was just sitting in the corner, watching the spectacle unfold,
afraid to nove or do anything

The light fromthe spacegate was very bright now, and they
started to feel small trenors. It could blow at any time, and it would
undoubtedly take the platformw th it.

"You are weak," said Rugani, as he sent another blast. "You could
have been nore powerful than ne. |Instead you wasted your effort trying
to understand, trying to be artistic."

Inspir stunbled as he was hit by a blast. He sent an energy bal
towar ds, Rugani, but Rugani deflected it. "You only | earned one thing,
maxi mum force using a frontal attack," said Inspir. "You never |earned
the true nature of power."

They both | aunched bl asts again. This one made Inspir stagger.

H s own energy burst went past Rugani's shoul der

Rugani | aughed. "You cannot even aim properly! Wat else is
there, besides a strong frontal attack?"

"Overconfidence is another one of your weaknesses," said Inspir.
And then everything happened in slow notion. Rugani started to |leer at
this fal se bravado. Inspir started to sit up fromwhere he had stunbl ed
At that noment, in slow notion, he seened to simultaneously I ock
gl ances with Mongo and the C apper. Then he | aunched anot her energy
bolt, stronger than the others. It went in a wild trajectory past
Rugani, a few feet past his |left shoul der. Rugani ignored it as he
prepared another bolt to finish Inspir off-

And Inspir's bolt turned in mdpath, and hit Rugani square in the

back.

Rugani | ooked down in disbelief, to see a large hole in his
chest. He | ooked up at Inspir, who, gasping, said, "Everything for
front defense, nothing for the rear."

Rugani fell to the ground.

The C apper rushed over to Inspir. "Good work," he rasped.

Violent trenors shook the station

"We nust |eave... now "

"They' ve probably already left," said Taylor, activating his
comm

There was a burst of static and his nunber two responded, "W're
still here, Lieutenant."

Inspir wal ked unsteadily over to Red Sally. Her body was charred.
Mongo wept silently.

"There is no tine!" said Inspir sternly. "Wat of the Silencer?"

Tayl or reached to feel for a pulse, but the Silencer cane awake



at that nmonent, grabbing his hand before it got there. "I'mall right,"
he rasped, getting up, as he felt the bunp on the back of his head.

They ran for the nerchant ship.

The spacegate was gl owi ng now as burst after burst of energy
i nfused the actual structure to an overload point. Bolts of power burst
out of the spacegate at random one of themhitting the station just as
they were nearing the docking port. They staggered agai nst the wall,
falling to the floor.

"Hurry!" Inspir cried.

They entered the nerchant ship and cleared the noorings, as bolts
of power flickered around them The other Insectoid ships were al so
fleeing. How far did they have to go to reach a safe di stance?

No one knew, but they found out, just over five mnutes |ater
when t he spacegate expl oded.

An energy shock wave expanded, i medi ately breaking the spacegate
to pieces, ripping into the orbital platforma second |ater, and
expandi ng outwards. They watched the shock wave cl osing on the screen
cl osing, closing...

The ship was shaken violently as the wave hit. The |ights went
out and everyone except for Mngo thought they were going to die. But
this wasn't the same wave that had torn the platformto pieces; every
second the wave travel ed and expanded, it dissipated in strength. By
the tine it caught up to the ship, some screens burned out and the ship
suffered m nor danage. But the shockwave caused no additiona
casualties on the ship.

"We did it!" said one of the soldiers.

"Mongo know," said Mongo softly. "Mngo al ways know. But do they
listen to Mongo? No."

Tayl or | ooked over to Inspir. "You don't |ook so well," he said.

"Don't be concerned about ne," said Inspir. He took a deep
breath. "Wen we dock with the Nautilus, | will stay behind."

"\Why 2"

"I... need to take this ship el sewhere,” said Inspir.

And they couldn't get any nore out of him

Inspir managed to avoid collapsing until the others had debarked
on the Nautil us.

Hol I i ster watched the Insectoid merchant ship just sitting there,
unnovi ng. "Do you think we should go back for hinP"

"There's your answer," said his XO, pointing to the screen. The
I nsectoids were returning, to investigate and conduct a noppi ng up
operation, no doubt. They were on the very edge of the nebula, and if
they didn't |eave now, their trail could easily be detected, if any
ship were cl ose enough to notice it.

"W have to get underway," said Hollister

When they returned to August and net up with Croft, he
i medi ately wanted to know what happened. He was ecstatic to hear that
t he spacegate had been destroyed, and, according to their partial
count, close to 200 ships were now stranded on the other side of it.

"Do you know what this neans?" said Croft. "W finally have a
shot at winning this war!"

"Yes," said the C apper dully.

It was then that Croft noticed that Red Sally was missing, and
Inspir too. He asked about them

"Inspir was badly wounded, we don't know what happened to him
after he left us," said the Silencer. "And Sally was, well," he was at
an unaccustoned | oss of words.

"Burned to a crisp," said Mongo. "Tried to warn her | did. But
does she listen to Mongo? No, never listen-"

Croft's hands found thensel ves around Mongo's throat, squeezing.



"No, no!" he cried.

"Stop! Cap!" said/clapped the Capper. "He tried to put out
flames! He tried to warn Red!" He cl apped agai n.

Croft released him Mngo felt his throat and whi ned, scanpering
into a corner.

"They saved us," said the Silencer

"Who?" said Croft.

"Those two," said the Silencer. "Mngo predicted what woul d
happen, and Inspir used the C apper to redirect a bolt which killed the
reptile.”

Croft sat down to hear the whole story. Wen it was done, he
| ooked at the Cl apper with admration. And he actually went over to
apol ogi ze to Mdngo.

"I"'msorry, Mngo, | didn't know the whole story."

"Mongo used to being persecuted," said Mongo

"Well, if we ever get out of this alive, I'll have them nmake a
statue to Mongo."
"Real | y?"

"Real ly," said Croft, not giving a second's thought to how unw se
it would be to shine such a public spotlight on a Gamma Operati ve.

"And a park for the statue, nanmed in Mngo's honor?"

"Well, Mongo, you only hel ped destroy the spacegate, you didn't
win the entire war," said Croft.

"Ch." Mongo | ooked crestfallen
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"\Where are you goi ng?" said Tsarina sharply.

"Down to Aridor," said Levi. "I have to check on some crops. The
Queen knows."

Technically true, but he had been avoi ding the Queen for days,
ever since news of the destruction of the spacegate had put her in a
near - conti nual rage.

Tsarina buzzed nmenacingly. Levi shrank back. He knew that she
woul d I'i ke nothing better than to kill him right then and there.

"You are a waste of resources, an abonination," Tsarina buzzed.

Levi said nothing, willing hinmself not to react.
Tsarina buzzed nore |oudly.
"If you delay me, the Queen will have to be informed," said Levi.

"I"'mexpected back in a few hours to prepare dinner."

Tsarina hissed, and settled for giving Levi a push in the
shoul der. "Then go!"

Levi, rubbing his sore shoul der, left.

In the Queen's chanber, the Queen said, "Are you really convinced
he is the source of the unauthorized data accesses?"

"Yes," said Tsarina.

"Even though you have consistently failed to |ink these accesses
to Lev-1's termnal s?"

"He is a sly one," said Tsarina.

"And now you claimhe is going to neet his contact on August."

"W will soon hear," said Tsarina. "The |istening device is
secure."

The Insectoid shuttle touched down on August. As always, Levi's
escorts waited on the landing pad while Levi went into the | odge. He
went inside, down a stairwell, where he saw Croft.

Quickly putting a finger to his Iips before Croft could say
anyt hi ng. He picked up a mcrodetected and scanned the room and then
hi nsel f. He rai sed an eyebrow when the needle junped in the area of his



shoul der. Levi took off his jacket and put it on a chair. Then he
pi cked up a pocket player and pressed the play button. Sounds of Levi
hunm ng to hinself and wal ki ng around coul d be heard.

Levi notioned Croft to another room and cl osed the door

"It's getting too dangerous,"” said Levi. "Alnost didn't get out
this time. They getting even nore suspicious."

"Then don't go back," said Croft. "You' ve done enough."

Levi shook his head. "I can't, | have go back."

"\Why 2"

"Have listening device in Queen's chanber."

Croft eyes wi dened at Levi's audacity. "Don't they sweep-"

Levi waved a hand dism ssively. "For conventional bugs, yes.

Li sten, Queen very angry about destruction of spacegate."

"That's nice."

"But frequent reference to backup plan."

"Backup plan?

"Not know what it is. Al knowis that it soon be online."

"Backup plan," said Croft. "Could be reinforcenments, or new
t echnol ogy, or sonething el se.™

"Precisely," said Levi. "Need know. So nust go back. Here." He
pressed a small box into Croft's hand.

"What is this?"

" Bi oweapon. "

"What ?" said Croft, staring at the small box.

"Harm ess to humans, not to worry."

"I thought you said you couldn't devel op a bi oweapon agai nst the
bugs, that their biology was too conplex to devise sonething that would
hurt them but not us,"” said Croft.

"Al'l true," said Levi. "Mist rel ease anywhere on eastern edge of
Aridor, near breeding farns."

"You're not going to tell ne what this is, are you?" said Croft.

"Once you release, | nust flee Insectoids within three or four
mont hs," said Levi. "If | stay any longer, they will surely discover."

"What exactly is this?"

"Also, if you plan to use blue |ight technol ogy before that tine,
warn me and I will get out sooner."

Levi hurriedly | ooked at his watch. "Must go. WII try to find
out backup plan and get back to you." He hurried up the stairs.

Croft watched himgo. Then, because he was curious, he opened the
smal | box.

He found several dozen tiny ball shaped objects inside. What in
the world had Levi given hinf

Chapter 10: Whatever Happened to War Admiral Norman North?

Fromthe | og of War Adnmiral Norman North, 18 years 5 nonths and 5 days
after the Invasion.

Those silvery eyes.

I never thought | would see them agai n.

It's been a long, hard struggle. Many of the finest officers and
sailors | have served with are dead. Alittle less than two thirds of
the ships and nen we had started off with are dead.

When the I nsectoids anbushed our fleet at Vitalics, | gathered up
what ships that survived and headed out into deep space. W were to
search for ancient Chent technol ogy that would hel p us defeat the
I nsectoi ds. Hopefully, once we had gotten out of range of Alliance
space, the Insectoids would consider it nore trouble than it was worth
to pursue us.



I was wrong on just about every count. W never did | ocate Chent
technol ogy, not anything useful in battle, anyway. W were harassed by
hostile aliens. And the Insectoids pursued us relentlessly, slowy
whittling dowm our nunbers over the past 18 years, attacking with one
overwhel m ng force after another. It's amazing that we survived at all
Most of the crewers would credit ny skill with their survival, but it
was really a teameffort.

But then at the end our luck seened to run out. W were attacked
in overwhel m ng force, several days ago. And then, out of the bl ue,
cones another fleet, an allied fleet, the first fleet of humans we had
seen since the disaster at Vitalics.

A human fleet! Here, years away from Al liance space, an entire
fl eet had been mustered, to get ready to fight for the day when we
woul d retake Alliance space.

I know now that this fleet was under the conmmand of one of ny
late friends, Steven Quick. Quick was the absolute dictator of the
junior partner in our Alliance, the June Directorate. He was a
veritable genius. Wien you would start a sentence, Quick could usually
finish it, and respond, and anticipate your next sentence, and severa
nore after that. Quick pretty much knew how conversations woul d end
before they started. He was al ways thinking several steps ahead, and
never met anyone who could think nmore quickly, and nore rationally than
he.

Then he had to die in a freak accident several years before the
i nvasi on.

O so we thought.

It turns out now that his death had been faked, because after
years of mystery, years of struggle, War Admiral Norman North found
hinmself in the sane roomwi th his old friend.

Sone people were put off by the silvery eyes. It was a rare birth
defect, and before Quick came to power, he used to wear col ored contact
| enses to put people at ease. Later, as he accumul ated power, he
stopped wearing the I enses; nor did he have the problemchemically
corrected, |eading sone people to think that he wanted themto feel ill
at ease.

"About tine," said the War Admiral, as Qick entered their room
while his deputy, Kalin, sinultaneously left. They were safe and secure
underground on a planetoid that served as their hidden base, deep in
unknown space.

"My friend," said Quick, extending a hand to the War Admral, who
paused, staring at Quick, before extending his own. They shook as Quick
sat down opposite him

"You have a | ot of questions,'
didn't stare at him

"Someone doesn't need your level of intuition to know that,'
the War Admiral.

"Let me start by saying |'msorry," said Quick. "There are
probably three questions burning forenost in your mnd, what happened,
why, why not, and who." He | ooked at North briefly to see if
el aboration was required; it wasn't.

"As to your first question, what happened, well, | wasn't on the
ship that exploded. It was arranged by nmy associates,"” said Qick
"They came to me and warned ne that the Insectoids and others were
pl anning to assassinate ne. | was always nudging the Alliance to take a
hawki sh vi ew of defense issues and they, the Insectoids and their
associates, felt it would be easier to lure the Alliance into a trap if
| were not around to counsel caution."”

"My associ ated had heard about the attenpt to blow up the ship
was going to be travelling on, and realized that while they could save

said Qick. The silvery eyes

said



me fromthis attenpt, they nmight not be able to save ne from al
subsequent attenpts," said Quick. "So we arranged to |let the Insectoids
and their allies think that their attenpt had been successful, that |
had been killed."

The War Admiral noved to open his nouth.

"Way didn't | warn the Alliance of the trap to come? The Alliance
already wasn't listening to ne. Wth the election of the peace faction
| had very little influence. If |I had been around, the best | could
have done woul d have been to keep ny ships away fromthe massacre at
Vitalics, which nmy successor did, and beef up general defenses, which
still wouldn't have changed the outcome,"” said Quick. He wet his lips.
"That was the hardest part, really. Abandoning ny people. | wanted to
stay, | wanted to fight. But they told me if | stayed that | would have
ended up dead, and ny people woul d be conquered anyway. At |least, this
way | could live to fight another day."

Qui ck paused, then |ooked directly at the War Admiral. "I wanted
to warn you, to take you with ne, but they thought it would be too
suspicious, if two of the biggest enem es of the bugs disappeared. And
they held me i nconmuni cado until we got here, so | didn't exactly have
much choice. "

"I have answered the question 'what happened', and now | will
answer why. To gather our resources. As you may already have figured
out, the bunbling inconpetence of our military industrial conplex after
nmy death was in appearance only. In reality we were cranking out as
many ships as possible without attracting attention. Ships that were
recalled for "design flaws" were al so sent here, as well as ships
prematurely retired. Sailors came with them Renmenber the Tantrus
di saster, where a |l arge nunber of our ships apparently blew up at our
largest mlitary base?"

"I figured that one out nyself," said the War Admiral

"I figured you would," said Quick, his eyes gleam ng. "So we were
buil ding up our forces for our return. But forces weren't enough. W
have a single shipyard set up here, but that's not enough to create
enough ships to give us nunerical superiority. W' ve sent out
em ssaries far and wide to help us devel op new weapons that can hel p us
def eat the bugs."

The War Admiral opened his nouth.

"Yes. W were doing the exact same thing you were. The only
difference is that they didn't know we existed, so we weren't being
wat ched. And now we've done it," said Quick. "W' ve devel oped a new
technol ogy which can help us defeat the bugs. | can give you all the
details later, but it's a new kind of beam weapon that can slice
through their shields like they don't exist."

Quick took a breath. "Now I've answered 'why', we turn to the
enotionally difficult question of 'why not'. Wiy didn't we intervene
when you were slowy being killed, year after year after bloody year?
It's a question heavy on your nmind, and it's weighed heavily on ne
too."

"The answer is that we weren't permtted to. If we had
i ntervened, the bugs and their allies would have found out. They
woul d' ve searched for us and found us before we were ready. As it is
they are on the brink of finding us, because of the help we' ve
provi ded. "

Qui ck | ooked away. "For years | |obbied themto help. | even
threatened to break with themif they didn't do sonething to hel p you.
That's when they started sending you those supply ships. Finally, at

the end, | tipped the balance and finally persuaded themto send the
fleet to your aid. But if we hadn't finished devel opi ng the beam
weapon, | don't think even I could have convinced them™

Quick looked into his eyes. "I'"'msorry, Norm sorry for all the



years of bloodshed. But as long as they were |ooking for you, they
weren't |ooking for us. W always anticipated that sonme of the
Directorate hone fleet mght survive and nmake their way to us, and we
hoped that you would survive and link up with them But | was
personal |y pained every tine | read a battle report. If there had been
any other way, if | had had control-" Quick rapidly clenched and
uncl enched hi s hands, uncharacteristically showi ng enotion

Qui ck took a deep breath, and cal mwas restored. "Now for your
| ast question, 'who'. You want to know who our allies are. My answer
is, I can't tell you," said Quick. "THEY won't let ne. THEY feel it's
enough just allow ng you to come here, and to find out what |'ve told
you. In truth, THEY finally realized that they need you; your crews
have had nore battl e experience over the past few years than any of
ours have had in the last 20. They want to spread your crews out over
the new fleet to give themthe benefit of your battle experience.”

Qui ck paused. "They're aliens, Norm They're on their side for
their own reasons, but they' re nostly good ones. It seens there are a
bunch of different ol der races out there, each with their own
phi | osophi es. One such race, the Screen, is a race of reptiles that are
hel pi ng the Insectoids. They believe in night through strength. W' ve
got a few of the older races on our side, but they don't want the
Screen to know they're involved. One of our allies was al nost w ped out
by the allies of the Screen a few generations ago and if the Screen
knows they're involved, they' |l come back to finish the job. Another
one of our allies isn't afraid of the Screen, but his people are, so he
has to keep a low profile."

Qui ck paused, then | ooked up, as if sonmeone had interrupted him
"If I can't tell himwho you are, then you shouldn't mnd ny telling
himat |east that nuch." Quick paused, as if he were listening to a
voi ce that the War Admiral couldn't hear. "Sorry you didn't |ike what I
had to say. | often don't like what YOU have to say."

Quick turned back to the War Admiral. "And that's about it."

The War Admiral sat quietly. He drummed his fingers on the desk
but there was a lot nore than that going on inside.

Quick sat silently as well, as if in waiting.
Finally, the War Admiral finished westling with this thoughts.
He spoke. "Mich of what you' ve already said... has occurred to ne. But

it doesn't make any of it any easier. Not the abandoning of our fleet.
And certainly not the abandonment of the Alliance. Do you know how many

mllions, how many billions, have suffered, died, and been ensl aved
over the past two decades?"
Qui ck hung his head. "It wouldn't have been the way | woul d have

pl anned it. They said that our societies had rotted to the core; that
our cultures had grown too effete to defend thensel ves. They said that
if they had gotten us through this crisis, we would ve been conquered
by sonething el se sooner or later."

The War Admiral's eyes flared. "I agree that things were going
downhill. The society that once supported the military nerely tol erated
it; and then gradually even tol erating us became an i nconveni ence. News
of battles were 'unsettling' only if they had the potential to
interfere with their pleasure. But was the enslavenent of our culture
the answer to this malaise? To ne, that's a rotten solution.”

"I didn't have control," said Quick. "Just think. Wat would have
happened if | had stayed around and warned President Marshall that
Mtterand' s arnistace was all a trap. Do you think he woul d' ve
i stened?"

The War Admiral munbl ed sonet hi ng.

"You know he woul dn't have. He and | never saw eye to eye on
anyt hi ng. "

"You coul d have warned ne," said the War Adniral



"And what woul d you have done? Staged a coup?" said Quick.

"I don't know," said North. "In retrospect, knowi ng what | know
now, surely."

"But then you only knew what you knew then. Wuld you have staged
a coup nerely on ny say-so?" Quick paused. "This has been a difficult
time for both of us, especially for you. The point is that | didn't

have unlimted control; | wasn't in charge of the Alliance, and neither
were you. Neither of us had the resources of ny allies. |I did the best
| could... and so did you."

The War Admiral |ooked up, and he understood the point that Quick
was making. Only half his rage was directed at his old friend.

Finally, taking a deep breath, the War Adnmiral said, "So what
now?"

"We need a | eader for our conbined fleet," said Quick. "Soneone
who's survived constant battle against the bugs and won agai nst
overwhel mi ng odds agai n and again. Do you know anyone who neets those
qual i fications?"

"...so it won't take 20 years to get back to Alliance space, nore
like a few weeks," said Quick, indicating a diagram "You'll use our
recently constructed particle cannon to project you back to Alliance
space. "

They were at a conbi ned neeting of the nost senior officers of
North's and Quick's fleet. The secret of Quick's existence was still a
secret, even fromnost of his own people.

"We've nounted the new beam weapon on nearly three quarters of
the fleet," said Quick. "Wen we've finished refurbishing the rest,
we' |l shoot you back into the thick of things. "

"What about ny ships?" said the War Admiral

Quick tried to | ook diplomatic. "Many of your ships have
sust ai ned serious danage, War Admiral. And we're going to need to
di sperse the rest of your crews anmong the fleet to give themthe

benefit of your experience. Every surviving captain will have his or
her own ship to command. All your renaining Comranders and hal f
conmanders will be field pronoted and captain some of our newest |ight
cruisers and destroyers. W'll nake sinmilar use of your other
officers."

"What about the G ory?" said the War Admiral
"The G ory has sustained serious damage," said Quick. "However
its value as a command carrier and battleship can't be lightly

di sgarded. |'ve had ny engineers do a prelimnary [ook, and | think we
can do enough repair work on the dory, the Blue Luna, and a handful of
fast attack destroyers and perhaps one of the cruisers. W'll also be

needi ng all your WIdcats and Defenders, of course. But repairs nust be
conpleted in the next five days. Whatever's not ready in five days
stays behind."

After the meeting, Quick indicated he wanted a private session
with the War Admiral. In a side roomhe said, "Norm nmny peopl e have
| ooked over your ship."

The War Adniral nodded.

"I't would be a kindness to bury the ory now W could easily
acconmmodat e your remining fighters on the other ships."

The War Adniral shook his head.

"I understand your feeling, but my people tell ne that repairs
wi |l be patchy at best. Especially your power system |'mtold that
wi t hout a thorough overhaul it could give under the slightest strain."

The War Admiral shook his head again.

"I understand the need to have the ship as a synbol of your years
of resistance,” said Quick. "And | won't deny that your appearance, and
your ship, has had a dynanmite effect on norale. You're a living | egend.



But | say, take the ship, but assume command from one of our sturdier
ships, like, say, the Majestic, or the Sierra Oak."

The War Admiral shook his head agai n.

"Norm |'mwarning you, this is not a good decision. You're
letting enotion cloud your judgnent," said Quick blandly.

"It may be a bad decision,"” said the War Admiral. "But it is ny
deci sion."

"So everyone thinks we're heroes," said Battle Mjor |day Took
commander of the Gory's starfighters, as he ate in the officer's ness.
"Evidently everyone has been tapping into the intel on us, and they
think we're incredible, for having survived for so |long."

"I guess so," said his friend, Half Commander Kato Che. A third
pilot, Ken Pilot 04, ate silently next to him

"And their |ocal nedia--did you know t hey have their own press?”

"So you tell ne," said Qoe.

"Their local nedia wanted to interview nme," said Took

"I't nust have been thrilling," said Qoe.

"They wanted to ask ne about the War Admiral," said Took. "Onh,
that was before they | earned who | was. Then they wanted to ask
guestions about ne, too, naturally.”

"Naturally," Cbe frowned.

"Buddy, is sonething bothering you?"

"Cee, | don't know," said Cbe. "W' ve been wandering around for
al nost 20 years getting pecked to death while our buddi es here have had
it nice and warm and safe, sitting back and readi ng about how we were
slowy dying off."

"The War Adniral said it was all part of the plan.”

"Al'l part of whose plan?" said (be. "The aliens behind the
curtain who are mani pul ati ng us? They seemto show nore regard for a
head of cattle than they do for our lives."

"Listen," said Took, licking his lips. "None of this has been
what | would exactly call ideal. But |ast week none of us thought we
were going to live to see this week, if you know what | mean. The way I
see it, we're getting an unexpected shot at kicking out the bugs and
avengi ng all our dead buddies. This isn't sonething we thought woul d be
possi bl e | ast week."

"That's another thing that's worrying nme," said Qhe. "Even with
t hese beam weapons, how well are we going to do when we're outnunbered
two or three or four to one? And what happens if or when the bugs adapt
to our new weapon?"

"I don't care, (Obe," said Took. "Listen, we're going hone! It's
been 20 years. Don't you miss hone? Did you ever think we'd see it
agai n?"

"I do miss home," Obe nodded. "I just hope | live to see it."

Took was spared the need to respond when his wist comm beeped.
It was Hal f Conmander Kearse. The War Admiral wanted to see him
i medi ately, at a very senior neeting.

"We're about to go into battle,” said the War Adnmiral, staring
around the roomat his senior offices. "But before we do, we have a
vital issue to deal with. As you may have heard, nobst of our ships are
too badly damaged to be sent into conbat. Except for the dory, the
Bl ue Luna, and two other ships, the rest are going to be
deconmi ssi oned. "

"What's going to happen to us, War Adnmiral ?" asked one Captain.
"Admiral Dulin is going to be given command of our | argest
carrier group,” said the War Admiral. "Admiral Harkness will be given

conmand of a battleship group.™

"I"'mnot giving up the Blue," said Harkness, referring to his



beat en up pocket battl eship.

"No one is asking you to," the War Adniral smled, renenbering a
simlar argunent he had had with Quick about the Aory. "Admiral Dajya
will be given command of a battl ecruiser group."

"And what about the captains and crews of all those
deconm ssi oned shi ps?" a Captain asked.

"Al'l captains of decomm ssioned ships will be given commands in
the new fleet," said the War Admiral. "In fact, all comanders and half
conmanders will also be given field pronotions, and be gi ven commands
of their own in the new fleet as well. Only the Gory's conmand

structure will be largely unchanged, with Captain Wen and Hal f
Conmmander Kearse, now Full Comrander Kearse, running the show. Mny of
our lieutenants and ensigns will be field pronoted to half conmanders
and |ieutenants and sent to other ships, as will their crews."

"Beggi ng your pardon, Captain, but how do the other crews fee
about this?" asked a captain.

"They're fine with it," said the War Admiral. "Wile they' ve been
bui | di ng shi ps over the past few years, they haven't been buil di ng new
crews, so they're already short handed. As for the officers that wll
be di spl aced, we've all agreed that it nmakes sense. We've seen nore
battle action in the past 20 years than nany of them have seen in past
100. They're relying on us for our expertise in dealing with the
Insectoids. You'll be receiving your assignnents shortly. Are there any
guestions?"

There wasn't, but there was a lot of murmuring. As Took got up to
| eave, the War Admiral waggled a finger at him He wanted to see himin
private.

When they were in the War Adnmiral's office, he said, "I heard
that interviewthey did with you, Ilday."

Was the War Admiral upset with hin? "Sir, | was just-"

"They seened favorably inpressed with you," said the War Admiral
sitting down behind his desk. He grinned. "OfF course, they don't know
you yet as we do."

"What are you getting at, sir?"

"W need a starfighter commander," said the War Admiral

"Sir, are you renmoving ne as starfighter commander of the d ory?"
Took asked.

"Not exactly,"” said the War Admiral. "W need a starfighter
conmander for the entire fleet. You have heard of that practice,
haven't you?"

It was then that Took understood the enornmity of what the War
Admi ral was sayi ng.

"W only have a hundred W/l dcats and miscel |l aneous fighters
left,"” said the War Admiral. "Wth over 500 additional fighters in the
fleet, it would be a crime not to give the rest the benefit of your
experience."

"Sir, there nust be spaceforce colonels out there who outrank
sai d Took.

"There are," said the War Admiral. "That's why we'll have to nake
some adjustnments to your rank, General Took."

"Ceneral ? Me? Sir, do you know how ridi cul ous that sounds?"

"I know lday, but with luck, we can keep the others from finding
out," said the War Admiral. "You have the nobst experience. | need
someone running the starfighters conpetently so | can concentrate on
the capital ships.”

"We tried sonething like this once or twi ce before," said Took

"And we're going to do it again," said the War Admiral. "I know
you want to be in a cockpit. But this is war, and we don't all have the
[ uxury of doing what we want to do. Tell you what; if we survive, when
the war is over, I'll bust you back down to Major and send you back to

me,



your cockpit. How does that sound?"
"It sounds |ike | have no choice."
"I"'mgiving a briefing to the senior naval officers of the entire
conbined fleet in an hour in [anding bay one," said the War Admiral
"Si mul t aneously, your new pilots are going to be gathering in |anding
bay two. Better start thinking of what you're going to say, Ceneral."
Took turned to go.
"Ch, alnost forgot. Catch!"
Took caught two shiny objects. General's stars.
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Took stood on the wing of a Wldcat as he watched the assenbl ed
pilots. He had checked the stats and had already started to configure a
tabl e of organization. He felt very unconfortable in his general's
stars, as if he were an inposter and at any noment someone coul d cal
hi m out .

The pilots, nost of themunfamliar, filed in.

"It looks like they're expecting to see a general, oe," Croft
whi spered to his friend, who stood nearby for noral support.

And then Obe said something that put the entire galaxy in
perspective. "Relax, lday. If you ness this up, what's the worst that
can happen? You get denoted down back to captain? Just think of it as
one of your hol obroadcasts, and have some fun."

And then Took was his old self, stars or no.

"Greetings!" said Took, speaking into a tiny el ectrobroadcaster.
"I"'mlday Took, and I'Il be your host for our ramnpage through bug
infested Alliance space. Now, before we begin, | want everyone to
i ntroduce thenselves to whoever is standing on their right. Cone on
don't be shy...."

After the meeting, Obe found Took studying details on his pad.

"That went well," said Qbe.
"Real | y?" said Took
"Well, | thought trying to come up with a battlegroup theme song

on the spot was a little over the top, but that's just you," said Obe.

"Ch," said Took

"What ' re you doi ng?"

"Studyi ng our assets. W have about 100 Wldcats left, and a
handf ul of Defenders and other ships. Everyone el se, however, is flying
Tr obadores. "

"Trobadores," said he. "Those are standard Directorate fighters.
Those aren't bad."

"But they aren't WIdcats, buddy."

"They'll do," said Obe.

"So | figure we'll have 51 squadrons on 8 carriers," said Took

"51?" said be. "I thought we had exactly 600 fighters. Were did
the extra 12 fighters come fron®"

"It's actually 601," said Took. "I'm designating the Ken Pilot as
a squadron all by hinmself."

"Ch. Makes sense," said Cbe.

The ships, nearly 200 in all, lined up in a formation in front of

the particle cannon. It was a massive formation, the |argest of any
Alliance formation since their loss at Vitalics. Before they |aunched,
Nort h took one | ast hol onessage from Qui ck, who was stayi ng behind on
t he pl anet.

"Remenber, you have to strike them hard and quickly. Eventually,
they will figure out a way to negate your new weapon; you have to use
that time to your maxi mum advantage," said Quick



"Understood," said the War Admiral

"My, ah, internediaries have inforned nme that a massive revolt is
bei ng pl anned on a nunber of occupied planets. The joint attack should
help to overwhel mtheir defenses.”

"What's life back there |ike?" said the War Admiral

"Not good," said Quick. "Mst of the popul ation has been
enslaved. | put into place the infrastructure for a vibrant resistance
novermrent on Directorate planets, but your worlds were nuch | ess
prepared. Nonetheless there is a grow ng resistance nmovenent on your
pl anets. You mi ght even recogni ze the i mage of one of the senior

resi stance | eaders on August." He transmitted a still holo.
"Cdifford Croft!" said the War Admiral, recognizing the inmage
i mediately. "I should have known. I|f anyone would survive, he would."

"He help put their spacegate out of business, and he's doing a
ot more for us,"” said Quick. "When you get to August, you night give
himny regards. "

"I will," said the War Admiral ."

"Good luck," said Quick. His silvery eyes gazed into the War
Admral's for a nmonent, and then the conmuni cations channel cl osed.

The War Admiral returned to the bridge to take his chair next to

t he Captain.
"20... 19... 18..." the sensor officer counted down.
"You al nbst missed the fun," said Captain Stacy Wen.
"15... 14...."

"I'"ve never been shot through a particle cannon before," said the
War Admiral .

"12... 11... 10..."

"First time for everything," said Wen. "War Admiral ?"

"Yes?

"7... 6... 5..."

"I"'mgetting tired of war. Let's win this one."
"Agreed."

"2... 1.... now"

The particle projector opened, and the crew were pushed back into
their chair as the ship accelerated wildly. On their sensors they could
see star systens passing by in seconds as they travel ed faster than
t hey ever had before.

And yet the ships stayed tightly in their precise |aunch
formation.

As the dozens of lightyears that formerly took days and weeks to
traverse peeled away in nmere mnutes and hours, Wen, still pressed to
her chair said, "This is the only way to travel!"
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The Insectoid fleet orbiting the planet June, the former capital
of the June Directorate, was on official standby. Something big had
happened, but no one knew what. For several nonths deliveries to and
fromthe homeworl d had sinply stopped; but no one in the high command
coul d provide any expl anati on

Admi ral Kyss had her own opinion, but kept it to herself. Her
battl efl eet consisted of 85 top of the line ships, one of the Iargest
groupings in the former Alliance.

VWhich is precisely why War Admiral Norman North's fleet, still in
formation after travelling thousands of |ightyears, dropped into nornal
velocities right in front of this fleet. It was as if they had appeared
out of nowhere.

The I nsectoids were so unused to opposition that it took severa
seconds to identify the ships as hostiles, and even then they spent
several seconds wondering if what their sensors were telling themwas a



m stake. After all, how could the humans possibly be here? And where
had they gotten so nmany ships?

And then the War Admiral's fleet started ripping into the
surprised Insectoid ships with their new beam weapons, and they
realized this was for real. They were under attack

Admi ral Kyss had all ships raised their shields, but that didn't
effect the results of the battle in the slightest.

Admiral Kyss felt the ship rock with an internal hit. "Wat's
happeni ng?" she buzzed. "I told you to raise the shields!"

"We did!'" a senior officer buzzed. "They're cutting through out
shields like they're not even there.

It took a few nore precious monents for Admiral Kyss to fully
realize what was happeni ng. Her ships were fighting back now, but their
bl asts were hitting eneny forcescreens. They wouldn't |ast |ong enough
to batter down the eneny forcescreens if their own shields weren't

wor ki ng!
Admiral Kyss tried to raise the nearest fleet to warn them But
all long ranged conmuni cations were janmmed.

When half her fleet was destroyed Admiral Kyss gave the order to
fl ee. The humans, anticipating this nove, had |eft ships guarding the
perimeter of the battle plane, and now t hose swoped in, hunting each
down with a vengeance.

When all was done, all of Admiral Kyss's ships had been
destroyed, and only two Alliance ships had even been damaged.

"A resounding victory!" said the War Admiral over interfleet, as
t hey watched the scattered debris of what had once been the Insectoid
fleet. The bridge crew cheered in response, as they did all over the
fleet.

Chapter 10 Levi's Last Stand

Several months passed. The resistance continued to grow in
strength. But their secret weapon, the blue |ight device, they stil
kept hi dden, preferring to build nore and nore units for the day when
t hey decided to make an overwhel mi ng attack. But that day was com ng

soon.
LR R

The eastern coast of Aridor was devastated. The Insectoids had
clearcutted the Iand and pl anted hundreds of hatcheries, as well as
grove after grove of grubfruit to feed them Gubfruit was vital to
their existence; it was virtually the only food the young | nsectoids
could digest, in the vital days before they reached maturity; and even
fully grown Insectoids had difficulty adapting to other foods.

The eastern quarter of Aridor was now filled with these
hat cheries and grubfruit plantations. New Insectoids slithered out of
their hatcheries daily, crawing the short distance to the grubfruit
trees, which were always planted nearby.

But sonething different was starting to happen. Tiny white noths
were starting to appear, and they were eating the grubfruit too. They
multiplied rapidly; these noths could mate and reproduce every ten
days. For now they were few in nunmber, and not yet noticed by the
I nsectoids, but their nunbers were increasing rapidly...
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"W need nore support!" cane the Queen's voice.
"Cal myoursel f," came a second voi ce
Levi, listening in his earpiece, assumed it was Baracki. He had



bugged the Queen's chanbers some tinme ago, using an ingenious mnethod
unlikely to attract attention, an organic |listening device planted in
some of the food he deposited there. Wiile a risky maneuver, it was one
of his prinme sources of intelligence. He was |i stening

"Where did all those ships come fron?" came the Queen's voice.
"That irritating human never had so nmany ships!" Levi didn't knowit,
but the Queen was studying a map of formerly Alliance space. Mst of
the area was red, but an angry blue splotch was growing in the niddle
of it.

"We don't know either," said Baracki slowy. "It seems sonmehow
that the humans have been amassi ng new forces, sonewhere outside in the
fringe."

"This is getting out of control!" said the Queen

"Cal myoursel f!" said Baracki, this tinme nore sternly. "You stil
have nore than enough ships to defeat them"

"How? They have sone kind of new weapon."

"What do we know about it?"

"Not hi ng! So far no one has survived to report any details."

"Then that nust change," said Baracki. "Send another fleet to
engage them but hold two or three ships back to conduct scans.”

"Another fleet? They will be destroyed like the others!"

"Yes, but we will gather the necessary information," said
Baracki. "W also need to discover how the humans have been obtai ni ng
i nformation about your fleet novenents."

"Tsarina is looking into it. She thinks she is close to the
answer. We think the hunans are altering some of our transm ssions to
send a nessage of their own."

"What is the nature and origin of these nmessages?"

"W don't yet know," said the Queen. "Tsarina is investigating,
as |'ve said. W are also unsure if the nmessages are being altered here
or on one of our orbital relay satellites.”

"What about the human, the cook?"

"l don't see that it can be him" said the Queen. "W have him
under constant surveillance."”

Baracki glared at the Queen. "Then you may have someone el se on
board, a spy or saboteur."

"W will get to the bottomof the matter quickly,"” said the

Queen.

Levi put down the earpiece and hid it, and then pressed the
button that allowed the Iive feed fromthe hol ocameras nonitoring him
to resume, taking the place of the doctored feed he used in such
circunstances. He didn't have much tine.

There were now so many ways in which he could be discovered. The
blue l'ight technology could fall into the hands of the Insectoids, and
t hey knew he had perforned |ight experinents. Additionally, the
I nsect oi ds woul d soon di scover the butterfly infestation on Aridor and
trace them back to him They knew he had done experinents wth
butterflies, ostensibly for culinary purposes, but they would renenber
nonet hel ess.

And then there was Baracki. Could he read minds? Levi wasn't
sure. He had tried to stay as far as possible from Baracki and hope for
the best.

Ei ther way, his position was very tenuous. The safest thing to do
woul d be to |eave.

But he still hadn't found out the details of the backup plan.
From what he had heard in past conversations, it seened to be al nost
ready.

Maybe he had done enough; he had already provided the resistance
wi th enough information to win this war, and now the fleet was back.



The downfall of nost spies was sticking around too |ong.

What to do? Levi agonized for a nonent. He stared at a photo of
M ndy, who was safely hidden on Aridor. He knew what she would want him
to do. But there were nore |ives at stake.

He had to get out of here soon, that was for sure.

Levi decided to take a risk. The answers to the questions he
sought shoul d be available on the Queen's secure top-level terminal in
the throne room Al he had to do was to go in and try to tap into the
system fromthere. Regardless of whether he got the information or not,
he woul d imredi ately flee and | eave the ship. Levi nade plans to do it
the foll ow ng night.

"What ?" said Croft. He was standing in a basenent in western
Concord, and he couldn't believe his ears.

"Some of our people transporting components got grabbed," said
Yaney.

"Conponents, " said Croft. "Hmm by conponents, you don't nean
' conmponents for our top-secret blue light technology', do you?"

"Yes," said Yaney.

"So they know about it, and if they haven't figured it out

al ready they soon will, which nmeans they will start working on
count er neasures, which neans that we have to nove up the attack."
"To when?"

"To yesterday," Croft snarled. "Get me the conmunit. | have to
reach General Arkik inmediately, as well as our off-planet contacts."

As Yaney ran out of his presence, another thought hit Croft Iike
a lightning bolt.

Levi .

Once the Insectoids figured out what they had, they would be
com ng after Levi.

He nust get a nessage to Levi. And then Croft checked the day on
his wist chrono, and realized that Levi wouldn't be expecting the next
static burst nmessage for another three days. There was no tine!

Yaney came back with the comunicati ons equi pnent.

"Drop that and get nme the Silencer, the C apper, and Mngo, on
the double," said Croft.

Yaney dropped the equi pnent and started to run

"No, cancel that," said Croft. There was no way he coul d take
theminto an I nsectoid stronghold. "Just get nme my suit."

Croft closed the command started to struggle into his Insectoid
costume. It was all set. The attack woul d begin at dawn tonorrow. He
had that rmuch tinme to steal a shuttle froma nearby base and fly to the
flagship. He just hoped he would be in tine.

"What are you doing, Cifford?" said the inage of a towel.

"I thought we were beyond the hiding stage, M. Towel," said
Croft, rapidly suiting up

"You're in a public area," said the voice of the Meddl er
Capybara. "Anyone could walk in at any tinme. Besides, |'mnot on-site
ri ght now "

"Just how far can you project?" said Croft.

"You' re going aboard the flagship, aren't you?"

"You have big ears," said Croft, activating the suit's interna
syst ens.

"This will be very dangerous," said the Meddl er Capybara.

"Danger is ny middle nane," said Croft, grabbing his hel met and
wal ked to the door.

"You are needed to |lead the resistance. You are taking too big of
a risk," said the Meddler.

Croft turned and abruptly faced the shimering towel. "Listen



here, M. Towel, Levi's done nore to fight the bugs than anyone el se.
He's given us the information, he's given us the technol ogy, and we owe
him | owe him Mybe for you everything is a cost/benefit analysis,
and friendship and debt doesn't enter the equation, but it does for
ne."

And he stonped off without waiting for a reply.

That night Levi wal ked into the outer chanber. It was enpty He
| ooked cal mbut his heart was racing. If he ran into an Insectoid, he
could offer the excuse that he was going into the Queen's chanber to
renove food trays; but if they caught himat the Queen's persona
termnal, there would be no excuse.

Levi wal ked into the inner chanber, the Queen's throne room As
he expected, it was enpty. He i mediately ran over to her termnal, and
started tapping. He had never broken her encryption code before, but
if it was anything like the others, it shouldn't take him]long.

As he tapped keys he periodically |ooked at the door. Al was
qui et .

Levi worked feverishly for several mnutes, before he finally
broke the code. Instead of trying to do a word search for backup plan,
for that's surely not what it would be called, he sinply pulled up a
chronol ogi cal list of the Queen's nobst recent files.

He found it quickly, it was mentioned all over the place. And
then Levi, working out the translation in his mnd, whistled to
hi nmsel f.

Thi s was some backup plan.

The I nsectoids were buil ding anot her spacegate. Had been buil di ng
it, in fact, for many years. Evidently they hadn't felt confortable
rel ying on one spacegate, or else it wasn't capable of handling the
vol ume of traffic they wi shed, because they definitely were building
another, and it | ooked like it was just about conplete.

Wth anot her spacegate, they could bring in trenmendous
rei nforcements. The new spacegate had to be destroyed before it becane
oper at i onal

But where was it | ocated?

Levi tapped feverishly, looking fromone file to another. Wy
didn't they nmention anywhere-

Levi heard the door to the outer chanber opening. Suddenly, there
in front of himhe sawit. The location! There, there it was! Levi
flicked off the termnal and ran over to a long table where trays of
food lay. He was just reaching for one when Tsarina stepped in, flanked
by two of her guards.

Levi | ooked up. Now he knew where the Spacegate was. Al he had
to do was live long enough to tell soneone.

"Human, " said Tsarina. "l have | earned somethi ng about
perception. Wwuld you like to hear it?"

Levi, holding the tray, froze and said not hing.

"You can gl ance at sonething, and see the same thing, over and
over, no matter how many times you look at it," said Tsarina. "And yet,
when you | ook very closely at it, you discover sone things, things you
never woul d have | earned when you glanced at it, no matter how many
times you | ooked. And these things one discover usually lead to other
things, so in the end, the object you're | ooking at | ooks conpletely
different fromwhat you first thought it was, and you wonder how you
could ever have missed what it really |ooked Iike."

"That's really interesting," said Levi, picking up another tray
and noving to |l eave the room "But | have to return to-"

"Let me give you an exanple of what | mean," said Tsarina
bl ocki ng his way. "W recently canme across sone humans snuggling sone
devices with blue bulbs in them At first, we didn't know what they



were; but when we activated these bul bs, our troopers becane
transfi xed. They were obvi ously weapons.™

"I had to think about this for some tinme," said Tsarina. "It took
me several full hours before | recall that you had experinmented wth
light as well, to provide pleasing |ight shows."

"So?" said Levi, trying to bluff it out. "I don't nake weapons."

"And if you had, how could you have transmitted this information
to the humans?" said Tsarina. "After all, we have you under constant
surveillance in your quarters, and you know it. But, operating on the
assunption that you had, | took a closer |ook at the surveillance | ogs,

runni ng them t hrough conparative analysis. And did you know what |
f ound?"

"18% of the time your inage was performng the exact sane
noti ons, over and over, in 10, 20, or 30 minute |oops. Exactly the
sane! \VWat are the odds of that?"

Levi sai d nothing.

"It was then | took an even closer | ook at your termnal, and
di scovered what you have been doing, all these nonths, all these
years." Even Tsarina's translated voice ran cold. "Do you know t he ki nd
of torture and execution you're earned?"

Levi turned his back to Tsarina and put his hands in his pockets.

"Your hands, where | can see theml Now " Tsarina rasped.

:Levi turned around, revealing a fine white powder in his hands.

"What is... ah...." said Tsarina, feeling her senses buffeted by
a very, very powerful odor

Levi let the powder slip fromhis fingers onto the ground, and
Tsarina and her guards gazed down at the ground, captivated by the very
pungent odor. Transfixed by the powder, Levi slowy edged his way to
the door. He nmade his way to the outer chanber-

-where he ran right into Queen Zsst, flanked by her persona
bodyguar ds.

"Lev-1, you have betrayed ne, Lev-1," said the Queen, al npst
sadly.

Levi was held securely by several guards.

"I gave you a good life, better than any of your kind had a right
to expect," said the Queen

Levi stood silent. The powerful scent had been swept away, and a
gl owering Tsarina stood guard with the rest.

" \Npy 2"

Levi was silent.

"Why!" the Queen persi sted.

"Are you asking for an explanation?" said Levi slowy.

"Yes," said the Queen

"You offered me the life of a well-panpered slave, and said | had
no right to expect any better," said Levi slowly. "But the way | see
it, | did have the right to expect better. The life of a free man." He
took a deep breath. Now he could speak freely. "You can kill me, Queen
but | have already killed your occupation."”

"Do you think this pitiful blue light will bring us to our
knees?"

"No," said Levi. "It was always nmy expectation that you woul d
devi se a countermeasure at sone point. That's not what |'mreferring
to."

There was silence for a nonent.

"Wl | ?" demanded the Queen

"You'll see," said Levi.

"Let ne brainscan it, Queen," said Tsarina. "Brainscan, then the
sl owest, nobst agonizing torture | can devise."

"Yes," said the Queen. "Yes, send it-"



Suddenly they heard | oud buzzings fromthe Queen's outer chanber.

"What is it?" said the Queen, pressing a commto her outer
of fice.

"There is an unauthorized being here who says it has information
concerning the humans pending attack. But it has no valid
identification. It claims to be a special undercover-"

"Send it in," the Queen snarl ed.

An | nsectoid wal ked in the chanber.

"Who are you, and why have you failed to go through proper
channel s?" said the Queen, quite prepared to di sembowel the trooper if
its information wasn't as vital as it clained it was.

"Bzzz. bzzz bzzz..." said the creature softly and indistinctly.

"What ?" said the Queen. "Speak up!"

I nstead, the trooper came closer, making the same, al nost random
bzzzi ng sound.

"Can't you communi cate properly?" glared the Queen, on the verge
of ordering this trooper to be taken away for interrogation

The trooper |eapt forward, and ained a blaster at the Queen's
head. "You bet, Queen," cane a nmuffled but very human voice from
i nside. "No one nove or you'll be |ooking for a new Queen!"

The Insectoids all froze. The safety of their Queen was their
prime directive.

Wil e hol ding the blaster at the Queen's head one hand, the other
hand reached up and appeared to pull the creature's own head off.
Reveal i ng the very human features of Cifford Croft.

The Queen recogni zed himimredi ately. "You!" she cried.

"I"'mglad we're on a first nane basis,"” said Croft dryly. "Now,
if you'll be so kind as to have your bugs rel ease Levi, we can keep
this am cable and be on our way."

"Fool ," said the Queen. "Do you really think you can get out of
here alive?"

"I'"ve done it before," said Croft lightly. He | ooked around the
room and despite the tenseness of the situation, said, "You know, |
really like what you' ve done with the place. Did you get a decorator
who specializes in Early Arachnid, or did you just do it yoursel f?"

The Queen didn't respond, but tried to arch her head out of the
way.

"Don't novel" Croft shouted.

"Do you know whom you' re addressing!" said the Queen, barely
cont ai ni ng her rage.

"The Queen," said Croft. "And if the Queen doesn't want a
decorative hole burned through her ugly head, she'll order Levi
rel eased, NOW"

"Why certainly," said the Queen sarcastically. She turned to her
troopers. "Quards-" And then she let forth a piercing scream one that
caused everyone, humans and Insectoid troopers alike, to grab their
ears. Wthout thinking Croft dropped his gun, and before he could scoop
it up again, another Insectoid grabbed it and pushed hi m agai nst a
wal | .

"Now we will have two brainscans," said the Queen. "I'msure
there's a wealth of information you can tell us about your contacts and
operations, as well as your plans for attack. We will use that

information to destroy your pitiful resistance!™

Croft gul ped but said not hing.

"But don't worry, you will live long enough to see it. | will
give you to Tsarina's tender care. She will make sure you stay alive
nmore or less," said the Queen. "Wat's wong, hunman? Are you expecting
someone to come and save you?"

"He isn't, but you are going to (tweatle tweatle) release him™"
canme a new voice



The I nsectoids | ooked around. \Were had that voice come fronf

The door to the Queen's inner chanber opened. But there was no
one there, aside froma solitary guard who was no where near the
entryway. And then the entryway cl osed.

Suddenly the air in front of the door shimered and who shoul d
appear but -

-the solid blue formof the Meddl er Capybara. The lights fromthe
Queen' s podi um tw nkl ed of f his black bowtie.

"You!" said the Queen. "A coward froma race of cowards! Your
race does not interfere!l™

"Cbvi ously, you haven't been reading the news lately," said the
Meddl er Capybara. "Or were you unaware of our assistance to the human
fleet in your region of space?"

"W | earned of your subterfuge, regrettably after the bul k of our
ships had arrived," said the Queen. "There was no hunman fl eet there,
and there never was. And that's the crux of the issue. You never get
i nvol ved, not in a real, tangible sense. That's according to your own
rules, is it not?"

"It is," said the Meddler.

"What will your people do to you when they learn that you have
interfered here? What incarceration or punishnent will they inflict?"
said the Queen. "You see, | do know sonet hing about your race."

"Not enough, apparently,” said the Meddler. "I will not allow you
to brainscan these two. | will not allow you to hold them captive."

"You will not allow nme!" the Queen was i ncredul ous.

"I"mgiving you one | ast chance to release them Cut your | osses,
and live a little longer," advised the Meddl er

"Or what?" said the Queen.

"You claimto know nmy people," said the Meddl er, changing the
subject. "If so, have you ever seen or heard of a blue version of one
of us before?"

"No," said the Queen.

"Do you have any idea why |'m blue?" said the Meddl er

"No," said the Queen. "I presunme it's the result of a |l oca
nut ati on. "

"I turned nyself blue in protest against nmy people's policies,"
said the Meddl er. He spoke in a soft voice. "You speak of my people and
their rules. But what you don't realize is that I'ma renegade; | don't
feel at all bound by them"

The significance of what the Meddl er was saying qui ckly sunk in.
The Queen suddenly realized that she was standing next to an extrenely
power ful being that was not held in shackles by self-inposed rules, a
being that could kill her in the blink of an eye. The Queen gasped and
i nvoluntarily recoiled. She started to bark a command when-

Al of the Insectoids in the roombut the Queen were flung
against the wall. They hit with a splat, and green fluid pasted the
wal I s behind them It seenmed |like a giant wave had pushed them and yet
Levi, and Croft, standing between to guards that were pushed back, were
unt ouched.

"W're leaving," said the Meddler. He turned to the Queen, who
was still staring, speechless. "You need a time out," said the Meddler,
and the Queen slunped in her chair.

"You shoul d have killed her,
his hel met and prepared to go.

Suddenly, they heard the sound of alarnms. The guard in the outer
chanmber, or someone el se nmonitoring the Queen nmust have sounded the
al arm

"There wasn't a need to," said the Capybara. "Now, grab mny tai
and let's go."

"What ?"

said Croft viciously. He picked up



"Grab ny tail!" said the Capybara, indicating his short stubby
tail. "But gently, please.”

Levi and Croft grabbed the Capybara's tail, and they started
wal ki ng to the door.

"This is too slow" Croft started to say.

"Quiet!" the Meddl er said. They wal ked into the outer chanber.
The guard there pointed its gun in their general direction, but seened
to be | ooking past them The guard suddenly went splat! against a wall.

They exited into the corridor. The sound of alarms were | ouder
here. A squad of |nsectoids headed straight towards them The Meddl er
pressed agai nst the wall.

The guards ran right past them as if not seeing them into the
Queen' s chanber.

"What - "
"Quiet!" hissed the Meddl er
Croft suddenly realized that they were invisible, like the

Meddl er, as long as they held his tail.

They made their way slowy to the | anding bay. The only sound was
made once was by the Meddler, who said, "OM" once when Levi stunbled
and accidentally pulled on his tail.

"Sorry," Levi whispered fearfully.

They made their way to a shuttle and took off.

"There's no sign of pursuit," said Croft.

"Naturally," said the Meddl er. "They know sonet hi ng has happened
to their Queen, but they don't know what, as |long as she is
unconsci ous, so they don't know that there is a (tweatle tweatl e)
escape in progress.”

"Why did you cone after me?" said Croft. "I thought you were
afraid of getting openly involved."

"l decided it was tine," said the Meddler.

"Aren't you worried what the other Capybaras will do to you if
they find out?" Croft asked.

"As you humans say, (tweatle tweatle) let them eat cake," said
the Meddler. "I'mfrankly quite tired of being referred to as a human
washcl ot h. "

Chapter 11: The dory's Last Battle

"A spacegate," said the War Admiral, frowning. He was in his
guarters, having a hol ocomunication on a secured line.

"Yes," said the Meddl er Capybara, on the other line. "You nust
destroy it imredi ately before it becomes operational. |'m sending you
the coordinates. As with the first (tweatle tweatle) spacegate | told
you about, this one is also located in the Coranna Nebul a."

"Coranna," said the War Admiral. "My battle group is only a few
days from Coranna."

"You should use all your forces. The eneny is sure to have it
heavil y defended."

"Can we even destroy that thing fromthe outside?" the War
Admi ral asked. "Fromwhat |'ve read in the intel reports, those things
are Chent technol ogy and very hard to destroy."

"Normal |y you would be correct,” said the Meddl er's inage.
"However, our intelligence indicates that this spacegate was
constructed using (tweatle tweatle) local materials, and is

consi derably | ess powerful. Indeed, it may not even work at all. The
Screens do not have the skill to faithfully reproduce Chent works. You
mght call it a (tweatle tweatle) 'cheap knockoff copy', if | use the

termcorrectly.”
"You do," said North. "But we can't rely on bad engineering to



keep us safe; do they have the know edge to make the thing workabl e?"
"The Screen have only a tiny understanding of the nagnificence of
what you call the Chent technology," said the Meddl er. "But perhaps, if
they play around and try enough variations, they can produce a toy with
a fraction of the (tweatle tweatle) power and capability-"
"I"ll take that for a yes," said the War Admiral. He paused. "If

| go in nowwth my battlegroup, | can get there in four days. If |

wait for the rest of the fleet, it will be a week." The War Admiral had
split his forces so they could do nore damage nore rapidly. Since the
Insectoids still hadn't figured out how to deflect their new beam

weapons, they could take on and win battles agai nst even overwhel ni ng
odds.

"You should wait until you have all your forces gathered
toget her," said the Meddl er.

"The | onger we wait, the nore they can reinforce it," said the
War Admiral. "And what if they go online? How many ships can they slip
through in three days?"

The Meddl er Capybara was silent.

"Thanks for your advice, but I'mgoing in," said the War Admiral

ER R o b S R Rk bk b R

The revolt |aunched sinultaneously on nearly all the Alliance
wor | ds. Resi stance fighters bearing blue Iight weapons attacked
I nsectoid guard posts, bases, and industrial facilities. The Insectoid
guards, who were poised to attack at the first sign of trouble,
suddenly froze when they saw the blue light; then they uniformy
dropped their weapons, and neekly wal ked towards the blue light, so
powerful was the lure.

Usual |y they woul d be gunned down before they reached the light;
but in some of the larger blue light units, the resistance fighters
renoved the protective nmesh around the devices and obligingly let the
Insectoids walk right into it, where they were instantly zapped by the
electricity coursing through the device.

Suddenl y, the situation changed over night. The Insectoids were
on the run, and the rebels were racking up inpressive victories. In a
matter of weeks the Insectoids had |ost control of half of Concord, and
were | osing ground rapidly.

R I b S I R Rk bk b I R R

The Aory and its acconpanyi ng 43 ships sailed out of the Coranna
Nebul a' s dust into another open pocket of space. This solar system was
not unlike the one where they had found the first spacegate, but this
tinme the defense was stiffer

62 ships awaited them the usual mxture of battl eships,
crui sers, and destroyers.

"This should be sinple," said Commander Kearse. They had al r eady
won battles with less than 3 to 2 odds before.

"Shall | give the order to attack?" said Captain Wen.

"No," said the War Admiral, studying the Insectoid formation. He
pressed a button to magni fy the inage.

"What do you see?" Wen asked.

The War Admiral was silent, studying the formation

"War Admiral ?"

"They' ve devi sed a defense to our beam weapons,” said the War
Admiral. "Send a signal to the rest of the fleet."

"Sir?" said Wen. "How do you know?"

"Just look at that formation, it's as plain as day," said the Wr
Adni r al

"It | ooks like the other defensive formations we've encountered,"”
said Wen.



"Yes," said the War Admiral. He picked up a pointer. "But notice
these battlecruisers here and here instead of there and there? And
noti ce these heavy cruisers in these positions? They're trying to
proj ect weakness to pull us in, and then close the jaws around us."

Wen didn't see it, but she inplicitly trusted the War Admiral
"What shall we do now. "

"First let's change the script alittle," said the War Admiral
hefting the pointer in his hand. "General Took, | want you to |aunch
several Trobadore squadrons here, while we sent a cruiser squadron
there-"

The fleet went into battle. Very quickly, it becane apparent that
the War Admiral was right--their beam weapons no | onger cut through the
I nsectoid shields. Sonehow, they had quickly |learned to renodul ate
t heir shi el di ng.

But the Insectoids only had a 3 to 2 advantage. In Norman North's
cal cul ati ons, that wasn't even very chall engi ng.

But a victory wouldn't be easy. North expertly directed his
shi ps, always outflanking the Insectoids. Instead of rushing to make
attack runs on the spacegate, North took his tinme, setting up small
encounters between ships, engaging if the odds were in his favor
pulling back if not. It was like a | arge gane of three dinmensiona
chess, and North was watching all pieces of the board at once.

Meanwhi | e Took was using his fighters to nmaxi mum advant age. They
al ready had a numerical superiority over the Insectoids in fighters,
and they quickly whittled down the eneny to snmaller nunbers.

When the eneny had lost a third of its fleet, with only one of
North's ship's crippled and five others severely danmaged, he decided
not to play into the Insectoid s delaying tactics anynore and ordered
half the fleet to attack the spacegate while the other half defended
agai nst the remai nder of the Insectoid fleet. Cbviously the Insectoids
were trying to buy time in the hopes that reinforcenents would arrive,
but that was not a gane that the War Admiral would play.

As the ships fought towards the spacegate they saw that it was
crackling with energy, sucking up bursts fromthe nearby sun. |If they
had seen the first spacegate they would have realized that this one was
smaller, only half the size of the first one, that it was made of
vastly different materials, and that it took much | onger to charge up
and nuch nore energy to operate.

The fighters opened fire on the rimof the crackling spacegate,
but the War Admiral could see that their shots were having little
effect. He redeployed themto hold off the remaining Insectoid fl eet
and sent several nore capital ships to engage the spacegate.

A few well ained | aser blasts took out the orbiting platform but
by then it was too late; the space inside the spacegate grew staticy,
and then clear, and inside they could see not the sun behind it, but an
unfam liar star pattern. And suddenly, they could see tiny dots,
growi ng | arger fromthe other side

The spacegate was operational. Oher ships were about to cone
t hr ough.

Crui sers and destroyers were poundi ng the spacegate, but so far
they seemed to be having no effect. Admiral Harkness directed his
battl eship group to break off fromstatic defense and engage the
spacegat e.

"But the Insectoid fleet is still firing on us."

"Either way, this is all going to be over in the next two
m nut es, " Harkness grow ed.

The battl eships turned their attention to the spacegate, poundi ng
away at it while the Insectoid ships pounded away at them The dots
i nsi de the spacegate becane sil houettes, and then the images of small



shi ps.

One of Harkness's battleships blew up under the fire of eneny
vessel s, and another's shields started to fail. "W can't take nuch
nore of this!" he heard over the comm

"Maintain firing!"

"This is Dory," said a new voice. It was the War Admiral
"Concentrate all fire on the part of the spacegate closest to us. Focus
all your fire on that point."

The battl eships concentrated their fire. The spacegate started to
gl ow.

But it still wasn't enough. They could see the first of the
Insectoid ships starting to cone through. It was a massive battl eship.
It was just seconds fromthe spacegate.

And then the Aory came into play. Quite often both friend and
foe alike forgot that in addition to being a heavily arnored conmand
carrier, it was also a fully arned battleship. The Gory started to
pound away with its giant forward |laser turrets, adding to the efforts
of the other battl eships.

The segment of the spacegate gl owed brighter, then turned red-

The Insectoid battleship started to crossover-

And then that segnment of the spacegate exploded! It was a small
expl osion, but enough to break the spacegate to pieces.

And then, to the Insectoids' horror and the hunman's delight, they
saw the fate of the ship that had been crossing over at the nonment the
spacegate cut out.

The ship had been split in half, at precisely the point where it
had been crossing the spacegate. The front half of it was on this side
of the gal axy, and the other half was on the other side.

The front half, out of power and virtually dead in space, floated
by their viewscreens. A cheer rose up in the Aory as the War Admral
qui ckly turned his attention to cutting their |osses and beating a
hasty retreat back to the dust cloud. There was no need to continue the
battl e now.

But a new eneny energed fromthe cloud--three nore Insectoid
fleets that had been racing there to guard the spacegate. Their
nunbers were overwhel m ng

The War Admiral inmediately rallied the strongest battleships in
a defensive formation while the other ships escaped back into the dust
cloud. The Gory stood with the battleships, retreating slowy while
firing its massive |aser guns.

The battl eships and the G ory sustained a nunber of hits. The
G ory's power dinmred after one hit, before restoring.

"Maintain firing!" said the War Adnmiral. "The bulk of the fleet
is alnmost in the dust cloud.”

"Engi neeri ng says we have reactor damage, all power has been cut
50% " Commander Kearse reported. "Forcescreens are down 70% and we
have reports of fires in the hull."

The Insectoid fleet closed on themw th guns bl azi ng, eager to
avenge the loss of their vital installation

"Maintain firing!" said the War Admiral

They woul dn't have to hold out much | onger. And then, the bul k of
the fleet was in the cloud.

"Let's go!" said the War Admiral. The G ory and the other ships
headed full speed into the Nebula. The Insectoids fired a few parting
shots, and the G ory shuddered again as it was hit, but the ship kept
novi ng.

The dust fromthe nebula didn't make scanning inpossible, but it
greatly reduce the scanning range. The fleet was kept in a close
formation for close to an hour, trying to avoid contact as much as
possible with the Insectoid fleets, who had split up in an attenpt to



i ntercept them when all of a sudden an expl osi on rocked the dory, and
all power went dark.

At first everyone thought they had been hit; for the scanners
were dead and they couldn't see outside the ship. But the explosion was
not followed up by other attacks, and when energency power was restored
t hey heard from engi neeri ng.

"-reactors one, two, and three down," Yurgi Arkasian, the chief
engi neer, yelled through the background noises of sputtering circuits.
"Overl oad, lucky the whole thing didn't go."

"How soon can you restore power?" Captain Wen asked.

"How soon? No way," said Arkasian. "All kaput. Reactor four
al ready destroyed, you know. "

"Can't you do anythi ng?"

"May be able to do sonething with R One, that's the | east worst
of f, but will take at |east 20 hours, maybe nore," said Arkasian.

"W don't have that long," said the War Admiral. He | ooked over
at Wen, and nodded slightly.

"Evacuate,” said Wen w thout hesitation. She | ooked over at
Kearse. "Can you get any of the other ships on com®"

"Yes Captain."

"Signal themto dock with us and to take on as many of our crew
as we can."

Normal Iy, a ship would have evacuation pods. Mst of the Aory's
evacuation pods had | ong since been destroyed, and in any event were
never designed to hold the entire standard crew conplinent of over
5,000. Fortunately, there were only a little over 2,000 crewnenbers
aboard; the years of fighting with the Insectoids had taken their toll,
and some of their nore experienced crewnrenbers had been transferred to
the other carriers.

The War Admiral did sone rapid cal culations, his nouth noving
silently. "Wth two battl eshi ps docked sinultaneously, each can take on
per haps 300 crewren, and each pair will take at |east an hour to dock
and board... we're talking nore than three hours here." He | ooked at
Wen know ngly.

Chances are the Insectoids would arrive in sooner than three
hour s.

Took ordered the Wldcats and Trobadores to land in the other
ships and refuel there, and then head out on conti nuous space conbat
patrol. Wen oversaw the docking of the first pair of battleships,
whi | e Commander Kearse took charge of the evacuation.

"Al'l crew, all hands, report to sections 2 and 84," said Kearse,
pulling up a schematic of the ship. "All hands prepare to evacuate."

The battl eships | oomed | arge on the screen as they prepared to
dock.

"You should be the first to exit, Admiral,"” said Wen.

"A Captain is supposed to be the last off his ship," said the Wr
Adni r al

"You forgot, you're not the Captain," said Wen.

"Thi s has always been ny ship," said the War Admiral. "I want you
to go to Section 2 and take the first wave across.”

"No sir," said Wen. "I will not leave ny ship while crewis
still onit."

He matched glares with her for a nonent. Then, saying nothing, he
got up and went to his office. When he cane out a nonent |ater he held
a di sk.

" Conmander Kearse?"

"Sir?"

"Here are ny logs. Head for Section 84. | want you on the first
wave across."

"Sir, I'mnot |eaving-"



"W need sonmeone fromthe senior staff to go across,"” said the
War Admiral. He bit out his words. "Those are your orders, Commander!"

Kearse's face went blank. "Yes, War Admiral." He took the disk
and headed for the exit, only turning back to say, "Good luck, sirs."

The War Admiral nodded and Wen stared after him

The War Admiral turned to Took. "You too, General."

"Can Admirals really give generals orders?" said Took. "No way,
Admiral . "

"There is no reason for you to stay here," said the War Admral

"I"mnot |eaving you, sir," said Took

"Are you going to disobey a direct order?"

"What are you going to do, denpte ne?" said Took. "Go ahead."

At that noment they received a signal fromthe Blue Luna. It was
Admiral Harkness.

"War Admiral," said Harkness. "The Majestic and the Vanguard are
taking the first wave of your people on board. | suggest you evacuate
by shuttle to the Luna."

"We're not leaving until everyone else is off," said the War
Adni r al

"What kind of garbage is that?" said Harkness.

"Excuse nme?" said the War Adniral

"We don't have tinme for this," said Harkness. "The bugs will find
us at any mnute."

"If they do, and if they appear in overwhel mi ng force, your
orders are to break contact and rejoin the rest of the fleet," said the
War Admiral .

"Nuts to that," said Harkness.

"You have your orders," said the War Admiral. "I expect you to
survive, and to bring nmy crewnen to safety.”

"You' re inpossible," snorted Harkness, cutting comunications.

"I always thought he was too blunt to be pronoted to the
admralty," said Wen.

"I'n nost navies, that probably woul d' ve been true," said the \War
Adni r al

The evacuation continued. The first pair of battleships took on
as many crewers as they could, and then a second pair docked. It was
at that nmonent that a pair of Insectoid cruisers attacked.

They bore down on the hel pless dory, which was docked with the
other two battl eships. They scored several hits, shaking the ship,
before they were driven off by other battleships, supported by
fighters. First one, and then the second crui ser was destroyed.

The Bl ue Luna opened conmuni cations to report on the devel opi ng
situation. "W think we got them before they radi oed our |ocation."

"You think?" said the War Admiral

"We usually try not to," said Harkness grimy. "lI'mordering the
ships to pack themon as tight as possible. The second wave is docked
right now, at this rate we'll be lucky if we're not overwhel med by the
time the third pair of ships dock. | think our only chance of getting
all of you off is to squeeze you all into three waves, even if people
have to be crouching together in the cargo hold."

"Agreed," said the War Admiral

The second pair of battleships pulled away, to be replaced by a
battl eship and a battlecruiser (they had run out of battleships). They
docked. The War Adnmiral turned to the remaining bridge crew. "You're
di smssed. Get to the boarding zones now " The crew filed out, |eaving
only Took, Wen, and the War Admiral

"I don't think they're going to get themall off in three waves,
not if one of the docking ships is only a battlecruiser,"” said the \War
Admi r al



"I have a suggestion," said Took. "There just happens to be one
shuttle left in landing bay two. Wen the fourth wave starts to | eave,
and it |ooks Iike everything is going ok, |I think we should take it."

The War Admiral considered, then nodded. "That will be
acceptable.”

VWhile the third pair of ships were docking they were attacked
again, this time by an Insectoid battleship, four cruisers, and two
destroyers. The G ory was rocked again by several nore hits. After sone
fierce ship to ship battles, the Insectoids retreated. But they clearly
knew the |l ocation of the crippled Aory now It wouldn't be |long before
the entire Insectoid conbined fleet would be breathing down their neck

"Admiral," said Took, as the two ships undocked fromthe dory,
and a fourth pair of ships, both battlecruisers, prepared to dock. "I
t hi nk we should go, now. W nay not get another chance."

The War Admiral |ooked at Wen. She bit her |ip, and nodded.

"Very well," said the War Admiral, getting up fromhis seat-

And then the conbined Insectoid fleet appeared on their screen.

The War Admiral quickly signal ed Harkness. "Get out of here,
now "

Har kness consi dered. The enemny fl eet outnunbered and out gunned
himfour to one. And six of his ships were packed with excess
crewnenbers--if they were lost, the casualties would be tremendous. If
they left, at |east they would have saved npst of the ory's crew

"How many of the Gory's crew were |left behind?" he asked an
of ficer.

"Esti mated 150."

So they had saved 95% of the crew, and stayi ng would put them at
risk. Reluctantly, Harkness nodded. "All ships, retreat, retreat.
Cruisers, and fighters, cover the battleships, cover the battleships."
Thi s arrangenent was opposite the usual practice, but those capital
shi ps carried val uabl e cargo.

The Insectoid ships traded fire with the fleet as it sped off
into the dust. Some gave pursuit, while others circled the Aory. They
didn't fire on the dory.

"I wonder what they're up to," said Wen.

"That shuttle's still available, if we hurry," said Took

"I don't think we'd get very far," said the War Admiral, pointing
to the screen.

A massive wave of transports were launching fromthe assenbl ed
shi ps, heading for the Aory's | andi ng bays.

"Attention all hands in sections 2 and 84, what is your status?"
said the War Admiral

He quickly | earned that approximately 140 crew menbers renai ned.

"The Insectoids intend to board us," said the Wr Admiral. "It
| ooks like they are concentrating on | andi ng bays one and two. |If you
intercept themas they land you will be able to inflict nmaxinmm

casualties," he said calmy. "Once they overwhel myou, retreat to the
interior of the ship in small three and four nman teans and try to
inflict as many | osses as you can. And... good luck."

The War Admiral gl anced towards the conputer interface. Wth the
reactors down, he wouldn't be able to trigger the self-destruct. \Vell
if they were going to take the Qory, they would still pay a heavy
price for it.

"I estimate 40 transports,'
troopers in each one-"

"About 1,500 of them to our 140," said the War Admiral
"Lovely." He stood up, heading towards the entryway. :Cone on."

"Where are we goi ng?" said Wen.

"Landi ng bay two," said the War Adnmiral. "W're going to have to
join the party sonetine."

said Wen. "If we assune 30 to 40



The "party" was al ready heavy and strong when they made it to
| andi ng bay two. A few dozen crewren were attenpting to hold off
several hundred Insectoid troopers. The |laser and blaster fire was
flying thick, and the bodies of |Insectoids were everywhere. The crew
tried to set up defensive positions behind crates, and at first they
nmowed the Insectoids down as they energed fromtheir ships.

But nmore and nore ships kept |anding, and the crew was slowy
overwhel med by the opposing force. They were starting to retreat even
as the War Admiral, Wen, and Took reached the bay.

Took tried to poke his head around the corner to fire, but the
laserfire was so thick that he couldn't even do that. Then crewnen in
groups of twos and threes started to retreat down the hall, and the War
Admral notioned themto follow.

"That was quick," said Took. "W barely had tinme to take a peek."

"They' re vastly out nunbered, and many of the renmaining crew are
techni cal specialists, not junp troop,"” said the War Adnmiral. He
started striding towards engineering. Perhaps they could hide there.

The I nsectoid commander stepped out of her shuttle as she | anded
inthe Aory's |landing bay. The battered and crippled Gory was a poor
substitute for saving the spacegate, but hopefully it would be enough
to prevent her from being di smenbered. She knew her chances of survival
woul d be vastly inproved if they could take the human War Admiral
alive. He, even nore than this dreaded ship, synbolized their
resi stance.

And so the Insectoid commander ordered a tenporary pause in the
attack, and gave a new order.

Meanwhi l e i n engi neering. ..

"W may be able to last an hour or two here," said the War
Admi ral, ducki ng behind some | arge engi neeri ng consol es.

"An hour or two," said Took, gripping his blaster tightly. "That
sounds like a great plan."

The War Admiral glared at him

"Well, since we have this quality time, any chance of getting
anot her interview?" said Took. "I could conduct the interview, you
know, and jettison it in one of the remaining escape pods."

"Remai ni ng escape pods?" said the War Adniral. "Do we have any
left?"

"Afew " said Wen. "I saw a report on that just before we left
in the particle cannon." She cl osed her eyes, and tried to concentrate.
"I think there was one on deck 20, section 2, or maybe section 3."

They | ooked at each other. Chances were that the escape pod woul d
be detected and destroyed or captured shortly after launch. But it was
t he best chance they had right now They got up and started headi ng for
t he door.

Suddenly, Wen started to feel |ight headed, and she fell against
a bul khead.

"Stacy, what-" said the War Admiral, and then he felt hinself
falling too.

Took, blinking slowmy, started to ask what it was all about, as
he found hinmself falling on top of themas well....

khkhkkhkhkhkkhkhdkhhhhdhdhkhhhhhhhdrhkkrrkkx*

Si x beings sat around a table. One of themwas Steven Quick, one
was the Meddl er Capybara, present only in hol ographic form and the
ot her appeared to be very plain | ooking humans or humanoi ds.

"They' ve captured the ory, and the War Admiral," said one of
t he plain | ooking humans, speaking oddly accented English. An image of
the War Admiral and the surviving crew briefly appeared within the



hol oi mage.

"Do we have confirmation?" said Quick

"Hol orecords only, but-"

"Hol orecords can be forged," said Quick. "But an analysis of the
situation, based on the report of Adnmiral Harkness, indicates a
trut hful ness probability of 80%™"

"They're saying they're going to execute the War Admiral in seven
sol ar days," said one of the hunmanoi ds.

"Why the wait?" Quick asked.

"Qur intel indicates they are towing the Aory to August, where
they intend to detonate it with the War Admiral and the remaining crew
onboard. "

"Ostensibly to attack our norale," said Quick

"The real purpose-"

"Real purpose is to lure us into a trap, to pronpt us to attenpt
to use massive force to attenpt a rescue,” said Quick. "I understand.
What is their estimated disposition of their forces, and our estimated
chances of success?"

One of the humanoi ds said, "They are believed to have between 200
and 250 ships of all classes on this side of the spacegate. G ven our
| osses, we have 183 ships operational. They have counteracted our
advantage, and it is conceivable that they could have worked up new
advant ages of their own."

"That would mitigate agai nst making a rescue attenpt," said
Qui ck. "That means | ess than even odds, possibly with some surprises
thrown in. Pure logic suggests that they will intensify their fleet
around August and wait for us. Logic suggests we wait for themto
di sperse and attack their fleet in smaller chunks."

"But we're not just tal king about pure logic here," said the
Meddl er Capybara, speaking for the first tine. "The War Admiral and the
G ory are our nost potent symbol of our rebellion. If they are
destroyed, it will severely hurt norale.”

"But at least we will be alive and capabl e of having norale,"
said Quick. He blinked, as if thinking for a half-second, then said, "I
believe if the disposition of forces are accurate, that we would have a
75% chance of prevailing in battle, assum ng the Insectoids do not have
substantially new reinforcenments or an added technol ogi cal edge."

"That last is unlikely," said one of the humanoids. "But it is
possi ble."

"The advantage to attacking nowis that we could destroy the

I nsectoids once and for all," said Quick. "Wio knows what ot her
projects they are working on that they could turn against us. If we
could be assured of victory now, | would support a full attack. On the

ot her hand, our resources are finite; we have no ships to repl ace
t hese. "

"It's not like you to vacillate," said the Meddl er Capybara.

"This is a very big decision," said Quick

"What do the other adnmirals say?" asked one of the hunanoi ds.

"They want to attack."

"Irrel evant,” said Qick. "They are gui ded by enotion, to save
the War Admiral ."

"Aren't you?" said the Meddler

"No," said Quick coldly. "My decision will be based on pure
utility, as always."

"The War Adnmiral was a good friend of yours."

"We have no idea whether he's even alive, much | ess whether he'l
be in the Aory off of August," said Quick

He turned away for a nmoment. The others continued to debate anong
t hensel ves. The babbl e behi nd hi mgrew | ouder, and |ouder. Suddenly he
swi vel ed his chair back.



"W attack," he said sinply.
"Why?" said one of the humanoids.
"It's a risk, but a risk worth taking," said Quick

"Additionally, | have figured out an additional asset we can bring to
bear which will increase our probability of success 7 points, to 82%"
"What asset is that?" a humanoi d asked.
"Me," said Quick. "I will command the fleets."

"You?" said a hunanoid.

"I may not have as much experience as sonme of the other admrals,
but I think rmuch nore quickly,"” said Quick. "Qur success will depend on
speed of analysis and reaction to the situation. | can sinultaneously
anal yze and direct ten different battlegroups. Is there anyone el se
here or there who can, with any speed even close to approachi ng ni ne?"

The roomwas silent for a nonent.

"I'f you reveal yourself, it will be a great rallying point to the
troops," said the Meddl er Capybara. For thus far, only the nost senior
of Quick's officers knew that he was still alive.

"But if you do so, it may reveal our role in all this," said one
of the humanoi ds.

"We all have to take risks," said the Meddler. "I certainly have.
W have too much invested in this nowto be timd. They al ready know
that North had hel p. The appearance of Quick is not going to point any
nore directly to you."

The humanoi ds conferred anong thensel ves. "Perhaps you are right.
Very well, we agree."
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The resistance on August and other Alliance planets were doing
wel I, pushing back the Insectoids and inflicting heavy | osses by using
the blue |ight bug zappi ng technol ogy.

But one day, just a few weeks after the campai gn began, the
I nsectoi ds struck back.

They appeared on the streets wearing |arge bul bous goggl es over
their visual mulitplexes. And the blue light technol ogy no | onger had
any effect on them

The human resistance, which had been pushing the Insectoids back
now began to be pushed back by the Insectoids again.

In one encounter, Smley wal ked out on the streets, just casually
strolling into a nurderous crossfire between resistance fighters on one
side and Insectoids on the other. "Hello, my friends," he waved.

Resi stance fighters watched in surprise as bolt after bolt hit
Smiley; but he didn't seemaffected in the slightest. One of the
fighters ran over, and using Smley as cover, began to shoot around
hi m

"What's going on here?" said Smiley, snmling broadly as |aser
bolts continued to hit him.

"This is bad, Levi," said Croft, |ooking out frominside a
building in central August, close to the very fluid frontlines.

"Predicted this woul d happen. Wirked to a certain degree, to put
bugs off bal ance," said Levi.

"That's really great, but what do we do today, and tonorrow?"
said Croft. "They're already starting to push us back."

"Just wait," said Levi.

"How can you say that?" said Croft. "They're breeding a nile a
m nute. "

"No," said Levi. "Not anynore."

"What do you nean?"

"Bugs need grubfruit to survive."

"Yes," said Croft. "So?"



"Mt hs you rel eased. "

"Mt hs? You nean those little balls?"

"Moth eggs," said Levi. "Mths eat grubfruit. Gubfruit
di sappears, bugs starve to death, bugs disappear."”

"Whoa," said Croft. "How are a handful of noths going to eat the
entire grubfruit supply?"

"Cenetically engineered to reproduce rapidly," said Levi. "Also
made sure that they only eat grubfruit, not harm environnent."

"Well, that's really swell, they're eco-friendly," said Croft.
"Meanwhile, we're getting killed here.™

"Now several nmonths since noths rel eased,” said Levi. "I predict
not enough food now for new bugs; by this time next year, not enough
food for existing bugs."

"Well, if true, that's a positive devel oprment,"” said Croft. "But
what's to stop themfrominporting food from ot her planets?"
"I provides eggs to other resistance," said Levi. "But even if

can inport, would require huge shipnments of food. And bugs busy
fighting Alliance."
"So all we have to do is hunker down and wait?" said Croft.
"Mature bugs can eat other things," Levi. "But no nore
repl acenents, and many existing bugs will die."

Even as he spoke, noths were inundating the eastern side of
Aridor. New I nsectoids were coning out of their hatcheries, reaching
for the grubfruit--but the grubfruit were gone! And the grubtrees were
filled with thousands upon thousands of flying white moths..... t he
bodi es of starved Insectoids already littered the ground.

The good news is that there would be no nore repl acenent
troopers.

The bad news is that there were still millions of Insectoids on
August, and they had rations that would | ast themfor nonths.

"Isn't there anything el se we can do?" Croft asked.

"Yes," said Levi. "But to do, need air and space superiority.”
"Well, fat chance of that happening, until the fleet cones."
"Then nmust wait for fleet."”

Chapter 12: The Climatic Battle Over August

"Attention, please," said the cal mvoice, speaking over
interfleet.

The man was sitting on his flagship, The Quick.

"This is Steven Quick of the June Directorate.”

There was a total silence over the comm channels. 99.99% of
everyone |istening had thought that Quick had been dead for nore than
20 years.

"This will come as a surprise to nost of you, but I amalive."
How el se to say it?

"I can tell you now that | played a role in engineering our
coneback, " said Quick dryly, leaving the exact side of his role to
their imagination. "As you know, our |egendary |eader, War Admiral
Nor man North, has been taken captive by the bugs while successfully
conpleting a vital mission. W are going to August to retrieve the War
Admiral. We expect nearly the entire bug fleet to be there waiting for
us. They expect us to walk into a trap."

"Instead they will walk into ours. Those of you who are
Directorate officers know of nme. Those of you who were League officers
have at |east heard of ne. | don't make idle boasts. If we win this

battle, we will win the war," said Quick calmy. "And we will win this



battle. | anticipated sonething very simlar to this battle 10 years
ago, and proved, mathematically, that we would win it. | wll be
conmmandi ng the fleets today, working in conjunction with your admrals.
Fi ght hard, and always renmenber this day," said Quick. "Quick out." He
cl osed comuni cations, but left the receive button open. He heard a
babbl e of voi ces.

"He's alive!"™ "Was that really Quick!" "If we have Quick on our
side, we can't lose!" "lIt's really him" they said excitedly, before
Qui ck cl osed the channel

"Did you really predict this battle 10 years ago?" said
Admi ni strator Kalin, standing by his side.

"Something close to it, as a possibility," said Quick. "I had a
ot of time on ny hands," he added.

"What are you thinking about right now?" Kalin added.

"Administration, logistics, and mlitary, problenms we'll be
facing over the next five to ten years," said Quick. "The present
rarely interests me. For me, it's already happened."”

"Well, | hope you give it enough attention to win the battle,"
Kalin said nervously.

Qui ck nodded, his silvery eyes gazing forward.

KRR S bk b S R R R R Rk S

"Where is ny ship?" Zsst raged.

"It is onits way," said Baracki

"WIl it get here in time for the battle?"

"No, " said Baracki .

"How can you be so cal n?"

"I have hel ped you defeat their technol ogi cal advantage," said
Bar acki. "You have nore ships than they do. You have their chief
strategist."”

"But our advantage i s not overwhel m ng!"

"No," Baracki frowned. "It will be a nore or less even battle,

t hough you will have a small edge in ships. Wy does that frighten
you?"

"Because we could | ose!"

Bar acki hi ssed.

"I backed your cause because you said your people had a strong
warrior spirit," said Baracki. "I hel ped you overcone the hunans,
gi ving you every advantage. Instead, you show one weakness after
anot her. Now, at the end, you fear a fair fight."

"Don't tell ne it's been a fair fight," said the Queen. "They
have received outside help as well!"

"But not hi ng approaching the hel p we gave you," said Baracki. "W
were the ones who hel ped you wi pe out their fleet, and occupy their
worl ds. You had twenty years to build up your base. Instead you have
squandered it. | begin to wonder if we have backed the wong species."

Zsst felt her circulatory fluids flow faster. "Wat do you nmean?"

"The humans have repeatedly shown courage, agai nst overwhel m ng
odds. What do you show, with odds that are even or favor you slightly?
Cowar di ce and fear!"

"W will winl" said Zsst. "But | want my ship!"

"Al t hough we have all owed your beings to pilot it here, it is not
"your' ship," said Baracki. "And it will come when it comes. | expect
that it will only be used to hunt down the remmi nder of the human fl eet
t hat escapes your victory at this battle."

"Of course," said Zsst.

At that noment a hunman entered the chanber, flanked by two
guards.

"I have waited for this nmonent a long tine," said Zsst.

"I"msure you have," said War Admiral Norman Nort h.



"I have beaten you, the great War Admiral!" said Zsst with
sati sfaction.

"You never beat me," North snorted. "You beat the politicians.
You got my governnment to drop its guard and destroyed nost of our
fleet. | wasn't even there. Al | had was a small sliver of our fleet,
and | kept beating you again and again for 20 years."

Bar acki, standing in the shadow, eyed North w th appraising eyes.

"And yet you are beaten.”

"So are you," said the War Admral

"You think so?" said Zsst. "Qur intelligence reports that your
fleet is gathering to attack us here on August. But our entire fleet is
waiting for them W wll destroy them™

"That remains to be seen,"” said North coolly.

"And you will not be at the helmof your fleets to save them Wo
can guide your fleets as well as you?" said Zsst.

"You'll see," said the War Admiral, unnoved.

"I just wanted to reassure you that you and your surviving crew
are being treated well," said Zsst. "They are all in confinement on
your ship."

"How ni ce of you."

"I'n twel ve of your hours, or whenever your human fleet arrives,

whi chever comes first, we will detonate the expl osives we have pl aced
aboard your ship. You and your ship, the synbols of resistance, will be
destroyed. We will crush the norale of your navy just as the battle
begi ns. "

"You overestimate ny inmportance," said the War Admiral

"And you underestimate yours," said Zsst coldly. "Only you could
have el uded destruction for all these years, defeating fleet after
fleet | sent against you. Now matters are at an end." Zsst turned to
the War Admiral's guards. "Return himto his ship."

As North was taken out, Baracki shook his head. He couldn't help
but admire the War Adnmiral's fortitude. Zsst, by contrast, was sinply
obsessed with petty gloating. Had his people nmade a trenendous m st ake
and backed the wong side?

The War Admiral was secured inside a portable forcefield set up
in the center of the bridge, away fromthe control panels. Wth him
were Stacy Wen and | daho Took. Zsst, attentive to every detail, had
ordered the hol oscreen set up so that half of it showed the surviving
crew, under confinenment on one of the hanger decks, and the other half
showed the assenbl ed might of the Insectoid fleet. At the bottom showed
a tinmer, counting down.

"They have a | ot of ships,"
but | think they have nore."

The War Admiral said nothing.

"I't looks like we're the bait in this trap," said Took

"Quick will never fall for it," said the War Admiral

"Qui ck?" said Took. "You don't nean Steven Qick, do you?"

The War Adniral nodded.

Took gave a low whistle. "I thought he was dead. So he's the one
runni ng the show?"

"One of them' said the War Admiral. "But he rules by logic, not
enotion. It's nmy hope that he won't come for us. Even if he gets here
intinme, they'll blow us up the mnute he gets here."

"So this is it, then," said Took, |ooking at the clock. "How
ironic."”

"What ?" said the War Adniral

"I"'min this spot because | was pronoted to general," said Took
"I should have known better. If | had stayed a nmajor | would ve been in
a Wldcat when this all happened and |1'd be safely sonewhere el se right

said Took. "It's hard to count them



now. Next time I'Il know better than to accept a promotion."

Stacy Wen gave a small smile. She reached out to hold the Var
Admiral's hand. He stared into space, saying nothing.

Several hours passed. They saw the crew sitting restless behind a
forcefield in the hanger deck. It was a wi deshot view, but it |ooked
like at |east 80 or nore of them had survived. Not that it mattered.

Took | ooked at the clock ticking down. There were now only three
hours left.

"War Admiral ?"

"Yes, Took?"

VWell, at least he wasn't calling him General any nore. "Since
we're all about to die, I was wondering if | could nake a fina
request."”

The War Admiral sniled. "The final request is usually made of the
executioners, but all right."

"One last interview?"

"An interview?" said the War Admiral. "How can you record it? Wo

will possibly see it?"

"l can renmenber it and transcribe it later," said Took. "And as
for who will see it, well, | prefer to always think optim stically."

"Very well. Ask your questions."

"I really have only two. Where did we all go wong? Was it al
futile?"

The War Admiral paused. "It's a matter that |'ve given a |ot of

t hought," he said finally. "M/ concl usion has al ways been the sane: we,
the mlitary, never went wong, but our society was. They were so sick
of war, even though it barely touched their civilian lives, that they
el ected the nost dovish and gullible set of politicians in the history
of the League. When Hov Marshall and Mtterand negotiated that awf ul
treaty, and set us up for slaughter at Vitalics, | should have acted,
either to try and expose the trap at Vitalics, or to overthrow the
gover nment . "

The War Admiral |ooked at Wen. "We had sone di scussions of it at
the tine. But we weren't sure it was a trap, and the idea of
overthrowi ng our own government if there was any possibility that we
were wong was too difficult for us to face. If we ever get free of the
I nsectoids, | hope the popul ation, which has spent a wearying two
decades under their rule, will have | earned something fromall this, so
we won't have to go through all of this again at sone point in the
future.”

He paused, considering Took's other question. "As to whether al
this was futile, nost certainly not! | still think we have an excell ent
chance of victory. Admiral Dulin or Harkness or any several of the
others can ably-" he stopped in nmd-thought.

"What ?" sai d Took

"Just a thought," said the War Admiral. "An unlikely one. In any
event, it was worth it. At |east sone of our crewers survived. And the
experi ence of our crewers, scattered throughout the fleet, may hel p our
forces destroy the bugs."

"I just wish we were around to see it."

"So do I," said the War Adniral

"Well, are you just going to sit there and wallow in a pool of
sel f-pity?" asked a new voice

They | ooked around the bridge. There was no one they coul d see.

And then, right in front of their eyes, difford Croft, wearing a
conventional spacesuit, materialized out of nowhere.

"Croft! Is that you?" said the War Admiral. "How did you--where
did you cone fron?"

"That's a long story," said Croft. He started tinkering with the



forcefield controls. In a few seconds it was down.

"W have to free the crew in the hanger deck," said the \Var
Admi r al

"You guys can do that," said Croft. "W have to get down to
engi neering and get rid of that bonb."

"Why?" said the War Admiral. "The Gory is imobilized. W'l
have to abandon ship anyway."

"W have a use for that bonb," said Croft. "It's all part of your
friend Quick's plan. Now get your crew free and suited up in
spacesuits.”

"Qui ck!"

"Yes, and quickly," said Croft.

Croft headed down to engi neering. He was stopped short by a
forcefield.

"What now, we go around?" said Croft, speaking to enpty air.

Suddenly the screen flickered, as an outline of a nedium sized
animal briefly appeared in the field. A second later, the field was
deactivated fromthe other side.

"You'll have to teach nme how to do that sometime," said Croft.

They continued until they found they found the bonb. It wasn't
that big--just four feet high, and two feet wi de. There was a console
on top of the bonb.

"That doesn't | ook so big, could that really have destroyed the
shi p?" Croft asked.

"Yes," said a nearby voice. Suddenly, the Meddl er Capybara
materi alized out of nowhere. "The bonb had a notion detector and ot her
failsafes; if we try to nove it, it will detonate. I'lIl have to disarm
it first.."

"Want me to take a crack at it ?" said Croft.

"No, this is Screen technol ogy, beyond your abilities," said the
Meddl er, studying the console.

"Ch. Well, I'Il just sit here and play with nmy marbles, then,"
said Croft dryly.

The Capybara hummed and hemred for several mnutes, broken only
by an occasional tweatle tweatle as he tapped several keys on the
control consol e.

"Well?" said Croft.

"It's a very conplex interdisciplinary |ocking nechanism" said
t he Capybar a.

"The Screen can make sonething that you can't figure out?" said
Croft. "I thought they were fourth wave dumi es?"

"Post-third wave, actually," said the Capybara, still tapping the
keys. "But they have picked up a few tricks here and there. Perhaps
they should be reevaluated to see if they classify as third wave."

"You can hold the synposium|later; can you deactivate it?"

"Yes," said the Meddl er Capybara, pressing a final key.. The
consol e beeped twi ce, and then went silent. The Meddl er grinned at
Croft and adjusted its bowtie slightly. "You never had any real doubt,
did you?"

Croft | ooked at the bomb. "How are we going to lug this thing to
the airlock?"

The Meddl er sighed. "Cone along, difford."

Croft started wal king. As he | ooked back he saw the expl osives,
floating in nmdair, as it obediently followed the Meddl er down the
corridor.

They ran into the War Admiral on their way to the airlock. Hi's
eyebrows rai sed when he saw the capybara, and the floating expl osives
behi nd hi m



"No time for introductions,” said Croft. "Are your people al
suited up?"

"Yes," said the War Admiral

"Head out through section 84. You won't see anything at first,
but there's a rope that seens to be floating in space. Follow it and it
will lead to a cl oaked sub."

"A cl oaked sub!"

"How many are there of you?

"94," said the War Admiral

"It will be a very tight fit, but you should all be able to
squeeze in," said Croft. "It's a small ship but we nmade space for you.
There's only a skeleton crew of eight aboard. You'd better get going."

"What about you?" said the War Admiral

"We've got sonme other business to attend to, and will join you
shortly."

The War Admiral stared at the blue Capybara.

"There isn't tine for this," said Croft. "Say hello to the bl ue
Capybara and head back to your crew "

"Hell o, blue Capybara,"” said the War Admiral

The Meddl er flapped his tail slightly by way of greeting. The War
Adm ral nodded, and headed back to his crew.

Croft and the Meddl er reached the airlock. "Are you sure you
don't need a spacesuit?" Croft asked.

The Meddl er sighed. "I didn't need one before on our way here;
why woul d | now?"

"W were in space for less than two mnutes, | figured you held
your breath,"” said Croft. "W're going to be in space for |onger than
that, | just thought you m ght need sone air."

"Don't worry about me, difford."

"Al'l right," said Croft. He pressed the button to depressurize
the airl ock.

As they emerged fromthe ship Croft grabbed onto the expl osives,
as did the Blue Capybara. Croft saw thensel ves becom ng invi si bl e.

Slowy, he started using his jetpack to propel themto the
Insectoid flagship, several niles away.

It was unlikely that the Insectoids would detect the snall
spacesui ted figures abandoning the dory, especially since they were
doing so on the far side of the ship that didn't face the flagship. But
there was a better chance that the flagship would detect the close
approach of Croft, the Meddl er, and the explosives, so they stayed
together to utilize the Meddler's ability to be invisible. Croft only
hoped that they were invisible to sensors as well.

But moving by jetpack was slow. It would take an hour to get
there, not giving themenough time to get there and back before the
attack began. The Meddl er Capybara nust have realized it too, for
suddenly Croft found hinmself thrusted through space, as if sonmeone had
given hima great push. Croft wondered how the Capybara managed that.

The flagship | oomed | arge ahead of them It was big, larger than
any of their battleships. It was bristling with weaponry, and was
easily the match for any two of their best battl eships. They jetted
towar ds the engine section.

They | anded gently on the hull, and the Meddl er started securing
t he expl osives and then tappi ng away at some keys on the consol e.

How did he live w thout oxygen? Conme to think about it, how did
he prevent hinself from exploding in the vacuun?

Croft wouldn't get answers to either of these questions that day.
After a noment, the Capybara was done, and, grabbing Croft, they headed
back.

They reached the Nautilus with nere seconds to spare. It was so



crowded that they could barely nake their way to the bridge. Croft | ost
track of the Meddl er as soon as they |anded; he seenmed to sinply
di sappear .

"You're just in tine," said Captain Hollister, when he reached
the bridge. "Qur fleet is conmng into range."

On The Quick, Steven Quick made his |ast mnute depl oynment
orders.

"I notice you are spreading out our ships in small groups," said
Kalin. "That's not standard procedure."

"I expect the bugs to have a surprise or two in store for us,"
said Quick. "If you recall, they used sone sort of energy danpening
field to disable the fleet at Vitalics. Al our ships were conveniently
massed together for such an attack. They never used such weapons since,
nmeani ng they were in limted supply, but |I'm hypothesizing that if they
have any such weapons left, they will use them now. Hence | am keepi ng
the fleet spread out so that no nore than a few ships can be taken out
at the same tine."

"So you decided to attack, even though you knew the bugs may be
using this superweapon?" said Kalin. Quick's actions didn't nmake sense.
I f he thought the bugs m ght have such a weapon, that was an even
stronger reason not to have taken the bait and attacked now. Did Quick
know sonet hing he didn't, or did he have another reason for |aunching
this attack?

Qui ck rai sed an eyebrow, but didn't respond.

Admi ral Harkness sat on the bridge of the Blue Luna, eager for it
all to begin. He knew the Directorate people had cheered when they
heard that Quick was taking over. Harkness knew that Quick was a
certifiable genius, but did his brilliance extend to mlitary matters?
He eyed the | oose, smaller formations that Quick had aligned theminto.
He had no idea what Quick was doing. |If Quick appeared to be cluel ess,
he, Harkness, would attenpt to take command in the niddle of the
battle. It wasn't a prospect he relished, but after everything that had
happened, fromVitalics on forward, he was no longer inclined to sit
back and just |et things happened.

But maybe Quick could pull it off. Harkness certainly hoped so.
He eyed the Insectoid fleet on the screen. He activated intraship.
"Attention all hands, get ready, this is it!" he grow ed.

The two fleets closed on each other, and the battle was quickly
joined. The Insectoids had 219 warships, lined up in an esoteric attack
pattern. Quick's fleet had 177 ships, which neant the Insectoids had an
edge.

Battl e groups qui ckly engaged each ot her. Quick watched them al
on a large screen, rapidly switching frequencies as he quickly gave
orders to the different battlegroups. His own crew could barely keep up
wi th what he was sayi ng.

"Dayja, attack the group in sector 4-G " said Quick. Then, with a
qui ck glance at the map he flicked frequenci es. "Harkness, pursue and
destroy the group in H2." Then flicking again. "Dulin, the 2-B
position is a trap, stay clear of it."

His mind seemed to be overclocked as he directed the battle. H's
bri dge crew wat ched silently.

At first, the Insectoids seenmed to be doing well. Al nbst too
well. They hadn't yet used any superweapons, but they were pul verizing
the fleet. The humans were slowy winning the battles on the periphery
of the battlefield, but were not doing well in the center of the conbat

zone, where two dozen ships were stationed at the "front lines". They
| ost several cruisers and destroyers in the first few m nutes. Some of



Quick's ships in the front lines were acting sluggishly and didn't even
seemto be firing back. As the Insectoids closed around and pounded the
front line ships, a new wave of ships canme from behind the |Insectoid

l'i nes.

Only these ships weren't Insectoid; they were human ships; 28 top
of the line cruisers and battlecruisers, and they pounded into the
center of the Insectoid fleet fromthe rear. The Insectoids, who were
busy attacking the ships in front of them took precious nmonents to
readj ust and turn around, and their formations were all in disarray.

"Where did those extra ships cone fron?" Kalin asked. "W don't
have that many ships."

"OfF course we did," said Quick, speaking in between issuing
rapi dfire commands. "Think of Norman North's fleet."

And then Kalin remenbered. They had decomni ssi oned nost of the
War Admiral's fleet, because they were too heavily damaged to be sent
into conbat. Suddenly Kalin understood. These were the ships in the
front lines, all probably operating under renote control. They were the
bait for Quick's trap

Qui ck knew that the Insectoids had a good i dea how many ships he
had. Once they were confident they were all there, the bugs had nade a
straightforward attack. But by having the extra unmanned ships in
front, that enabled Quick to siphon off two dozen of his best ships and
save them for a surprise attack.

"Brilliant," Kalin breathed.

"I worked it out weeks ago," Quick shrugged.

Kalin didn't dare ask, whether, even in the height of the battle,
if part of Quick's mnd was focused on problens in the com ng nonths
and years.

The Insectoids' front |lines started to crunble. And Quick's
rapi dfire reassessnent of each part of the battle was rapidly inproving
the collective reaction time of the fleet. His hastily spoken orders
enabled the entire fleet to act as a single unit, even when individua
Admiral s and captains were only focused on their battl egroups.

Battl egroups didn't understand why they were being ordered to nove to a
certain position, or attack a certain target, but the only inportant
thing was that they responded quickly when Quick ordered themto. Like
a gl obal ganme of chess, Quick was systematically denuding his opponent
of her pawns, rooks, and knights.

The fighting anong the fighters was fierce too. Wldcats and
Trobadores were shooting and flying wildly in every direction. Space
was so thick with the eneny that the Ken Pilot was destroying severa
enem es every mnute. While they, like their capital ships, were
slightly outnunbered, the experience of the Wldcat pilots and the Ken
Pilot slowy helped themturn the tide, and despite taking | osses, the
W dcats and Trobadores gradual ly established numerical superiority.
The Insectoid fighters turned from attacking the human capital ships to
def endi ng t hensel ves, and another tide was turned in the battle.

Suddenly the Insectoids brought their "Queen" into play, their
massi ve flagship, flanked by several cruisers, to reinforce their
center position. Quick nodded as the flagship closed on the battle, and
then he pressed a button on his console.

There was a trenmendous expl osion. The flagship broke into two;

t he expl osi on send the surroundi ng shi ps careening out of control
The center was clear. Quick cautiously sent ships in to exploit

this weakness. But he still kept nuch of the fleet spread out.

So the Insectoids hadn't used any superweapons. That nust nean
that they sinply didn't have any. Still, he took as few chances as
possi bl e.

However, within an hour it was apparent that the bugs had no
surprises left to throw at them Mch of their fleet was destroyed;



many of their ships were danaged; and the rest were fleeing.

Quick ordered the fleet to pursue the fleeing ships, but not
beyond the confines of the August system He still felt odd, as if
there were a trap waiting to be sprung. Perhaps the Insectoids wanted
to lure themin snaller groups out of the system

But if the Insectoids planned a trap, would they have waited
until the bulk of their fleet had been destroyed to spring it?

Unli kel y.

But Quick continued to be cautious. Better to |l et sonme of the
I nsectoi ds escape than risk the fleet. They had acconplished their
primary goal; to liberate August and destroy the bul k of the Insectoid
fleet.

And, as he read the data on another panel, they had acconplished
anot her goal as well... the War Adnmiral and his surviving crew were al
saf e.

It was another hour before the |ast shot was fired, but when al
was done, the fleet had |ost 14 ships, 24 nore had been heavily
damaged, and 40 nore had suffered sone degree of damage. And of course
they had | ost nost of the War Admiral's abandoned decoy shi ps.

But the Insectoid | osses had been nmuch heavier. They had | ost
over 150 of their ships; and of their remaining 70 or so ships that had
escaped, many were damaged or not fully functional. For the first tine,
they now had a nunerical superiority of 2-1 or better in functiona
ships. If they continued to be careful, all that would be left to do
woul d be to conduct a nopping up operation

Qui ck opened up the interfleet. He spoke a few sinple words. "W
have |iberated the space around August. W have avenged our | osses at
Vitalics. W have won," he said sinply.

The wild cheers throughout the fleet in response |asted for
several full mnutes.

Levi heard the news in one of the resistance's northern bases.

"That's good news," said CGeneral Arkik. "But it doesn't help us
here. There are still several mllion Insectoid troopers wth goggles.
W can't wait for themto starve, and they are pushing us back."

"Don't need to wait, now we have space superiority,"” said Levi

"If you're thinking of using the fleet to bonbard them they're
pretty well spread out," said Arkik. "I can inagine using themin a few
specially focused battles, but-"

"No," said Levi. "Not what | nmean. Now we can rid August of bugs,
all at once."

Everyone in the underground conmand post was stunned.

"Well, speak, man!" said Arkik.

"Use weather inverters," said Levi. "Now that bugs can't destroy
themfromorbit, use themto | ower tenperature. Wen tenperature | ow
enough, bugs die."

Scattered t hroughout Concord were giant towers, weather inverters
that could be used to nanipulate the | ocal weather conditions. They had
been nostly off-line since the Insectoids had i nvaded, given that the
I nsectoi ds hadn't thought rmuch of Alliance technol ogy, and Levi hadn't
wanted to do anything to draw the Insectoids' attention to the
i nverters, when the bugs had the power to destroy them But now was a
di fferent story.

Arki k i medi ately made pl ans and di spatched troops. If this was
to work, they would have to occupy a majority of the weather inverters
all over Concord. There were none on Aridor, but given the shortage of
grubfruit there and the di stances involved, they could afford to sinply
wait for the bugs there to die out on their own.

Quick, alerted to Levi's plan, diverted one of his carriers to



August to provide support. The Insectoids still had hundreds of fighter
craft and gravitator platforns on the planet, but Quick's forces were
stretched thin, and this was all he could spare, even for a planet as

i nportant as the capital of the forner alliance.

The War Admiral resuned command of the fleet after boarding The
Quick. But first he had a private neeting with Quick in a conference
room

"That was sonme battle," said the War Admiral. "I don't think I
coul d have done better."

"Thank you," said Quick, giving a snmle. That nmeant a lot, coning
fromwho it did.

"They're on the run now. W should still be cautious, but | think
we nostly have nopping up to do at this point."

"I agree," said Qick.

"I want to thank you for coming back for me," said the War
Adni r al

"You're wel come, but you had nothing to do with it," said Quick

"Real | y?" said the War Admiral. "As | understand it, you attacked
on their terns, on their grounds, where they were the strongest, and
even when there was a fear that they night use sonme sort of
super weapon. "

"I had all the variables under control,"” said Quick calmy.

"I'ncluding guilt?" the War Adm ral asked.

Quick just stared out with his silvery eyes and said not hi ng.

The War Admiral paused, |ooking down. "I had a bit of time to do
some thinking when | was on the GQory. It hel ped ne gain sone
perspective. | see nowin a way we were both in simlar situations,
power| ess to prevent things from happeni ng around us, nyself at
Vitalics, and you at your base." The War Admiral paused. "I just want
to say one nore thing." He | ooked up at Quick, and extended his hand.

"I forgive you."

Quick, still | ooking expressionless, reached out and shook his
hands, and their eyes | ocked gl ances, and for a noment something, best
described as a mixture of respect and understandi ng, passed between the
two strong nen.
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| daho J. Took was glad to be in flying again, even if he was only
i n-atnosphere. Admiral Dulin's command ship in orbit, the carrier
Sierra Gak, had taken on a nunmber of W]l dcats, including Took's special
Wl dcat-X fighter.

He all ocated one squadron to each of the spaceports on the vid
map all the pilots were |ooking at. Then he said, "K, you there?"

"Yes," said the Ken Pilot.

"Can you take the south-central spaceport in grid 20 by
your sel f?"

"Yes," said the Ken Pilot.

"Then let's go!"

Took had reserved the Sarney Sarittenden spaceport for hinself
and Qbe's squadron "A". They swoped down without warning, blasting the
fighters, transports, and gravitators on the ground. A few were taking
to the air as they arrived, and Took's fighters made short work of them
t 0o.

"Yahoo!" Took cried as he blasted a row of Insectoid fighters,
sendi ng a wave of |nsectoids scurrying into a hanger

"See how you like this, fellas," said Took, diving lowto |land a
few accurate | aser bursts through the doors of the open hanger before
pul I'i ng up.

The | aser bolts nmust have ignited fuel or armanents, because the



hanger blew up right as Took passed over it.

"That one's for Colonel Darley," said Took

H s fighters continued to cause mayhem as they rul ed the skies
over the spaceports. Took fired on nore ground based fighters, and
expl osi ons rocked the spaceport. "And those are a few for Vitalics,"
Took added.
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"We're in position," Croft radioed. H s squad had been air
dropped by gravitator air support onto the weather inverter in centra
Sarney. This was necessary because central Sarney was still firmy in
t he hands of the bugs, and it was expected that resistance would be
fiercest here, once the bugs figured out what was happening. After his
team secured the upper levels of the building the tech team was
dropped, and then the gravitators left, heading for their next dropoff
point. Croft's squad was charged with protecting the tech teamfor as
long as it took to get the weather inverter operational. Because this
inverter was still in a heavily occupied area, Croft had called on his
best people--the O apper, the Silencer, and several others.

Croft had the regular commandos sabotage the el evators and stand
guard at the stairwells. It was over 200 flights up, so it would take
some time for the bugs to get here. The only ot her avenue of approach
fromthe air, he, the dapper, and the Silencer, and a few troopers
covered fromthe exposed wal kway al ong the edges of the buil ding.

They had destroyed nearly all of the Insectoid fighters, but not
all the gravitators were stationed at the spaceports, and they could be
used to stage attacks, once the Insectoids figured out what they were
doi ng.

At first, it didn't seemthe Insectoids didn't even know t hey
were there. Croft could see themdistantly buzzi ng about bel ow.

But then the tech teamgot the inverter operational, and it
started to get cold, fast. In the space of an hour, it dropped ten
degrees, and the rate of tenperature drop was accelerating. Then it
dropped another ten degrees in another half hour.

Croft had the troopers break out the heavy clothing. Levi had
estimated that only a few minutes of bel owfreezing tenperatures would
be required to incapacitate the Insectoids, and a day or two of such
weat her woul d be sufficient to kill themall.

Suddenly Croft heard a faint whine, and saw a gravitator clinb
within view He blasted it, sending it spiraling down to the ground.

"Al'l units, they're on to us," Croft throat m ked.

Croft could hear the roar of nmore gravitators rising, and these
started to fire back. Croft hit the ground as he fired, but he was
exposed here; as two nore gravitators crashed down, he retreated to the
doorway, where he would at |east have partial cover.

He redepl oyed several of the troopers defending the stairwell to the
out er wal kways. Croft took one side of the building, the Silencer

anot her, some troopers a third, and the C apper and a few nore troopers
the fourth.

The gravitators were comng in larger nunmbers now. Croft was
shooting them down as fast as he could while trying to avoid getting
hit hinmself. The O apper was sending gravitators smacki ng against the
wal I s of nei ghboring buil dings before they would plunge to the ground
bel ow. The Sil encer was shooting themas fast as he could with his one
good arm The other resistance fighters were doing the best they coul d.

But they were bei ng overwhel ned.

"Need some help here," said Croft into his throat m ke

"Just hang on," cane Arkik's voice

"Easy for you to say," said Croft.



The tenperature was dropping fast, and even Croft was getting
cold now Surely it nmust be freezing al ready.

But the Insectoid kept conming fast and furious. Croft shot one,
and the Insectoid hung there, suspended in mid-air by its gravitator
he shot another, and it went spinning down on the ground. But then a
| arge group of gravitators charged his side of the building, |ed by
several gravitator platforns.

"Need hel p!'" said Croft.

No sooner had he said that then he saw a fighter streak through
the narrow gap between the inverter tower and the buil ding across the
street. The fighter (Croft thought it was a Wldcat, but it went by too
quickly for himto confirm, purposely flew close enough so that its
backwash woul d cause havoc; indeed several gravitators cracked
together, and two platforns flipped over, sending their occupants
crashing to the ground.

But the Insectoids were still com ng. The fighter made anot her
pass, this tine with | asers blazing. Insectoids and their gravitators
burst into pieces in mdair.

In a noment, the area was clear.

"Thanks for the air support,” said Croft in the conm

"Don't ever say | don't do anything for you," came Arkik's voice.

"Intruders in the east stairwell,"” broke in a new voice. "Com ng
from above and bel ow" the voice cut out.

Above and bel ow? Sonme of them nust have | anded on the roof.

Croft rushed inside to the east stairwell. By the tine he got
there, all was silent; there were dead bodi es on the ground, both
I nsectoi d and human.

The guards had been overrun

"Silencer, | need you," said Croft, running to the inverter's
control room

He heard sounds of weapons fire and he ran faster. \Wen he
arrived he saw a | arge nunber of dead Insectoid bodies, a terrified
tech team and the Silencer, coolly lowering his gun

"Thanks-" Croft started to say, when the Silencer's gun whipped
up again, firing two shots in his direction. Croft ducked down,
spinning around just in time to see two |Insectoids falling.

"We've taken sone losses in the troops on the outer wal kways, "
said the Silencer. "I suggest we withdraw our defense perineter to
her e.

Croft nodded, recalling the remaining troops as well as the
d apper.

The I nsectoi ds made another attenpt to rush the building a few
mnutes later, but they repelled the attack.

It was getting col der and col der

"Is it freezing yet?" Croft asked, his teeth clattering.

"Alnost," said one of the techs, studying a gauge.

They stood guard, their guns ainmed at the exits, and waited.
There was not hing el se they could do.

And then a few mnutes past, and a few nore, and then it was
quiet. Cold and quiet.

Al'l over August, Insectoids dropped in their tracks and huddl ed
in the ground, trying to stay warm |In a few hours, however, they would
all be dead.

When Croft finally ventured outside the control room he |ooked
down one of the stairwells, and saw several dozen |nsectoids severa
| evel s below, huddled in a mass. They had been slowy clinbing and
pl anning an attack, but had been stopped just in tine.

Al'l over August the situation was the sane. The Wather Inverters
didn't provide coverage over 100% of Concord, and not all were
functional, but enough were functioning to create an overlap even in



areas without coverage to instantly wi pe out nore than 95% of the
Insectoid troopers. At Levi's direction the inverters kept the
tenmperature cold for 48 hours, just to be sure. They would all be cold
for a while, but it wouldn't kill them

When they raised the tenperature again and Croft ventured out, he
| ooked out across August fromthe street |evel

The streets were strangely silent. This part of the city had only
yesterday held tens of thousands of I|nsectoids.

Now al | that remained were their huddl ed bodies on the street.

Croft went over to several and kicked them just to be sure.
There was no reaction. Levi had been right again. They weren't nerely
in hibernation; they were dead. Only later did Croft find out that Levi
had actually gone out during the cold and "sanpl ed" sone of the bodies
to make sure they were dead before permitting the tenperature to be
rai sed.

After that there was still some nopping up to be done, in those
i sol ated areas where a few troopers had survived. But essentially, the
battl e was over.

There was a cel ebration two days later on the Plaza of Heroes.
General Arkik, Croft, and other senior resistance | eaders were honored
Crowds cheered as nedal s were handed out. However, none of the officers
of the fleet was present; they were too busy chasing down the remants
of the Insectoid fleet and providing air support on planets stil
resisting the invaders. But War Admiral Norman North di d address the
crowds by hol ovi si on.

"Wirki ng together, on the ground, in the air, and in space, we
have all freed our worlds,"” said the War Adnmiral. "As npbst of you now
know, nmost of the fleet was destroyed at Vitalics, but | took what
ships that survived and fled to regroup. My snmall fleet was tracked and
pursued for nearly 20 years. Qur |osses were heavy but we never gave
up, we always persevered. W al ways knew that sone day we would fight
back and return.”

There was a burst of applause fromthe crowd.

"You have denonstrated a similar comm tment and endurance. You
have endured 20 years of slavery, oppression, and death. Wt hout
ext ernal support and agai nst overwhel ni ng odds you have fought back,"
said the War Admiral. "It is truly your tenacity that has freed August,
the tenacity of your |eaders, Ceneral Arkik, difford Croft, and many
others, as well as each and every middl e ranking and foot soldier who
fought this war. You should be praised with great praise!"

There was a trenendous appl ause fromthe crowd.

The War Admiral had to wait several minutes for it to die down.
"But never forget the reason for your sacrifice. The political |eaders
et us down. They let us be lulled into anbush. It is because of their
folly that we found ourselves in this situation. In the future, we
shoul d al ways strive for peace, but we should al ways, always be
prepared to fully defend oursel ves, whatever the cost!"

The appl ause was thunderous and unrel enti ng.

And then the awards were given out. Many of Crofts deeds, such as
locating the first spacegate, distracting the Insectoid fleet, and
rescuing the Aory's crew, were recounted, though the specific details
were purposely kept quiet. Croft found hinmself fighting to keep back
the tears as he was given the planet's highest award, The Chanpi on of
August. When he was given a chance to speak he said, "Thank you. You're
giving ne this award, but it really belongs to nore than just ne," said
Croft. "It also belongs to the friends and allies who fought at ny
side, " he said, naming the Silencer, the C apper, Mngo, Preston, and
Red Sally, "and many ot hers, some of whom gave their lives so that we
could be free. Thank you again," said Croft, his voice stanmering a bit



at the end.

A cheer went up for several m nutes.

Arki k seemed simlarly noved when he received his award, and they
bot h st ood
whil e others received | esser awards.

But not everyone was at the awards cerenmpny; Levi and the
Sil encer anobng them Levi had pooh-poohed the idea of receiving a
nmedal , even though he had played a greater role than nost; he didn't
want any special attention, unless it was to receive an award for his
cooki ng.

"I get a nedal, then | get people bothering nme, what good that
do?" Levi had said.

And the Silencer wasn't there either

Both of themwere deep in the palace, Sarney Sarittenden itself,
in the heart of the secure rotunda.

Levi was typing away at a keyboard at a secure termnal while the
Sil encer stood quietly behind him

"I think I found it," said Levi suddenly.

The Silencer |eaned forward, but he couldn't read |Insectoid.
"Where is she?"

"Long file.... wait... wait one nonent....

The tension was unbearable for the Silencer

Levi rapidly scanned the file, know ng how anxious the Silencer
was for news of his wfe.

Finally Levi stopped, and | ooked up

"Wl ?" said the Silencer

Levi | ooked unconfortabl e.

"Well!" yelled the Sil encer

Levi | ooked down sadly, and shook his head.

"No!" yelled the Silencer, staggering into a chair.

Levi put an armon the Silencer

"How? When?" said the Silencer

"A few years ago," said Levi. "Conplications during gene
surgery."

"What ?"

"They were trying to nodify G aftonites, make them supersol diers,
part human, part bug. She died during conplications of experinental
gene surgery," said Levi, |ooking alnost as upset as the Silencer

"Annie!" the Silencer screanmed, as the top of his lungs. He gave
anot her, |oud shriek, and then he broke down to the ground sobbi ng.

Levi put his arnms around the Silencer, trying to confort him as
he cried uncontrollably.

khkkkhkhkkkhkhkhkhhhkkhkhhhkhrkkhkx*x

The G aftonite hone defenders finally overran the Insectoid
conmpound on Grafton. At a great cost of lives and material effort, the
I nsectoi ds had established a four square nile beachhead near the
coastline. But they had never been able to expand beyond t hat
perimeter, and they always had to constantly send in reinforcements to
secure what they had.

When the reinforcenments stopped conming the Graftonites broke into
t he conpounds and sl aughtered the remaining I nsectoids. The Graftonites
were nore than bitter; a nunber of them had been killed, or captured
for experimentation. It was a relatively small nunber, conpared to
t hose taken or enslaved on August, but for Gafton, which had a snall
popul ation, it was quite a pain.

So I nsectoids were shot where they stood, even if they were
trying to surrender, or shot in the back as they ran. And as the
i nvadi ng force penetrated deeper into the conmpound they found the



experinmentation | abs.

One patrol entered a lab to find a very young woman, sitting
under a helnmet that connected with wires to a machine. She seened to be
asleep. A Gafton resistance fighter unstrapped her and took her out,
carrying her into the light.

Her facial features strongly resenbled the Silencer's wife, Annie
Gakl ey, only she | ooked nuch, much younger

Chapter 13: Revenge of the Insectoids

"Things seemto be going well," Quick conmmrent ed.

"Yes," said the War Adnmiral, sitting in the conference roomon
The Quick. "We've virtually elinmnated the |Insectoid presence on al
our worlds with tenperature controls; and on the others planets the
resi stance i s pushing forward, with our help. Since we can now supply
our side and they can't, victory is only a matter of tine. On the fl eet
| evel we continue to try and track down Insectoid ships, having
destroyed several. But there have been no encounters in several days.
It seens the rest are on the run. W' ve taken the fight out of them so
it seens.”

"Good, " said Quick

"Have you given any thought to the shape of things once all is
secure?" said the War Admiral

"Yes," said Quick

"Any suggestions?" said the War Adnmiral. "Mst politicians from
the I ast government are long since dead or gone. | think it's an
opportunity to start fresh. W could go back to having the two maj or
governmental systems, with you running your Directorate and we el ecting
new | eaders for the League, but | was wondering what you woul d think
about combining all our planets into one-"

"That's an interesting idea," said Quick, cutting himoff.

"Well?" said the War Adniral

"I'f you're looking for ny opinion, I won't be giving it,"'
Quick. "In fact, now that the situation has stabilized, I'll be
| eaving. "

"Leavi ng?" said the War Admiral, stunned. "Were? You can't!
You' re the best adnministrator there ever was. How can you | eave your
own peopl e?"

Quick smled slightly. "You know, at first | nmissed it intensely.
But when | was away fromit for a while, | realized | grewtired of
statescraft. It began to become the sane thing, over and over. | need
new chal | enges.” Hi s statenent seened prepared, as if he had rehearsed
it often, as if he had anticipated the need to say it.

"Rebui | ding our societies is a new challenge, if |I'm not
m st aken, " said the War Admiral

"As always, you strip aside ny secondary reasons, always digging
for the real reason," said Quick, smling again. "That's what | al ways
i ked about you. Al right, let ne be direct. To put it sinply, ny
allies have recalled ne."

"Do they have that much control over you?"

said

"Not any nore," said Quick. "I could stay if | wanted. But they
presented conpelling reasons for me to go. For one thing, if | stay, |
as well as nmy allies will be | ooked for."

"Looked for? By whon? We've destroyed the Insectoids!"
"For another, there are nore pressing long termissues | have to

deal with," said Quick. He | ooked at the War Admiral. "I mean no
di srespect when | say you're just the person to clean things up in the
short term 1 have confidence that whatever you decide will be right.

But as for ne, | have to go."



"But... I'ma mlitary nman, not a civilian adm nistrator," said
the War Admiral.

"Then find adm nistrators that you trust and put themin charge,"

said Quick. "I'Il be leaving tonorrow. | was hoping that we could have
di nner tonight."
The War Adnmiral nodded, still a bit stunned.

The Bl ue Capybara was naking siml|ar goodbyes to Croft. They were
alone, in aroomin Sarney Sarittenden, and the Meddler felt free
enough to show hi nsel f.

"I have to go now, Cifford," said the Meddler.

"You' ve got to stay one step ahead of the law, eh?" said Croft,
giving a small smile. "Before you go, can you tell me one thing?"

"If I can.”
"Do you know what happened to Professor Capybara?"
The Meddl er Capybara shrugged. "lI'mafraid not."

"I's that why you have to go, because you don't want the other
Capys catching up to you?"

"Partially," said the Meddler. "But I'malso a wandering spirit,
and | like to go where the action is. For what it's worth, Cdifford,
you' ve nmade a fine assistant.”

"Assistant?" said Croft, his eyebrows raised.

"For a sem -sentient, of course,"” said the Meddl er, adjusting his
bow ti e.

"OfF course," said Croft, giving a small smle. "WII we neet
agai n?"

"G ven the fact that you always seemto go to the nost dangerous
pl aces, it's certainly possible," said the Meddl er. He reached out and
extended a paw. Croft solemly shook it.

"No need to see ne out," said the Meddler.

"OfF course," said Croft. "Goodbye, ny friend."

The Meddl er left.

Croft smled. The Meddler didn't want hi maccomnpanyi ng him
because he didn't want Croft to see his secret method of
transportation. Well, that was all right, Croft didn't need to. He
tapped the minicaminside his belt.
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The first sign of trouble anyone detected was when they abruptly
| ost contact with a patrol over Wenfor. A cruiser battlegroup reported
an I nsectoid incursion, and that was the | ast anyone heard of them

The dory, which, at the War Adnmiral's insistence, was being
repaired, still wasn't conbat ready, so he took passage in the Sierra
OGak with Admiral Dulin and a task force, ready for anything.

When they arrived at the Wenfor systemtheir scanners detected
the cruiser group in orbit around Whenfor. But the comm of ficer was
unable to rai se the ships.

"What about the planet?" said the War Adnmiral. \Wenfor, a major
tradi ng hub, had been one of the first planets |iberated, several weeks
ago.

"Not hing," said the commofficer. "No transm ssions, nothing."

"All stop!" said the War Admiral. He turned to comm "Are you
telling me that on a planet of several billion people there is not a
single transm ssion?"

"No," said the comm officer.

"Do you think they're all dead?" Dulin whispered.

"No," said the sensor officer. "Even at this distance, we can
still detect human life on the planet."

"What, then?" Dulin asked. "Some sort of virus that strikes



peopl e dunb?"

"A possibility," said the War Admiral. "But that wouldn't explain
what happened to our ships in orbit. Do sensors show any sign of battle
damage to the ships? Are there any life signs?"

"We're too far out to detect lifesigns on the ships,"” said the
sensor officer. "But zoom scans show no battle damage. It's as if they
simply parked there."

The War Admiral's expression hardened. "Do we have tow ng
equi pnent aboar d?"

"Yes," said Dulin.

"I want two fighters prepped for launch i mediately," said the
War Admiral, giving a streamof instructions. "lIs the Ken Pil ot
avai |l abl e?" he asked automatically.

"The Ken Pilot left,"” said Dulin.

And then the War Adniral renenbered. It had been only a few days
ago, but other matters had pushed it out of his nind
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Three days earlier:

The Ken Pilot entered the War Admiral's quarter. "A mnute of
your time, War Admral ?"
"I"'ma bit busy, is it quick?" asked the War Admiral

"Yes," said the Ken Pilot. "I just wanted to say goodbye."
"Goodbye?" said the War Admiral. "Why?"
"The shooting war has all but stopped,” said the Ken Pilot. "I'm

done. ™

"You | ook sad," said the War Adniral

"I thought the war, killing them would help ne get over Any,"
said the Ken Pilot. "But it hasn't. | don't feel joy at killing them I
don't feel anything."

The War Admiral nodded. "We've all had nore than our share of
grief over the years, but [osing a spouse is perhaps the hardest thing
to overcone. Wat are your plans?"

"I don't know," said the Ken Pilot. "I'm going to wander around
for a while."

"\Where? For how | ong?"

"Until | find a reason for living again, or not," said the Ken
Pilot.

"Are you sure you won't reconsider?" the War Adm ral asked. "You
can still have a life, with us. You have friends here."

The Ken Pilot stared.

"Well, | know Took is fond of you."

The Ken Pil ot extended his hand. "Goodbye, War Admiral."
Nort h shook the proffered hand, |looking himin the eye. "Good
luck, David. May you find what you're | ooking for."
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"It's not fair, Qoe," said Took, flying his Wldcat-X towards the
Whenfor system A small but sturdy wire trailed fromthe bottomof his
fighter, connecting to Obe's fighter, who was flying several niles
behi nd hi m

They were flying in slowy, as per the War Admiral's orders,
maki ng a journey that should take m nutes take several hours, and, as
they got close to Wienfor and the lifeless cruisers, Took was restless.

"I mean, when it conmes to investigating a killer virus, who do
they send out first if not me, Cbhe?"

"The Ken Pilot?" said Obe.

"Don't bring up that nane with ne, Gbe. Do you know he never even



sai d goodbye before he left?" said Took. "I had to find out about it
afterwards, froma stranger."

"I"'mnot a stranger," said Obe.

"And why did he say goodbye to you but not ne?"

"He didn't," said Obe. "I just saw himgo. You have to let up on
him lday. He's still depressed fromthe |l oss of his wife."

"We've all been under stress,"” said Took. "I was al nost blown to
bits a few weeks ago on the Qory. How s that for stress?" He frowned,
studying his instruments, which were starting to flicker

"CGot sonething funny here," said Took.

"What is it, Took?" said the War Admiral, who had been nonitoring
hi s channel all al ong.

"My power levels were fluctuating," said Took. "Looks like
they're all right now Wait a nmonent-"

Suddenly his transmission cut off. His ship had totally | ost
power .

"Took? Took?" said the War Admiral. "Obe, sw ng around and get
out of there!"

Qoe turned his WIldcat around and accel erated; a few nonents
later there was a jerk on the line, and Took's W/l dcat was pulled al ong
with Cbe's.

"-thanks buddy," came Took's voice again.

"Was it a power failure, Took?" said the War Admiral

"Yes sir," said Took

"Mark their locations," the War Adnmiral. "How close were they to
t he cruisers?"

"About 30 miles out," said the sensor officer.

"We' || have to figure out a way to rescue them" said the War
Admiral. "They're undoubtedly still on the ship, as long as their
oxygen holds out. But first, we have to make contact with the rest of
the fleet."”

"What is it, Admiral?" Dulin asked.

"I't's the weapon they used against us at Vitalics," said the \War
Admiral. "The weapon we heard about for years but never saw. It's sone
sort of energy draining mist. And nmy hunch is that Wenfor is only the
begi nning. Raise the rest of the fleet now"
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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 thought of the book at http://ww.allscifi.conlfeedback. asp

["1'l happily send you the |last ten pages. Thanks!
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