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PROLOGUE

“Look!” Jorge Liberec Lavager gestured heavenward at the meteor flashing across the sky. His daughter
Candace was sitting on the bench beside him in the dark. “ Some of the best thingsin life are free, Candie,
and nature is one of them.”

“I hope it doesn't hit anybody,” Candace replied sarcadtically.

“That'smy girl!” Lavager responded cheerfully. He put hisarm around her shoulders and drew her
closer. “Most meteoritesare harmless,” he continued. “ They burn up in the atmosphere before they reach
the ground. They’ re nothing to be afraid of .”

Candace sniffed. “I know that, Daddy.” Although she was only sixteen, in the past three years Snce
Annie Lavager, Lavager’ swife and Candace’ s mother, had been killed in an assassination attempt aimed
at him, Candace and her father had become extremely close. For his part, Lavager wasimpressed by his
daughter’ s solid common-sense attitude toward world affairs. She was aredist and not afraid to speak
her mind, and he appreciated that. Too many of the people around the former general—his aides, his
cabinet ministers—only told him what they thought he wanted to hear.

Shefeigned a cough. “Daddy, must you smoke those foul cigars? You'll die of something if you don’t
quit. And besides, they'refar from ‘free’” ”

“| am shocked!” Lavager said with mock outrage. “ Shocked that anyone could refer to aprime cigar
likethis Davidoff Anniversario as‘foul’!” He chuckled. “ And when you discount the thingsin lifethat are



free, with what' s1eft over you get only what you pay for. My first rule of economics, Candie. Besides,
I’'m going to die of something someday anyway, sowhileI’'m divel’mgoingtolive” Lavager drew
deeply on his Anniversario, aterribly expensive smokeimported al the way from the other Sde of
Human Space. He savored the cigar’ s complex layers of rich flavors: asweet earthinesstinged with a
dight hint of leather and sweet spicy undertones, al blended into asmooth draw that burned perfectly.
Sowly helet theflavors out through his nogtrils.

“Father, don't talk that way!” Candace waved the smoke away with ahand. Ever since her mother’s
death, she had been very aware of her father’ s mortality, and the fact that some people on Atlas wanted
him dead only added to her growing sense of uneasiness.

Atlas'smgor moon wasn't visible and the stars overhead shone with particular brilliance in the night sky.
Thelights from New Granum, the Union of Margdan’s capitd city, far below the mountaintop that was
Lavager’ s getaway, glowed warmly down in the valley. Despite her best effortsto dispd the cigar
smoke, afine white cloud hung suspended in front of her father’ s face. The thought occurred to her that
with thetip of hiscigar aglow in the night her father might make agood target for someone hiding in the
foliage below. She hoped the presidential security team watching over them from someplace out of sight
wasdert.

“I’m going to smoke this cigar right down to the band, Candie. Y our mother liked the smell of them, and
what was good enough for her is good enough for everyone e se, including you, my dear.” He drew again
onthe Anniversario.

Cigar smoke was a smell Candace had associated with her father for aslong as she could remember,
and shedid redly like the aromaof agood cigar. But their bantering about his smoking habit was agame
father and daughter played, part of the ritua they followed when by themsaves, which was not very often
these days.

“Candie” Lavager said suddenly, “let’sgo to Ramuncho’' sl I'm hungry.” Ramuncho’ swas hisfavorite
restaurant in New Granum. He often dined there when his cabinet was Sitting or when the planetary
council, of which he was amember, wasin sesson.

“Daddy, it'sclose to midnight! Y ou have an important cabinet meeting in the morning.”

“Sowhat?’ Like hisdaughter, Jorge Lavager often spoke just what was on hismind, inflaming his
enemies and sometimes even hisfriends. “1’m hungry, | want some of Ramuncho’s paella. Comeon, let’s
go. You can drive”

“I can?’ That offer dmost made Candace start for the car. Then she caught hersdlf. “What about your
security detail? Daddy, you have to be more careful!”

Lavager made adismissve gesture with one hand. L et them deep.” Ever sincethe nation attempt
that had killed hiswife, Lavager’ sades had ingsted on constant personal security for their head of state.
Slipping off by himsdlf, as he was proposing to do that evening, Lavager often gave his bodyguardsfits.
But giving into thedarm in hisdaughter’ svoice, herdlented. “All right,” he Sghed. “We€ |l order up a
snack—but only after I'vefinished thiscigar.”

They sat quietly for afew moments. Candace hugged her father tightly. “Daddy, | don’t want to lose you
too,” she whispered.

“Don’t worry, you won't, Baby.”



“But so many peoplein thisworld hate you.”

“Y es, and some with good reason, Candie. | made alot of enemieswhen | led our armies. | had to do
things !’ m not very proud of.”

“But you' re not ageneral anymore, Daddy. Y ou’ re astatesman.” She pronounced the word proudly.

“Yes, | surely am. But you know, once agenerd, dwaysagenerad. Y ou never redly take that uniform
off asfar as some people are concerned. Y ou' re dways on parade, asit were.” He drew on hiscigar
and dowly exhded the smoke.

Primarily an agricultura world, Atlas had early split into regiona power centersthat evolved into
independent nation-ates, rather than maintaining a centralized world government as had nearly dl other
human-settled worlds. Those nation-gtates, in the manner of nation-states throughout history on Earth,
warred among themselves with the mgor center of power shifting from one nation-state to another over
the years. The Union of Margelan, under a succession of astute leaders, most recently Jorge Lavager,
had been highly successful for more than acentury in defending itsinterests. Its military successhad led it
to impose certain demands upon the losers, mostly the on of some territories and acceptance of
Margelan’ s hegemony over others. The Union of Margelan’ s main adversaries had been the countries of
North and South Solanum, Oleania, and Satevina. Margelan’ s main advantage, aside from excellent
leadership, was the fact that unlike the other nation-states it had devel oped heavy industry that could
produce the weapon systems needed to wage modern warfare—but over the years this had proved a
tremendous strain on its economy.

Atlas was fortunate in one way, however. When the world was firgt settled three hundred years earlier, it
had been on the fringes of Human Space, but by Lavager’ stimeit sat astride one of the busiest
gpacelanes of the Confederation of Human Worlds. That enabled the nation-states of Atlas, when they
weren't a war with one another, to easily export their products to other worlds. Gradualy it dawned on
the politicians of Atlasthat if they could attain a tate of peace among themselves, no matter how uneasy,
everyone would prosper. To that end it was agreed to form a League of Nations that would represent the
interests of al the nation-states and, it was hoped, settle their differences amicably. The League had sat at
New Granum since the end of the war that had established the Union of Margelan as the most potent
military power on Atlas—L avager’ s predecessor once removed had demanded that asamagjor
concession for peace.

The League of Nations was aleaguein name only and its success at keeping the peace had been limited
at best.

“Daddy, will there be another war?’

Lavager did not answer immediately. While he often entrusted secrets of state to his daughter, whom he
secretly hoped might someday succeed him, there were things he would never tell her. “Probably,” he
admitted at lagt. “But,” he added, “| have aplan.”

“Daddy, the other day Beresford Tuchman stood up in the League and said that Margelan is not a state
with an army but an army with agtate. Everyone believesthere' s another war coming and that you will
dartit. The Leagueisajoke.”

Lavager laughed. “ They’ ve been saying that about us for years, Candie. Y es, the League has not been
very effective, but it givesdl the nation-states of Atlasaforum. That'simportant. But Candig, if | live



long enough | am going to impose peace on thisworld. I'll do it by forceif | haveto but I'd prefer
another method.”

“Whichis?’
“Ummm. | have something up my deeve.” Candace could not see her father’ ssmilein the dark.
“Canyoutdl me?’

“Nope. It'ssomething I’m working on.” The silence between him and his daughter grew pregnant.
“Damned finecigar,” hesaid at lagt.

“Daday!”

“I’'m developing something in our labs, and onceit’sready I’ m going to useit to impose order and
tranquility on thisworld, and that isdl | can tell you about it now, Candace.” She cocked her head; her
father used her proper name only when he was very serious. “ Thisinformation must remain between me
and afew others—and you never even heard what | just told you.” What concerned Lavager most about
his daughter’ s knowing too much was not that she would tell anyone—he knew from experience he could
trust her with the most sensitive secrets—but the possibility of her being kidnapped and subjected to any
one of many methods used to extract information from unwilling sources. A redist, he knew that if he
couldn’t prevent that from happening at least he could keep safe what he was doing in hisresearch
laboratories.

“A wegpon,” Candace snorted, a statement, not a question.

“Yes, of asort.” Lavager smiled. “Look, figure the politics. Our ambassador to the Confederation of
Human Worlds recently filed adozen dispatches reporting how anumber of member worldsin the
Confederation fed uneasy about our intentionsin this sector of Human Space. We st astride an
economic lifdine hereon Atlas. They’'re afraid that if someone succeedsin unifying Atlashe'll createa
shipping bottleneck in these spacel anes and attempt to extract tiff tolls. Asthey seeit, keeping us at each
other’ sthroatsisin their best interests. So until I'm ready to show my hand, I’ ve got to keep my plan
under wraps.”

“| understand,” Candace conceded.

Lavager put hisarm around his daughter again and drew her close. “When thetimeisright—Well, I'd
like aham and cheese sandwich before bed. Careto join me?’

The pair stood and Lavager led the way back toward the house, followed silently by the presidentia
security team. In the sky overhead another meteor flashed brightly before disappearing over the horizon.

CHAPTER

ONE

Fourth Force Recon Company, Fourth Fleet Marines, Camp Howard, Marine Corps Base Camp
Badlone, Hafway



“"Toon, ten-hut!”

The Marines of second platoon, Fourth Force Recon Company snapped to attention at the command
from their platoon sergeant Gunnery Sergeant Alf Lytle.

“Section leaders, report!”
“Squad leaders, report!” first section leader Staff Sergeant Suptra commanded in turn.

“First squad, al present and accounted for!” Sergeant Jak Daly shouted. Histhree Marinesstood in a
rank to hisleft.

“Second squad, dl present and accounted for!” Sergeant Wil Bingh and his three men were directly to
firdt squad’ séft.

The four Marines of third squad were aso present. Fourth squad would have completed the front rank
of second platoon, but it was on a deployment, running a reconnaissance mission for the army. Only the
four Marines of fifth squad were present from second section; sixth, seventh, and eighth squads, along
with their section leader, were on amission in support of a peacekeeping operation somewhere else. All
seven members of the platoon’s sniper squad were present in the third rank, as reported by the squad
leader, Staff Sergeant Athon.

Once the reports were complete, Gunny Lytle faced about and Lieutenant Tevedes, the platoon
commander, marched toward him. Lytle raised his hand in asharp salute and announced, “ Second
platoon, dl present and accounted for, Sir!”

“Thank you, Platoon Sergeant,” Tevedes said, returning the salute. “Y ou may take your place.”
“Ayeaye, gr.” Lytle executed an about-face and marched to his position two pacesin front of Suptra

Lieutenant Tevedes|ooked with pride a his Marines—hisMarines. He' d previoudy served as aplatoon
sergeant and a platoon commander in aFleet Initial Strike Team, aFIST. Before that he'd beenfirst a
reconman, then a squad leader in Seventh Force Recon Company. Thiswas hisfirst command in Force
Recon, and he looked forward to the day when his entire platoon would be sent out on amission.

I ndividual-squad and multi-squad deploymentsin support of Confederation army units or the armed
forces of Confederation member worlds were the bread and butter of Force Recon, but platoon-size
missions were nearest to the hearts of the platoon commanders; those missions were when they got to
demondtrate that they could do more than train their Marines and provide them with mission planning and
support, that they could successfully lead them in harm’sway.

“I"'m sure you will be happy to hear that sixth, seventh, and eighth squads have completed their phase of
the peacekesping mission with the army and will rejoin the platoon in acouple of weeks,” Tevedes said.

The Recon Marineswere too well disciplined to show areaction, though they’ d been looking forward to
the return of the three squads—by tradition, when two or more squads returned from a deployment, the
entire platoon was given aweek’ sleave.

“That’ swhat | thought,” Tevedes deadpanned at their stone-faces. “Fourth squad is still bogged down
trying to instruct the army on the difference between unconfirmed reports and the hard intel generated by
Force Recon, so it’ll be awhile yet before they come home.”



That brought out snickers from several of the Force Recon Marines and hoots from one or two. “Leave
it to the doggies to not know the difference,” someone murmured just loud enough for everyoneto hear.

“Quiet intheranks” Gunny Lytle said out of the side of his mouth.

“In other company news,” Tevedes continued as though there hadn’t been an interruption, “first platoon
isdeploying on asix-month training mission to Carhart’ sWorld, where they will establish arecon school
and train thefirst generation of ingtructorsfor anew Carhart Armed Forces specia forces
reconnaissance unit. Add in travel time and whatever bureaucratic nonsense they’ |l have to ded with
when they arrive on Carhart’ s World, and they’ll probably be gone for seven months or longer. Inthe
unlikely event that any of you don’t understand the significance of first platoon’ s extended absence, it
means there will probably be additiona deploymentsfor the rest of the company for the duration of that

deployment.”

Therewaslittle reaction to that news; as much as haf of the company was on deployment at any given
time anyway, and it wasn't dl that unusua for asquad to have aslittle astwo or three weeks, Standard,
between deployments, though the normal rest and training period was at least two months Standard, and
occasondly five or Ssx months.

“The same squads from third and fourth platoons that were on deploymentsthe last time | gaveyou an
update are till on deployment, but | don’t imagine we much care about when they’ re due back, not
unlessit interfereswith our coming leave.” Tevedeswasright, his Marines were more interested in what
they would be doing until sixth, seventh, and eighth squads returned.

He gave his platoon abland look that could be interpreted as, “Don’t ask me,” then said out loud,
“Everyone who's been in Force Recon long enough has run into a Situation where you didn’t expect to
need a sniper, but suddenly you do. So we are going to spend the next two weeks on the range, where
wewill dl fire sniper wegponsfor orientation and qudification.”

Thisagain wasthe kind of announcement that didn’t provoke an overt reaction. They al knew that if a
mission didn’t require a sniper, the squad or squads that went on it didn’t take sniper weapons either, so
thetraining didn’t make much sense. But it was an opportunity to fire—and qualify with—more weapons,
and the Marines dl enjoyed spending time on the range.

“Commander Obannion,” Tevedes continued, “told me that came from very much higher-higher.” Which
probably meant Obannion, the company commander, got the orders from Lieutenant Genera Indrus, the
commanding genera of Fourth Fleet Marines. * So get ready to head for the range. Y ou know what that
means. We leave a oh-dark-thirty tomorrow morning. Trangportation will be provided. Platoon
Sergeant, dismissthe platoon.”

“Ayeaye, dgr!” Lytle responded. He sduted Tevedes, who returned the sal ute, about-faced, and
marched toward the company office.

Lytlewaited until the lieutenant was hafway there, then faced the platoon and said, “Y ou heard the man.
Get your assesinto the barracks and get ready to go play bang-bang with weapons most of uswill never
lm”

Camp Hathcock Controlled Ranges, MCB Camp Basilone, Halfway

Camp Hathcock, like Camp Howard, was asmall part of Confederation Marine Corps Base Camp



Basilone. Camp Basilone itsdf sorawled over more than eighty thousand square kilometers, which was
far more space than was required for the headquarters of a Fleet Marine Force and its attendant units.
But Camp Basilone was a so home to the Marine Corps Combat Development Center, where new
tactics and most Marine-specific weapons and equipment were developed and tested—when six or
seven FISTs assembled to run war games together, or in opposition to each other, they needed
prodigious amounts of spaceto play in. Terrain and weather were dso a consideration, and Camp
Basilone provided afull range from semitropical swamp through desert, temperate forest, and savannah,
al theway to dpine. Theingtdlation aso included severd built-up areas, ranging from rura villagesto a
mock-up of amagjor metropolis—every one of which could be used for live-firetraining for thefull
panoply of Marine Corps wegpons.

Camp Hathcock was the smdlest of the " camps’ that made up Camp Basilone, only five kilometers
deep by ten wide, backed up againgt the Veridian Ocean, but its area of influence viafirepower was far
larger: Air and sea craft were banned for adistance five kilometersto its sdes and twenty kilometers
beyond the shore.

Warrant Officer Jagua, Fourth Force Recon Company’ straining officer and range master, was ready for
the platoon’ s recon squads when they reached the range. Masers dung over their shoulders, Staff
Sergeant Athon and his sniper squad stood in arank behind him.

The four squads of second platoon available for that training evolution formed up in front of the company
training officer the same asthey had for morning formation behind the barracks.

Jaqua stood, hands clasped behind his back, casually looking them over. “1 know,” he said before his
ingpection could make anybody uncomfortable, “that most of you have aready done orientation firing of
various sniper wegpons. A couple of you have even fired dl of them. But not one of you hasfired any of
them for qualification. We are going to spend the next two weeks correcting that deficiency.”

Jagua could say “deficency” without giving offense; in addition to his Distinguished Blasterman and
hand-blaster Expert badges, his chest bore the uncommon Expert Sniper badge with the scarlet pips that
indicated he'd qualified at that level with dl three of the sniper-specific weapons.

“Wearen't going to overwhelm you with firing dl of our weapons at once; we only have two weeks, and
that’ s bardly long enough to familiarize you with them. Instead, we will spend the first week concentrating
on learning the maser. On Frigaday, you will fire the maser on the qualification range. Next week you will
spend four days firing the mid-range projectile rifle and the long-range sabot. Next Frigaday, if you fed
aufficiently comfortable with either of them, you will fireit for quaification.”

Heraised a hand to stop the groans of protest he expected and quickly added, “ If you qualify with any
of these wegpons, that qualification will be entered in your Service Record Book and you will be
authorized to wear the gppropriate badge. If you fail to quaify with any weapon you fire for quaification,
that fallurewillnot be entered into your service record. Thereis no requirement in the Basic Reconman
MOSfor qualification with sniper wegpons, o it wouldn't befair to officialy note any failureto do so.
But quaifying with additiona weaponswill look good in your record.”

He smiled. “Besides, some of you might decide you likefiring sniper weapons and want to apply for
sniper school. Force Recon can dways use new snipers who have prior experience as reconmen.

“Now, I'll hand you over to Staff Sergeant Athon and his snipersfor basic orientation.” He made an
about-face. “ Staff Sergeant Athon, front and center!”



“Sir!” Athon sharply stepped in front of Suptraand saluted.
“Staff Sergeant, take command of the trainees,” Jaqua said before he cut his salute.

“Ayeaye, dr!” Athon held his sdlute until Jagua cut his and marched away, then stood with hisfeet at
shoulder width and his hands on his hips, and ordered, “Lance Corpora Dwan, position!”

First sniper team’s Lance Corpora Bella Dwan broke formation and came to stand one paceto Athon's
|eft. She showed her teeth to the Marines of second platoon in agrin. Her grin was no more friendly than
that of ahungry shark.

“Lance Corpora Dwan,” Athon said to second platoon, “will explain to you the operation and
capabilities of the M14A5 sniper maser. Shewon't go into any great detail about how it functions; none
of you have the advanced degreesin physics you' d need to understand them.

“Lance Corpora.” He stepped aside.

Bella Dwan was petite and had what on another woman might be called an dfin face—aslong asone
didn’t look into her eyes. The other Marines of Fourth Force Recon Company were about equally
divided asto whether, if she was seen off basein nice civilian clothes, she would look more like
somebody’ skid sster or like someone worth pursuing as awoman. But they al knew better—and no
Marine who knew her ever saw her as awoman to pursue, much less as anybody’ skid sister. Her eyes
were cold and hard, and had made many a strong man excuse himself and depart for other environs.
They cdled her the “ Queen of Killers”

Dwanwasavery unusud Marine. Shewas still under thirty and not yet through her first eight-year
enlistment, which was the only excuse her chain of command had for not offering her ameritorious
promotion to corporal. She was qudified as Expert with blaster, hand-blaster, and most sniper weapons.
Shewasn't quaified as Expert with the maser becauise she had surprised the competition-shooting
community by earning the treasured Digtinguished designation with the maser after only three years of
part-time shooting in authorized competitions.

Dwan undung her maser and held it across her body at port arms. “Thisisthe M14A5 sniper maser,”
shesad, inavoice only dightly lessdfin than her face. The wegpon was little more than ameter long. Its
rear half resembled the buttstock and firing group of the standard blaster carried by Marine infantrymen
and Force Recon. Forward of that, the “barrel” group was adull metal cylinder about three centimeters
in diameter Stting in ashort, knobby, wood forestock for most its entire length. The barrel was dotted
at regular intervals. Midway aong the cradle, ahandgrip dropped down. The“muzzl€’ taperedto a
point, circled by a series of tightly spaced ringsthat diminished in diameter asthey approached the point.

“The M14A5 sniper maser isan electrically operated, tightly focused, single-shot, shoulder fired,
microwave weapon. It has amaximum immediate kill range of two hundred meters, and amaximum
effectivekill range of four hundred meters.” Her grin broadened. “It can cause sunstroke at nearly a
kilometer and severe sunburn at aklick and ahaf.”

Then her smiletightened. “The M14A5 isavery quiet wegpon. Someone with keen hearing can possibly
detect it at adistance as great asfive meters, but no farther. It fires atightly focused pulse of
high-intensity microwaves. A three-quarter-second pulse, at two hundred meters or less, striking ahuman
target anywhere from the crown to mid-thigh, will kill before the full pulse has completed. To kill at four
hundred meters, the entire three-quarter-second pulse must hit in the same point, somewhere between
top of head and groin.



“Thewaveis o tightly focused—don't ask how, | don't understand the physics any better than you
do—that it is virtualy undetectable by any surveillance device not directly in its path. When the target is
killed, it drops straight down and shows no externa sign of being shot.”

Her grin became wider than ever. “ Gentlemen—that means you, Marinesl—that means asniper who is
good enough at snooping and pooping can kill his—or,” she cleared her throat, “ her target without being
discovered.

“Now, | know most of you badasses are Expert Blastermen, accustomed to firing plasma bolts at targets
asmuch asaklick away and hitting them nine times out of ten, so you may be wondering what's so
difficult about firing awegpon that can kill only up to four hundred meters.

“It’ sthat three-quarter-second pulse. Thereisn't any recoil, or not much, but you haveto maintain a
solid lock on your aiming point for that entire three-quarters-second. Y ou might be surprised at how
many Marinescan't.”

Lance Corpora Wehrli from second squad raised his hand. When Dwan acknowledged him, he asked,
“If that’ s s0, why doesn't the maser have astabilizing sysem?’ He gritted histeeth when shegavehima
you' re-cute-when-you-ask-dumb-questions 1ook.

“Weight and noise,” she said. * Snipers have to be able to move dowly and silently. That means carry
nothing you don't absolutely need. And every stabilizing device makes noise, no matter how dight. The
maser gets heavier if it has enough shidlding to silence the stabilizer. The more weight asniper carries, the
more chance he or she has of making noise. A silent snipermakes kills, anoisy snipergets killed. It’ sthat
ample”

Dwan looked about, but nobody el se raised a question, so she continued her lecture.

“Aiming isessy. You look through the optical sght, lock on target, and squeeze. The M14A5isa
line-of-sight weapon, and is unaffected by wind, weather, or gravitationa effect within its effective
kill-range. Which doesn’'t mean it isn't affected over ranges measured in thousands of kilometers, but that
effect’ sfrom solar winds and Jovian-sized gravity wells. And by thetime the wavestravel that far, they're
s0 digpersed it redly doesn't matter.

“The basic dements of firing apply, BRASS: Breathe, Relax, Aim, Slack, Squeeze.” She looked about
for more questions, but when noneimmediately came, Staff Sergeant Athon stepped forward and took
over.

“You dl know the range routine for new weapons,” hetold second platoon. “I have dl six of my snipers
here, and there are twenty-three of you. Each of my people will take a squad, Sergeant Gossner will take
the command dement. They will give you dry-firing ingtruction, supervised by Gunner Jaguaand mysdlf.
WEe Il go right down theline. First squad, you go with Lance Corpora Dwan. Second squad—"

“Come on, big boy,” Dwan said, stepping close enough to dap Daly on the shoulder. “Bring your
kiddieswith you.” She marched toward a section of thefiring line a hundred meters distant and didn’t
bother looking back to seeif first squad followed—she knew they would.

Daly pursed hislips at the undue, dmost insubordinate, familiarity of the“big boy” and shoulder
dap—not to mention the insulting “kiddies’—but Bella Dwan was alowed to get away with minor
infractions and insults, she wasthat good at what she did. Besides, like everybody € sein the company,



Day waswary of her and didn’t want to do anything that might provoke her anger; she wasn't known as
“the Queen of Killers’ just because of thelook in her eyes. Everyone knew how she had earned the
name.

With twenty-seven confirmed killsto her credit, she had more than any other woman sniper in the
Confederation military—more than most mae snipers, for that matter. But that wasn't why the men of
Fourth Force Recon Company were wary of her.

A tal, grikingly handsome, and drunk—that’ simportant, he was drunk—M arine who thought himself
irresstible to women hadn’t believed pixie-faced Bella Dwan when she repeatedly told him “no.” Nor
had he taken her seriously when she had told him he was about to lose the hand he put on an
inappropriate portion of her anatomy. When he took further action with hisinappropriately placed hand,
so did she.

The navy doctors who operated on him successfully regenerated a new hand to replace the one Dwan
had removed from the inappropriate part of her anatomy. But as a permanent reminder to him that when
awoman repeatedly says“no,” sheredly meansit, they only regenerated one of histesticles.

The court martial board that tried him took his drunkenessinto consideration and only gavehim a
Genera Discharge for Disciplinary Reasonsinstead of several years of hard time and a Bad Conduct
Discharge for attempted rape. Of course then-PFC Bella Dwan had aso taken his drunken state into
congderdionin refraining fromkilling him.

The court martial board that tried then-PFC Dwan found her not guilty of assault and battery,
aggravated assault, assault with adeadly weapon (her hands and aknife shewas carrying ina
thigh-sheath), and severd other charges, on the basis that she acted in sdlf-defense and showed
reasonable restraint.

And BellaDwannever encouraged other Marines to make advances, or made advances herself. So the
men she served with were dways very careful with her.

Dry firing was an exercise dl of the Marines had repeated many times snce they first trained on the
range in Boot Camp on Arsenault. Take a solid shooting position. Draw asolid sight picture on the
target. Control breathing to steedy the sights on the aiming point. Gently squeeze the trigger until thefiring
mechanism goes off and a plasma bolt, projectile, or beam moves downrange at the target. Keep the
sghts pinned on theaming point al the while you' re squeezing.

It scaled “dry” firing becauseit’s done with an empty weapon. Do the same thing with aloaded
weapon and it'scaled “live’ firing. During his dozen yearsin the Marine Corps, Sergeant Jak Daly had
done countless hours of dry firing on dl kinds of individua wesgpons. Dry firing was't any particular fun,
but he knew it helped him get hisfirst round on target when hefinaly got to live-fire the wegpon—and
getting thet first shot on target, thatwas fun.

On the range magter’ s command, Daly lowered himself into asolid pronefiring position and swiveled the
butt of the maser into his shoulder. Through the maser’ s Sghts he found the target, asmple 40-mm

bull’ s-eye target fifteen meters distant, and aimed at the center of the smallest circle. A laser pointer that
closaly matched the weight and balance of amaser’ s power pac was used in the maser for dry firing. In
the 9ghts, the red dot jiggled around Day’ saming point until he let out his bregth, then it steadied down.
The dot dowly spiraled until it settled where he wanted it, though it continued to movein asmadl circle,



mostly insde the 5-cm bull’ s eye. He gave the trigger a steedy squeeze until the red dot brightened,
indicating the maser had fired. He kept the trigger back for a count of one-thousand, which he estimated
was about three-quarters of a second, then let it go.

The circle described by the dot hadn’t moved more than amillimeter or two during firing.

“Not bad, big boy,” Dwan'svoice said from too closeto Daly’sear. “ Y our target’ s got some serious
sck bay time ahead of him. If his doctors are good enough, they might even be able to figure out why he
came down with ahigh fever.”

Startled by her closeness, Daly rolled to the side away from her and jumped to hisfeet.
“What do you mean, ‘sick’?’ he demanded. “I was dead on for the whole time.”

Dwan nodded. “Mighty fine shot—with ablaster, or any projectile weapon.” Shelooked from the target
and rose on her toesto lean closeto hisface, staring harshly into hiseyes. “ That much movement might
cook an organ, but you need to hold steadier to cause severe enough traumafor aclean kill. Let me
show you what | mean.”

Dwan took the maser from his grasp and dropped into a modified sitting position, with her elbows
locked on theinsdes of her kneesingtead of her knees tucked into her armpits, and amed; Daly
assumed the modification was because of her short stature. He studied the way she sat, he didn’t think
the flesh over any of the arteriesin her armswasin contact with her knees; her pulse wouldn't affect her
am.

“Watch the target, not me,” she ordered.

Daly jerked hiseyesfrom her to the target. Thered dot on the target didn’t look like it was moving at
al, not even when it briefly brightened.

“That’ swhat we mean by ‘steady,’” ” she said, hopping to her feet and shoving the maser at him. He
grabbed it just asshelet go of it. “Now try it again.” She stepped back so he could resume hisfiring

position.

Daly dropped into a sitting position, but Dwan nudged his shoulder with aknee. “ Stick with prone for
now,” shetold him. “It' seasier.”

Daly shot her aglance, but did as she said. He paid more attention this time to the almost imperceptible
movements caused by the blood pulsing through his arteries, and shifted his position dightly so those
points weren't in contact with anything. He chided himsalf mentally as he took aim; he' d learned on the
range in Boot Camp how tiny pulsesin the arms and legs could be transmitted to aweapon and throw off
one' sam; he should have redized they’ d have more effect on awegpon that needed to have atighter
lock on itsimpact point.

Thistime hisam was steadier. The dot didn’t hold astightly as Dwan’ s had, but the bobble was less
than amillimeter.

“Isthat good enough?’ he asked, rolling to the side and looking up.

But Dwan was no longer there; she wasfive meters away, leaning over Lance Corpord Wazzen, giving
the junior reconman ingtruction.



Ddy shot aglare at her, but quickly wiped it off hisface; he didn’t want the Queen of Killersto seeit.
He resumed hisfiring position and tried again. After afew more shots, hisdot held steady within itsown
diameter on every shot.

“If you can do just aswdll sitting and kneeling,” Dwan suddenly said, “that’ s good enough to qudify as
Marksman.”

Daly rolled hafway to the side and looked over his shoulder. She was standing between hiswide-spread
feet, looking downrange.

“How long have you been there?’ he asked.

“Long enough.” Shelooked down at him. “Y our Marines needed more attention than you did. You're
pretty good, big boy. Try the sitting position now.” She gracefully stepped from between hisfedt.

Daly swiveled up and around until he was sitting with hisfeet spread wide and his knees up. He pulled
the maser into his shoulder and leaned forward until hisarmpits did into position on top of his knees—the
gtting position he' d been taught on the range in Boot Camp, the position he’ d used in firing for
qudification adozen timessince.

Suddenly, Dwan was on her knees next to him, forcing her fingertips between his armpit and knee, pads
up. “Hold ill,” she snapped as she wiggled her fingers to where she wanted them. She held them there
for acouple of seconds, then pulled her hand out.

“No good, you' ve got a pulse on bone, you won't be able to hold your aiming point. Remember how |
sat?'Y ou should, you were eye-fucking me hard enough. Try it.”

Day remembered and turned red at her comment. “I wasn't eye-fucking you, Lance Corpord,” he
snarled, “1 was Sudying your firing postion.”

She sniffed. “Cdll it what you will, | saw you.”

Ddy didn’t confront Dwan further, but did hisfeet forward afew centimeters and straightened his back
until hiselbowswereinsde his knees. The position felt odd.

“Now try it.”

He steadied himsdlf and aimed. The dot moved more than it had when he was prone, but not as much as
thefirst time hetried prone.

“That’ s better, big boy,” Dwan said, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Keep practicing.” Then she
moved on.

By the end of the day, Day had spent two hoursin each of the three firing positions used for qualifying
with the maser. Dwan declared him good enough to quaify as Marksman, the lowest of the three
noncompetition qudification rankings.

By the end of the week his proficiency had improved to the point where he was able to qualify as
Sharpshooter with the M 14A5 maser—he missed Expert by only two points out of two hundred.



The wegpon Sergeant Jak Daly found mogt interesting the next week was the M 111 sabot rifle with 10X
optica sight. Unlike the M14A5 maser, the M 111 had stabilizersin itsforestock that the barrel rested
on. The M 111 was designed for long-range sniping: It fired afin-stabilized 8-mm projectile, with a
maximum effective range of one kilometer and akill range severa times that—even though a hit at three
klicks would be due as much to luck asto skill, ahit in avitd spot would ill kill at that distance.

“Never,never snipewith theM111 at lessthan five hundred metersl” Staff Sergeant Athon cautioned.
“It makes aloudboom and has afairly large muzzle-blast fireball. A sniper using the M111 needsthét five
hundred meters to have a chance of escaping whoever—or whatever—comes for him after hefires. A
full klick isbetter: Therifle sreport probably won't be heard at that distance, and the fireball won't be
seen by anybody who isn't looking in the shooter’ s direction.”

Daly qudified Expert with the M 111. He chose not to fire the M2Z mid-range projectilerifle for
qudification; two new qudificationswere enough for now.

CHAPTER

TWO
Ramuncho’s Restaurant, New Granum, Union of Margelan, Atlas

For Jorge Lavager, the Union of Margelan’ sleader and arepresentative to the Atlas League of Nations,
dining at Ramuncho’sin New Granum during work hours could be an orded, because everywhere he
went the presswas sure to follow. And in these times when the nations of Atlas seemed on theverge of a
war that many commentators and politicians claimed would threaten the precious trade routes of the
Confederation of Human Worldsin the Atlas Sector, reporters swarmed like bees about a honeycomb
whenever Lavager gppeared in public. So he dined during the off hours or late at night when business
kept him in town, often in aback room reserved for hisuse, and always with friends.

Tothe great congternation of Franklin a-Rashid, his Chief of Security, Lavager had dismissed his
bodyguardsthat night. “I can take care of mysdf,” the old soldier told his security officer, patting the
Sdearm he dways carried benegath histunic.

“Sir, one of thesetimes—" d-Rashid began. Lavager was asecurity chief’ sworst nightmare, dways
taking chances and never listening to sound advice.

“Not tonight, Franklin. Now go home, leave usto our dinner and cards.”

After that night’ s dinner, cards consisted of some hands at the ancient game of Hearts. Since they were
lieutenants together, Lavager and his Army Chief of Staff, Generd Lockdey “Locker” Ollween, had
enjoyed afriendly competition seeing who could lay the queen of spades on the other. Just then, Lavager
had the two of clubsin thishand, so it was hislead. On the deal he had not gotten the right suitsto teke
all the pointsto “shoot the moon” and pile twenty-six points on the other players scores, so he had
deliberatdly shorted himsdlf in clubsto bresk heartsfirst chance and maybe get away without taking any
pointsat al. Henri Parrot, the Minister of Finance, had passed him the queen and the two of spades and
the jack of hearts. He glanced sharply at the minister, who grinned behind his hand. The dreaded queen
and two were the only spadesin Lavager’s hand!



Lockdey shifted his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other, folded his cardsinto the palm of one
hand and dowly rearranged them.

Lavager led thetwo of clubs. Lockdey regarded his hand carefully before following suit, then took the
first trick with the ace of clubs. He then led the ten of spades. Lavager played the two. He hoped
someone besides Lockd ey would take the trick and then lead clubs, so he could drop the queen, but the
old Generd took that hand aswell. Lavager fet asinking sensation in his somach because he knew
Lockdey would lead a spade next, fishing for the queen and hoping he could make one of the others eat
her and take the thirteen points that would add to their score.

Grinning evilly, Lockdey next led the jack of spades. “Goddamn you, Locker!” Lavager shouted,
dapping down the queen because he had no more spades and, according to the rules of the game, had to
follow suit. Subsequently he took twenty of the twenty-six points that made the hand.

“Locker, how the hell did you know | was short on spades?’ Lavager asked, shuffling for the next hand.
He glanced at the score pad. He had eighty-seven points, Locksey none, Henri three, and Attorney
Genera Fitz Cennedry, ten. Thirteen more points and Jorge Lavager would be out and Lockdey would
be thewinner.

“I didn’t. I've just been doing that for the past thirty years, just like you short yoursdlf in asuit soyou

can unload pointson me.” Ollween grinned, puffing contentedly on hiscigar. Oftenin their games neither
Lockdey nor Lavager won because their main concentration was on screwing each other, not winning the
game, even though they played for money—a credit apoint.

“Locker, | ought to put your ass back in the grass, remind you what’ simportant in thislife.”

“Did you hear that?’ Lockdey turned to the attorney generd. “ Just another example of how power goes
to the heads of paliticiansin this nation of ours—send aman off to war just so he can win at cards.”

“War?Did | hear someone say ‘war’ ? May | quote you on that?’

All heads snapped toward the door to the main dining room. There stood grinning none other than Gus
Gudtafferson, Galactic News Network’ s chief correspondent on Atlas.

“How the hell did you get in here?’ Lavager asked. “Why aren’t you in bed with some animd & this
hour?’

Gudtafferson made an airy gesture with one hand. “Ramuncho’ sgone home and | gaveanoteto a
waiter.” Hewaved awad of creditsin one hand and stepped unbidden into the room, making a show of
waving the cigar smoke away from hisface,

“Gutsy,” Lavager said, “you could very easily get yourself shot busting in herellikethis” Thereporter’s
nickname, one he hated but one Lavager ddlighted using, was“Gutsy Goofy,” bestowed on him because
he' d do anything to get a story and because his big ears and huge nose made him look stupid. He wasn't.
What he was was an ingstent, argumentative, opinionated interviewer who never dlowed the facts of an
issue to override his preconceived idess.

“Y ou can't shoot me, Sr, members of the mediaare immuneto nation.”

“Yeah, just likeyou're‘immune to thetruth,” Attorney Generd Cennedry commented sourly.



“How many hillions of people have you misinformed thisweek, Gutsy?’ Lockdey asked.

Gustafferson grimaced. “ Touché, General. What' sthis| hear about you going to war?” He made a show
of activating his persond comp.

“Turn that damned thing off!” Cennedry snapped.

Gustafferson made a show of deactivating his comp and putting it away. “1 have agood enough
memory,” he murmured. “ Statement?” he asked aoud, looking inquiringly at each of the officids, holding
out afist asif it were amicrophone, coming back to Lavager and smiling. “Anybody careto talk about
the imminent failure of your Five-Y ear Plan?’ He bowed toward the Minister of Finance, who scowled.
“What’ s going on out at that place near Spondu?’ The question was ddlivered like a cannonball, and it
was ingantly clear why Gustafferson wasthere at that hour.

Despite himsdlf, Lavager stiffened. Thefacility called the * Cabbage Patch” was a high-security research
center in the mountains near the town of Spondu, about forty kilometers northeast of New Granum.
“That' s atop secret government facility, Gutsy. No comment. Y ou know that.”

“But Excdlency,” Gustafferson shifted now into hisfasaly obsequious mode, “ Everyon€e stalking about
anew superwesgpon you' re developing out there. One you' re going to deploy to propel Atlasinto the
Confederation’ s economy.”

“Only because you' ve been feeding everyone that crap for the past six months, Gutsy,” Perrot replied.
“What we have at Spondu isan agriculturd research center.”

“Uhhuh. Sureitis. It justused to be aweapons research facility.”

“Things change, Gutsy,” Lavager said ascamly as he could. “Y ou know that. Hell, you change facts dl
thetimein your gories”

Gudtafferson ignored the jibe. “Come on, Jorge, an interview? Just fifteen minutes of your time?’

Lavager was not the kind of man who insisted on etiquette in his relationships with people, but the way
Gudtafferson used hisfirst name wasintended to insnuate a close persond reationship that didn't exist.

“Seemy Director of Public Affairs and take your placein line, Gutsy. When your number comes up,
aure, fifteen minutes. Now get out of here. Thisisaprivate gathering and it’ slate.”

“You don't have aprivate life, Excdlency,” Gudtafferson said, grinning, but he turned to the door and | eft
the room.

“Jorge, if you' d kept your security team on duty he’ d never have gotten in here,” the Attorney Genera
sad.

“Yesh, wdl,” Lavager dared after Gustafferson, momentarily lost in thought, “those guys have ahard
enough job asit iswithout me keegping them up al night to watch over our game. Gentlemen, we' ve got
to find out who' sleaking information about the Cabbage Petch. If that guy knows we re developing
something up there, who else knows about it?’

Office of the Director, Centra Intelligence Organization, Hunter, Earth



“So, PAmer, my dear felow, tell us. What isgoing onin, what isit, the Cucumber Patch ... 7’
“Cabbage Patch, not ‘ cucumber.” ”

“Quaint name. Speaking of cucumbers, try some of these sautéed V agarian cucumbers with adice of
thisexcedlent Ciricussian bread. Delicious, | assureyou.” Hetwittered. “ That' s probably why | had
cucumberson my mind.”

Pamer Quincy Lowell, Deputy Director for Intelligence, helped himself to the diced cucumbers so
generoudy offered by J. “Jay” Murchison Adams, Director of the Centra Intelligence Organization and
ignored the question of the Cabbage Patch while he enjoyed the cool taste of the succulent gourd.

“Thiswineisexquiste!” Somervell P. “ Summy” Amesbury exclamed. Amesbury functioned asLowdl’s
Chief of Staff. The three often lunched together in Lowell’ s office at ClO headquartersin the Fargo
suburb of Hunter.

“That wine, my dear Somervell, isa specialy imported vintage of Katzenwasser ' 48, which | received
only last week. | was sureyou’ d gppreciateit.” Lowell smiled. He helped himsdf toa
bread-and-cucumber sandwich, delicately wiping hisfingers on the monogrammed napkinsthat were a
staple feature on the table at the luncheon gatherings. “ Gentlemen, do not overdoit,” Lowell held up a
well-manicured forefinger, “we have—I know you' [l Smply love this, PAmer!'—creme d’ collon soup with
sherobie crotons as the main course!”

Pamer Quincy Lowell grunted with the pleasure of anticipation: Creme d' collon soup and especialy
sherobie crotons were afavorite of hisand one of the reasons he weighed 170 kilos.

“And for dessert | have the most wonderful sherbet,” J. Murchison Adams announced, taking another
bite of his cucumber sandwich. He wiped hislips delicately and sighed. “But now, to business! | have a
meeting with the Confederation Security Council tomorrow and I'm sure thisbusinessinvolving Atlasis
going to come up. What is going on out there, Palmer? Who're your sources? And what in Human
Spaceisthis* Cucumber Patch’ place?’

“Ah, * Cabbage Patch,’” old boy. Our source isthe chief of the trade delegation on Atlas, of course. HE's
avery experienced operative and has spread around quite abit of money to devel op his own stable of
reliableinformants. Y ou might recdl, Jay, alineitem in thisfisca year’ s budget, quite asizesble sum—"
Adamswaved the comment off impatiently. Budgetary matters, especialy contingency funds for agent
payments, were of little interest to him. His concept of what the Director of the ClO was to focus on was
drategic intdligence, not the mundane day-to-day business of administering agovernment instrumentality.
He left those detallsto hissmall army of accountants and clerks.

“Is Atlas and thisimpossible man, um—?" he turned to Amesbury.

“Jorge Liberec Lavager, Jay.”

“—this Lavager fellow any real danger to our trade routes in the Atlas sector? That iswhat the President
will wish to know tomorrow.”

Someone buzzed. “Y es?”’

“The soup course, Sr,” Adams' s secretary announced.



“Aha Senditin! Senditin!”

A functionary dressed in white from the ClO cafeteriawheded in a cart with three sseaming bowls of
soup and deftly served them. The three officers sat silently until the man had departed. Then individualy
they sampled their soup, smacking their lips, wheezing in satisfaction, and grunting with pleasure; for a
brief moment each wasin hisown little world of pure gustatory ecstasy.

“Lavager isananimd, Jay,” Lowell replied at last, leaning back and paiting hislips. “A military man, and
you know the mindset of thoselittle boys.” They dl chuckled. “Heis devel oping some sort of
superweapon.” Lowell leaned forward asif to speak intotal confidence. “We' re not sure of its
capabilitiesjust yet, but weare certain he' sgoing to useit to conquer Atlas and then start imposing
demands on us based on his Strategic position vis-a-vis our trade lanes with the outward worlds in that
sector of Human Space. He is a dangerous man, Jay.”

“One of your agents out thereisthat rather dick newsman Gustafferson, | believe? The GNN man?”’
Amesbury asked.

“He' s developed some very reliableintelligence, Summy. He knows how to dig up astory. But he'sone
of severa sources on the scene.”

“And this‘ Cucumber Patch’ or whatever they call itisthis Lavager's secret wegpons lab?’
“ ‘Cabbage Patch.” Yes, itis, Jay. We haven't penetrated it yet but we will, we will.”
“What do your analysts say about thisinfo?’

“Oh, they evduate thisinformation as highly reliable.” Lowell paused. “ The desk officer, on the other
hand, isnot so sure,” he said, carefully.

“Who'sthat?’

“AnyaSmiler. Sheknowsthat areawell,” he added quickly, “she wasthere as an agent afew years

“God,” Adamslet out hisbreath, “it’s been forty years since | wasin thefield, more power to the
woman! But you know how these anadlystsare.” He shrugged and raised a spoonful of soup to hislips.

“Y es, we' ve had our derrieresin the reeds, and the young are welcome to the field jobs,” Amesbury
laughed.

“Yes, yes,” Lowdl agreed quickly, “they sometimes do tend to go native on us, but | assure you Ms.
Smiler isavery dedicated andyst. Hersisthe minority opinion, | must add.”

“Andthat is?’
“Jorge Lavager isa George Washington,” Lowell answered, shrugging and tasting his own soup.
“Oh, comeon! Areyou joking? Pamer!”

“Shethinks the man is no threet to the Confederation or to his neighbors on Atlas.”



“Well,” Amesbury turned to Adams, “we can discount that opinion! And the mgjority?’
“Lavager must be neutrdized.”

“Pdmer, you'll come with metomorrow. Bring copies of your full report for the other members of the
Council. Now, gentlemen, we shall enjoy that sherbet and tomorrow—uwell, tomorrow, we shal propose

picking somebody’ s cabbages.”

CHAPTER

THREE
Apartment 1F, 4816 Hale Boulevard, Hunter, Earth
“Anya, areyou ligening to me?’

Anya Smiler looked dowly away from the window. A fierce scorm was raging outside but that was not
what she had been watching. “We Il have ameter of snow by midnight, if thiskeepsup,” shesad, just to
say something. Her mind was on the meeting in the morning. “If it snows hard enough maybethey’ll call it
off and | can...” Her voicetrailed off. She shook her head and turned away from the window.

“Anya, | was saying there’ s an opera Saturday night and | havetickets for us. It's Mozart’ sldomeneo
with Carmaggilo anging thelead role”

“Thet fat dob?’

“Anyal” Tim Omix snorted in exasperation. “What' s gotten into you? Y ou’' ve been somewhere else dl
evening. If it wasn't snowing so heavily out there I’ d go on home. It’'s something in that damn job of
yours, isv't it? Don't you know it’ s not hedlthy to bring problems home from work?’ He offered Anyaa
refill, and when she shook her head, he poured more wineinto his own glass. He gulped it down and
covered asatisfied burp with one hand. By Buddha s bdls, he thought, | may aswell get drunk, there
won't be anything else here for me tonight.

Tim and Anya had been loversfor along time, werein fact on the verge of marriage, but Tim knew from
past experience there’ d be no romance between them that night, not with Anya so preoccupied. He also
knew she wouldn’t tell him what was on her mind because her work as an andyst at the Centra
Intelligence Organization was highly classfied. He poured himsalf another glass of wine. “I guess!’ll just
get drunk and deep on the couch, then,” he groused.

Anyasat down beside Tim on the couch and took the wineglass he offered her. “1 wish | could tell you
about it, Tim.”

“Wadll, tel me. Just put blanksin for the classified stuff.” Anyalaughed and kissed him. “Ah, you'redl
right, babe.” He put hisarm around her. “'Y ou haven’t washed your hair today, have you? It smells good
whenit'sdirty. Infact, | like you most when you'redirty and smelly and . . .” hisright hand began to
wander.



Anya pushed his hand away. “ Go easy on that wine would you?’
Tim leaned back. “I’ll get you later, lady. All right, go ahead, let it out.”

“Tim, the positions we advocate at ClO are formed from the top down these days, especidly with that
bastard—" she hesitated to mention Adams by name, so ingrained was her sense of loydty toward the
agency “—in charge. It used to be, agents passed intelligence to us anaysts, we, well, we andyzed it and
passed it up to the bosses, and then they’ d formulate a position. Now it’ s the other way around, we're
given subtle indications by the bosses what the political atmosphere of the moment demands and then we
find theintd to support it.”

“So, if acertain analyst who shdl remain anonymous develops an opinion that is contrary to that which is
desred ...

“Yep. That's me—more and more these days. The former director put me at HQ because he knew |
was very good at what | did. | wasagood field officer, Tim. | know the craft. But with this new crew at
thetop . ..” Shethrew her handsup in frustration.

They were both slent for awhile, Spping their wine. Anyaand Tim were mid-leve civil servants,
professondls, the people who form the stratum of government that ensuresits smooth functioning
regardless of who wasin charge. They were both at the height of their professiona careers, both in their
mid-forties, and very good a what they did, assured their assgnmentsin Fargo at the seet of the
Confederation government were gateways to further promotion. Tim’sfield was epidemiology. He
worked at the Ministry of Hedlth.

“Soo0?’

Anyasighed. “ So ther€’ sthis man somewhere. Some people think he’ sathresat to the Confederation.
They want him neutrdized. But, Tim, | know he' sno threet to the Confederation.”

“Hmmm. All right. I'll pretend to be areporter from GNN. Now who isthisguy?’ Tim drained hisglass,
sat upright, thrust the empty glass out like amicrophone, and stuck it in Anya sface. “Well, lessee, where
was your last assgnment, Ms. Smiler? Oh, out there, huh? Wel, your man must be—"

“You d makeagood andyst, Tim.”

“l anone, love. | analyze bugs, didn’t | ever tel you? And | could tell you about a certain placethat’s
‘quarantined’ but redlly it’ s off-limits because on thisworld out there are these redlly strange. . .”

Anyaput afinger to Tim'slips. “Don’t say one more word, darling, becauseif you do I’ ll haveto kill
you.”

Anya had been recruited into CIO right out of college. She had the right prerequisites, a degree with
honorsin economics and aminor in gatigtics. In her interviews she had impressed the recruiters with her
high degree of intelligence and enthusiasm for the work the CIO did. She passed dl the background
checkswith flying colors, and waswilling to travel to some very remote and inhospitable placesin her
assgnments.

At the time she was accepted into the organization, the leadership had been alot different than it became



in later years. When she was younger, the andysts at Fargo and the higher-upsin the organization had
tried to base their decisons on sound analysis from expertsin the field; the organization’ stop
management was not So sengitive to politics then or as career oriented asit became under a succession of
directors ending with Adams, the most careerist and politically astute of them all.

Adams and his associates had fallen prey to the oldest pitfalls of the intelligence business: Informationis
power, and if information is shared outside the community in itstotality, the power it confersis
diminished; only those with a“need to know” should share sensitive information and that “ need” was
confined dmost exclusively to those who gathered it; and no one outside the intelligence community could
be trusted to eva uate or protect redly senstive intelligence. So Adams released only the intelligence he
fdtit safeto impart to other officids, and when hedid, he put his own spin on what it might mean.

Anyawas not trained in clandesting, the so-caled “black,” operations. Her job asan andys inthefield
wasto fill alegitimate position in the economics section at a consulate or embassy and complete regl
work for the Confederation Diplomatic Service, but her pay and career track were controlled by CIO
and, as she did her legitimate work for the embassy, she assduoudy cultivated contacts among the local
population, collected and analyzed dl sorts of information on eventsin the world where she was
assigned, and reported back to Fargo on aregular basis. As an adviser to the ambassador, Anyatook
advantage of every opportunity to meet the important people of the worlds where she was assigned, win
their confidence, and pump them, ever so unobtrusively, for information of value to the Confederation.
Many of those people knew full well what Anya’sreal function was, but they trusted her anyway because
she had the kind of personality that made men want to put their arm around her shoulders and women
invite her homefor tea

One of her early assgnments was the Confederation embassy to the Union of Margelan on Atlas, and
she had gotten to know the Lavagers, Jorge, hiswife Annie, and their daughter Candace, who was only
an obstreperoudy precocious five-year-old at the time. That wasin the days before Lavager roseto the
politica leadership of the Union of Margelan, but Anya saw it coming and duly advised her superiors.
Events proved her to have been right and identified her asarising star anong the CIO’ sanadysdts.

Anyacameto like the Lavagers and was often aguest in their home for private aswell as officia
functions. When Jorge seized power, Anyawas persondly very satisfied that having aman like Lavager
in charge would be the best thing for the Union of Margelan and Atlasasawhole.

The prevailing attitude among the Cl O leadership that Lavager was athreat to the Confederation redlly
bothered Anya Smiler.

Tim had long ago passed out and now he snored happily on the couch in Anya s living room, snored so
loudly he' d have kept her awake even if she' d been able to deep, which she was not.

Anyatossed and turned, rearranged the bedcl othes and pillows, but deep would not comefor her that
night. Her mind ranged ahead to tomorrow—uwell, it was tomorrow already, asthe clock by her bedside
reminded her each time she turned in that direction. In afew hours Adams would meet with the President
and inform her that Jorge Lavager posed a serious threst to the economic stability of the Confederation.
If Madam Chang-Sturdevant accepted that andlysis, the only course would be to remove him. The CIO
had ways of doing that which were terminal and Adams had no compunction about using them. Would
Madam Chang-Sturdevant agree, and authorize a clandestine operation to nate Jorge Lavager?
Anyahad never met the President, but from what she knew of the woman, she didn’t think she wasthe
type of palitician who'd lightly order the murder of anyone, much less a head of state. Since she had been



in office, yes, Chang-Sturdevant’ s government had intervened in the affairs of other worlds, but those
interventions had been conventiona military operations.

Anyasmiled. Well, not al had been that “ conventional.” She thought of the Marinesthe Attorney
Generd had arranged to have sent to Havanagas, and how they’ d managed to upset everything there,
and that Marine who' d been left behind on Kingdom. He' d actually managed to overthrow the
government there. What was his name? Charles something. She’ d seen the reports. Y es, and there was
that business of the aliens nobody at Fargo was willing to admit existed. One benefit (or curse, depending
on how you looked at it) about being an intel analyst at Fargo was you got to know alot that other
people wished you didn’ t—whether you were authorized to know those things or not, and therewas a
lot she knew that she shouldn't.

Anyasighed and rolled onto her back. She flexed her knees. Ah, that was better. Tim continued to
snore. Were the concussions of that enormous snoring really shaking the bedclothes? If they were going
to stay together, Tim would have to get that snoring fixed.

Back to Atlas. Anyareflected that dissdent politica €lements on Atlas had aready tried to kill Lavager,
50 she could see precisely how Adams would proceed to neutralize him. The CIO would use that as
excellent cover to pull off asuccessful murder, blaming it on the Atlean factions that wanted Lavager
dead. She could picture Adams smoothly assuring the President that no one would ever be ableto trace
the assassination back to Fargo.

Dammit, she thought, why can't | just let thisgo? What can | do about anything? What should | do?
Eventsfollowed their own course, what effect could adip of athing like Anya Smiler have on them?
Besides, the CIO paid her, paid her well enough to afford agreat apartment and the lifestyle she enjoyed
a Fargo and aslong as they did, she owed them her silence. Silence? There was none of that in this
gpartment tonight.

Anyagot up, went into the living room, and rolled Tim onto his ssomach. That was better. She picked up
ahaf-full bottle of wine, pulled achair to the window, and looked out into the storm. It wasredlly
snowing out there; there’ d be ameter of the stuff by dawn. Nice, she thought, how nature till ruled
human events. That was one thing mankind had not yet made entirely superfluous. Oh, she thought, we
can travel faster than light and kill just about anyone we wish, but till, many peoplewon’t makeit to
work on time today because of the snow. Maybe she' d be one of them. Wdll, she had enough leave
saved up, she should take some of it, call in sick maybe. Shetook along swig from the bottle. Good.
She took another. Even better. She began to relax. Tim grunted from where he lay on the couch. That
was nice, he' d stopped that inferna bellowing.

Okay, I'll just let it go. Why not? Bigger brains than minewill decide what to do about things on Atlas.
Ill plan for retirement instead of worrying about things | can't control.

The snow swirled outside the window in mighty gusts. Thelast thing she thought before drifting off to

degp was that snowdrifts would be meters deep in the morning. The wine bottle fell from her hand and
rolled under the chair. She dept at last and the curtains trembled with her snoring.

CHAPTER

FOUR



Headquarters, 104th Mobile Infantry Division, Confederation Army, Silvasan Peacekeeping Mission,
Slvasa

Maor Generd Fitzter didn't bother looking at his primary staff when he said, “We need to find and fix
their headquarters, ladies and gentlemen. | believe al of you understand the importance of finding and
fixing it long enough for areaction forceto reach it.”

The assembled officers al studioudy avoided looking at the commanding generd’ seyes. The Slvasian
Liberation Army’ s headquarters had been located many timesin the seven months standard the 104th
had been seeking it. But every timeit was found, it moved before the division could mount an operation

againgt it.

“It' sevident that neither our own assets nor the navy’ s vaunted string-of-pearlsis capable of locating the
SLA HQ.”

Lieutenant Colonel Keveys, the divison G2—intelligence—officer clenched hisjaws and glared straight
ahead; the assetsthat so farhad located the enemy headquarters severd times belonged to him. The
problem wasn'tlocating the HQ, it wasmaintaining contact once the HQ was discovered. To date,
every recon team he sent out either had to break and lose contact, or waskilled in place. And of course,
the navy couldn’t locate the SLA headquarters, the rebels kept to deep forest where they were safe from
orbital discovery and observation. If the navy had awarship in orbit, hisrecon teams could cal down fire
on the SLA HQ when they found it. But the navy didn’'t have awarship in orbit. And the rules of
engagement wouldn’t have alowed orbita fire on the HQ anyway.

“It' simperative that we find, fix, and fuck up the SLA HQ in order to bring this campaign to aclose, so
I’ve put in arequest for assistance,” Fitzter continued. Thistime he looked directly at Kevelys, who
seadfadtly glared at the same spot of wall at which he d glared since the genera began talking about the
“intdligencefalure”

“I’ve asked the Combined Chiefsfor a Confederation Marine Corps Force Recon team,” Fitzter said.

Kevelys opened his mouth to protest and began to stand, then thought better of it and remained sitting
with his mouth clamped shut. He believed that for the army to call in theMarines wastaking the
admission of mission failuretoo far, but he wasn't about to argue with atwo-nova officer, particularly one
who happened to be his boss.

“Do you have something you want to say, Lieutenant Colonel Kevelys?’ Fitzter asked coldly.
Kevelyswas agood enough intelligence officer, and hel d been riding his reconnai ssance company very
hard to fix the enemy headquarters location. He took it as a persond affront that the division’ srecon
company hadn’t yet been able to maintain contact long enough for areaction force to hit it. But now
Generd Fitzter asked for hisopinion and he couldn’t restrain himself.

“Sr,” Kevelyssad, lurching to hisfeet, “ There is nothing the Marines can do that the army can't. Just
givemealittle moretime and we' ll find that HQ again and fix it thistime.”

“You haven't found it yet,” Fitzter snapped.

“We have, severd times, sr—asyou well know,” Keveysrasped. “It'samobile HQ, it moves every
time welocate it, and we haven’t been able to maintain contact when it moves—asthe genera dso



knows.”

The commanding genera and hisintelligence officer glared at each other for amoment. Kevelyslooked
away fird.

“I know that,” Fitzter findly said. “ And you' re probably right that the Marines can't do a better job of
locating the enemy HQ than our own assets can. But they can probably dojust as good ajob. A lot of
good soldiers have died trying to fix the enemy’ slocation—asyou well know. Marinesaren't very bright,
and they don't like to break contact with the enemy once they’ ve established it. If a Force Recon team
managesto survive discovery, they'll most likely attempt to evade capture while maintaining contact.
Maybethey’ |l manageto stay divelong enough to find out in what direction the enemy HQ heads so we
can land areaction forcein its path.”

Fitzter abruptly stepped away from the podium. “Let’slet some Marines die for achange. Maybe that' ||
change our luck.”

“Attention!” shouted the division chief of Saff as Fitzter strode out of the briefing room.
Fourth Force Recon Company, Fourth Fleet Marines, Camp Howard, MCB Camp Basilone, Halfway
“’Bout timeyou got here,” growled Sergeant Mgor Periz. “Go right on in, they’ rewaiting for you.”

“Thanks, Sar'nt Mgjor,” Sergeant Daly said, ignoring PeriZ' sremark; the company’ s senior enlisted man
always accused squad leaders of being late, even when they were standing right there when the call for
them to report went out. Daly stood at attention in the doorway of the company commander’ s office and
rapped loudly on the frame.

“Come,” Commander Wat Obannion immediately replied.

Daly took the two stepsforward that placed him a pace in front of Obannion’s desk and fixed his eyes
on thewadll directly above the company commander’ s head. He didn’t even glance at the othersin the
office: Lieutenant Tevedes, Gunnery Sergeant Lytle, and Staff Sergeant Suptra

“Sir, Sergeant Jak Daly reporting as ordered.”
“At ease, Sergeant.”

“Thank you, sr.” Daly relaxed into amodified parade rest position, feet at shoulder width, hands
clasped inthe small of hisback.

“ Sergeant, we ve got arecon mission for the army’ s 104th Mohile Infantry Divison on Silvasa. It's
pretty routine on the face of it, but there are extenuating factors that may require an extrameasure of, ah,
diplomacy.” The corner of Obannion’s mouth quirked in the beginning of asmilethat heingtantly
repressed. “Everyonein the platoon’s chain of command,” he turned his hand to indicate the othersin his
office, “isin agreement that you' re the most *diplomatic’ squad leader in the company. That'swhy I'm
sending second platoon’ sfirst squad on amission that even the most junior squad leader could
successfully command. Do you understand?’

Day managed to remain expressionless. “More or less, Sr. I’ d understand better if | knew what it was|
need to be particularly diplomatic about.”



“It' ssimple enough—for the right Marine. The 104th’s G2, a Lieutenant Colond Kevelys, believesthat
Force Recon has no capabilities his own reconnaissance people lack. And Mgor Generd Fitzter, the
divison commander, isn't convinced Force Recon can survive the mission. Y ou will need to convince
them, before you start tracking your target, that FRdoes have greater capabilities and that youcan
urvive”

Daly lifted ahand and scratched the corner of his mouth. “ Sounds pretty straightforward, sir. When do
weleave?’

“Gunny Lytle hasdl your briefing materials. HE |l probably send you off in three days. Any questions?’
“Nosgr. At least not until | study the briefing materids.”
“Then you are dismissed, Sergeant.”

“Ayeaye, ar.” Daly came to attention, stepped back a pace, executed a parade-ground-sharp
about-face, and marched from the office.

“Any words of wisdom for me, Sar’nt Mgor?’ he asked as he paused next to the sergeant mgjor’s
desk.

Periz rolled the Davidoff Anniversario he was chewing on from one side of his mouth to the other before
looking up. “Ddy,” hedrawled, “if you don’t know how to handle asimple op like this by now without
having your hand held, | need to start processing the éectronsto transfer your ass back toaFIST.”

Day laughed. “ Thanks, Sar’ nt Mgor, | knew | could count on you.” He whistled an aimlesstuneashe
left the company office and headed for his squad' s billeting area.

Commander Obannion waited until Daly was out of the company office and Sergeant Mgor Periz rose
from his desk to join them, then said, “Daly’ s an outstanding squad leader. Or do any of you know
something about him | don't?’

“1 think he' s about as good as | was before | accepted promotion to section leader,” Periz said.
“Right now | think he could make an outstanding platoon commander in aFIST,” Tevedes said.
Obannion nodded. “Outstanding in aFIST, | agree. But what about in Force Recon?’

Gunny Lytle looked bemused. “ Y ou know, Sir, every time | try to teach him something, he aready
knowsit. | don’'t know about platoon commander, but with alittle seasoning, he could take on my job

without missing abeat.” He glanced at Suptraand added, “ Sorry. | don’t mean to imply that you couldn’t
dojust aswell.”

“Anyone else?’ Obannion asked, though Suptrawas the only one who hadn’t yet offered an opinion.

The section leader shrugged. “I wouldn’t have any problem following him.” He gave awry smile,
“Provided we had atour between me being his boss and him being mine.”

“Let’ssee how he handles hislittle bit of “diplomacy,” then readdress the question,” Obannion said. He
turned to the waiting work on his desk and the othersfiled out.



Aboard Confederation Navy StarshipCity of Dundee

Three days later, second platoon’ sfirst squad boarded anavy Essay ferrying cargo to the landing ship,

freight, CNSSCity of Dundee . A petty officer third met them at the docking bay, clipped them onto a
guiddine, and towed them through the weightlessness of anavy starship in orbit to the cabin that would
betheir quartersfor the duration of their voyageto Silvasa.

When they reached the cabin the third class dapped a diagram on the bulkhead just insde the hatch and
sad, “This schematic shows you where the gdlley, the gym, and thelibrary are. Y ou read it—"

“Thanks, petty officer,” Daly interrupted him. “I’ ve sailed onHomdal e class ships before, | know how to
find my way around. Is our use schedule posted there?” He nodded at a blank screen next to the
schemdtic.

“Whatever you say, Sergeant,” thethird class said in atone that made clear he meant anything but. “Y ou
know how to accessit?’

Ddy kicked into agentle cross-cabin movement in the starship’ s orbital null-G and stopped himsdf with
one hand next to the control panel alongside the screen. He touched the controls and the panel sprang to
life, displaying the Force Recon squad’ s schedule for using the troop mess, crew’sgym, and ship’s
library.

“If the jacks work, we won't need to vigt the library unless we want the exercise of getting there and
back,” he said.

“1 guessyou know where the jacks are?’
“Wazzen, show the man.”

Lance Corpora Wazzen, the squad’ s most junior man, grinned crookedly and reached over one of the
wall-mounted bunks. He did asmdl pand to the side, exposing the plug-in jacks for the ship’slibrary.

“Anything else we need to know?’ Daly asked.

Thethird class dowly shook his head. “Looks like you' ve got everything under control. Unless you need
to know when we break orbit.”

Daly tapped hiswrist comp and looked at its display. “ Scheduled for twelve hours, seventeen minutes
standard from now,” he said. “ And the most junior of us has made more than adozen jumps, so wedl
know that routine, t0o.”

“Happy sailing, then,” thethird class said, backing out of the cabin. He closed the hatch, but not quickly
enough to keep the Marines from seeing the disgusted expression that washed over hisface—he' d been
looking forward to making the Marinesfed dumb by showing them thingsthey didn’t know about.

The Marines laughed at the closed hatch.

“Ah, sailors,” chortled Sergeant Kindy, the assstant squad leader. “| guessthey don't teach them
anymore that one of the mgjor functions of early Marineswas keeping sailorsin line aboard ship.”

“That meant we had to know our way around their ships better than they did,” added the senior



reconman, Corporal Nomonon.

“They probablydo remember,” said Lance Corporal Wazzen, “and that’ s why they keep trying to make
uslook dumb.”

Thetrip to Slvasawas uneventful. The four Marines spent severd hours aday in the crew’sgym,
working out to maintain their physical edge. When they weren’t otherwise occupied, they were plugged
into the ship’slibrary, refreshing their knowledge of the various Silvasian wars, learning everything they
could about the current peacekeeping operation, the history of the 104th Mobile Infantry Division, and
reading the bios and records of Mg or General Fitzter and Lieutenant Colond Kevelys—Day and his
men wanted to hit the ground running, and they wanted to make an immediate and lasting impression on
the army officersfor whom they’ d be working.

Receiving Barracks, Confederation Navy Base (Planetside), Silvasa

“So how are we going to convince that doggie light colonel?” Corpora Nomonon asked.

“Wearen't,| am,” Sergeant Daly replied. A wolfish smileflickered across hisface as helooked &t his
men. “Y ou know what a midnight requisition is. So does the army. But the army doesn't have a clue how

wedoit. I'm going to show him.”

“Shit,” Lance Corpora Wazzen muttered. “Y ou do that once the army knows how we do it; how are
we going to get any supplies we need that Mother Corpsdidn’t haveto giveto us?’

Dy laughed. “ Come on, he' sadoggie, he' s probably not smart enough to make the connection
between what | show him and our midnight requidtions.”

Sergeant Kindy shook his head. “ One of these days, boss, you' re going to say something like that where
some doggie brass will overhear you. Then your sweet asswill be grass.”

Corpord Nomonon poked him on the shoulder. “How do you know his assis swest, you two been
doing something Mother Corps might object to?’

Kindy blushed and jabbed Nomonon back. “ Shut your face. I'd go for Bella Dwan before | did that.”

Nomonon shook his head. “Man, you must have one powerful death wish.” Heturned to Daly. “Boss,
do we gotta take him on this op? He wants to go for Bella, he could blow the whole op and get us dll
killed.”

Ddy looked at the two as though he was considering whether or not to take Kindy along. Then he said,
“Tell you what. Instead of me doing it by mysdlf, we' Il dl show Lieutenant Colond Kevelysthat we have
capabilitieshistroopsdon’t.”

“So what do we do?’

Headquarters, 104th Mobile Infantry Divison, Confederation Army, Silvasian Peacekegping Mission
The corner of Lieutenant Colonel Kevelys' s mouth twitched in annoyance when an unexpected waft of
air girred astrand of hair that had dropped onto his forehead. He looked up, ready to snap at whoever

opened his office door without knocking, but bit off what he’ d been about to say when nobody was there
and the door was closed.



Hereturned to the intel analysis he’ d been studying. The enemy HQ had moved again, but not before
killing the six-man recon team that had found it and reported its position.

In order to preserve his remaining reconmen, he was teaming them up, one reconman with five
legs—regular infantry—for the search and locate missions. The success rate of the combined patrolsin
finding the enemy headquarters was nearly as good as the success rate of the pure recon patrols. Their
failureratein fixing the enemy’ slocation until areaction team could reach them was just as abysmal.

He looked up faster at another vagrant air movement. Again, nobody was there—but had he seen his
door easing closed the last centimeter?

Moving only hiseyes, he examined his office, looking into each shadow, at the Sides of everything
someone might conceivably be behind. He saw no one, nothing out of place.

He gave hishead a sharp shake. Thismission must be getting to him. He' d never before been on an
operation where adivision' s reconnaissance battalion failed so consstently in its primary misson, or
suffered so many casudties.If only, if only—

Maybe Generd Fitzter was right, maybe when those Force Recon Marines showed up and got killed it
would change their luck. But where were the Marines? Their ship wasin orbit, they should have reported
in by now.

“What' s going on here?’ he demanded out loud as air brushed across his brow again. Had the door
frame come |oose, was there some |oose pandling around it?

He got up from his desk, stomped to the door, and rattled it. It felt as solidly secure as ever. He opened
the door and looked into the outer office. His anadysts and communi cations people were dl at their
stations. He strode beyond them to the open outer door and stepped into the corridor. Nobody wasin
gght in ether direction, so unless someone had cracked his door open and shut, then immediately jumped
back to his station, nobody was playing a bad joke on him. He looked at the assistant G2, who seemed
too preoccupied with what she was doing to notice if somebody had.

He shook his head. It was the operation, it had to be.

He stepped back into his office and eased the door closed, then jumped as a voice behind him, from
near hisdesk, said, “ Sir, Sergeant Daly, Fourth Force Reconnai ssance Company, reporting as ordered.”

Kevelys spun about and croaked out something incoherent. A disembodied head floated inthe air in
front of hisdesk. Hiseyes shot |eft and right. Another disembodied head floated in midair to hisright, two
more were suspended to his|eft.

Kevelysworked his mouth to make enough sdlivato swallow, then shouted, “What the hell do you think
you'redoing?’ Then added in arising voice, “And how the hdll did you get in here?’

“I believe you were expecting us, sr,” Day said blandly. “And if nobody on your staff told you our ship
isin orbit, somebody needs some straightening out.” His head moved in away that made Kevelysthink
he must have shrugged. “Sir, my commander informed me you have never worked with Force Recon
before, so | decided to give you asmal demonstration of our capabilities. By way of introduction, Sir.”

Kevelys had recovered his poise while Day talked, and now drew himself to hismost commanding



posture. “ Someone' shead isgoing to roll!” he snapped. “I should have been informed the moment you
entered the base.”

“Sorry, sir. Nobody knew we were here until | reported to you.”

Kevelyslooked at himin utter dishelief. “ Are you trying to ingnuate that you smply watzed into a
secure army ingtalation and nobody saw or challenged you?’

“Nosdr, I'm not ingnuating thet; I’ m stating it asafact. Sir, Force Recon can go into—and safely return
from—places nobody el se can enter.”

Kevelyswould have sagged into hischair if he'd been standing behind his desk. But he wasn't, hewas
standing midway between his desk and the door.

“Out of my way,” he snarled, and staggered around his desk to sit heavily. He looked hard at the
Marines, but thistime he didn’t look at their disembodied heads, he looked at the apparently empty air
below their heads. “1 thought—" he paused to swalow. “I thought Marine chamel eons were somehow
vigble. | meanif you look right a them and you know aMarineisthere you can seehim.”

“Yesdir, that’ strue of the standard Marine chamel eon uniform. But Force Recon has greater need for
invishility, so our chameleons are more effective. We dso know how to move very, very quietly.” His
head vanished as he donned his helmet.

“Takethat hemet off!” Kevelys commanded. “1 can't seeyou.”
“Ayeaye, gr.”

Kevelys spun to hisleft. Just amoment ago, Daly had been to hisright front. Now the Marine stood a
pace away from hisleft shoulder.

“Nobody can movethat far, that fast, without making noise!”
Daly’ s shrug went again unseen. “As| said, Sir, we can move very quietly.”

“This base hasinfrared sensors around the perimeter,” Kevelys said, grasping at straws. “ Y ou couldn’t
have gotten past them without being spotted.” He jumped as something unseen landed on his hands.

“That'smy helmet, sr,” Daly told him. “Theinfrared screenisin place. If the colond would be so good
asto put it on, he can see for himself.”

Kevelys s hands shook as he wrapped his hands around the helmet. He looked at his hands and just
barely made out a ghostly image between them, though it was so faint he wasn't sure the image wasn't
redly in hisimagination. He turned theinvisible halmet about and discovered it was only chameleon on
the outside; he could seeitsinsdes, which were studded with a bewildering array of togglesand
touch-spots. He turned the helmet so the screens faced front and placed it on his head.

Ininfrared, Daly’ s head showed so clearly Kevelys could make out details. Below his chin there was
only the faintest smear of red, so dight it wouldn't be noticed by anyone not looking intently for it.
Kevelyslooked at the other Marines; they al showed the same.

“Buddha sblue bdls,” Kevelyswhispered.



“Sir,” DaAy sad after giving Kevelys amoment to digest what he was looking at, “if the colonel would
like afurther demonstration, he can sound an aert and seeif base security can catch us aswe leave the

“N-No. No, | don't think that will be necessary,” the G2 said shakily. He leaned back in hischair,
looking from one disembodied head to another. It seemed Marine Force Recon did have at leastsome
capabilities beyond those of an army divison’ s reconnai ssance battalion.

Keveyslooked at the very faint red smudges again. “How do you keep track of each other when you're
on patrol?" he asked weskly.

“We ve got red sharp vision, gir. That' saprerequisite for Force Recon.”

CHAPTER

HVE

Samlan Forest, Approximately 250 Kilometers from 104th Mobile Infantry Division Headquarters,
Slvasa

A V-Hook, the army variant of the Marine hopper, atactical troop carrier aircraft, inserted the Force
Recon squad aday’ swalk from the arealin which G2 thought the Silvasian Liberation Army’s
headquarters was hidden. The areawas large enough that Lieutenant Colonel Kevelyswould have sentin
at least ahalf dozen patrolsif he were using his own recon battalion. But Sergeant Daly had inssted the
Marinesgo in alone, and Mgor Genera Fitzter had backed him up.

The four Marinesfollowed a zigzag route to their area of operations, their designated patrol area. Even
before they reached the AO they began finding Signs of human movement among the numerous anima
tracks. Once ingde the AO they found more human tracks and encountered SLA patrols, onethefirst
day, two the second, three during the third morning. The increasing frequency of patrols could be smple
coincidence, they thought it morelikely that they were getting close to the SLA headquarters.

They stayed on the move two-thirds of the day, nibbling recon rations, commonly caled “ReRas,” as
they went. The ReRas didn’t have much bulk, so their somachs began feding hollow after aday, but the
ReRas provided dl necessary nutrients for men moving dowly and on little deep. Thelack of bulk was
important for arecon patrol that followed the injunction to “leave nothing, not even footprints.” They
wouldn't move their bowels until they returned from the patrol.

The going was surprisingly easy for adense, tracklessforest. The Samlan was multiple canopy; there
was no place where the canopy had fewer than three levels of spreading branches, and some places had
more than double that—the Samlan was one of the most heavily canopied forestsin al of Human Space.
The many canopies of the forest effectively blocked satdllite communi cations and survelllance of the
ground under them.

Sunlight reached the ground only where an upper canopy giant had died and fallen. Those scattered
places were home to a profusion of new growth, saplings and ground cover of dl sorts struggling for
growth and life before taller-growing florablotted out life-giving light and consigned them to premature



death. Where the canopy remained intact, which was most of the forest, the tree trunks grew thick, with
several meters of space between them. Little grew there, mostly analogs of moss and agee.

But animdl life flourished on the ground. Herbivorous animals gnawed maoss and agae from rocks and
trunks, nibbled falen branches and fresh leaves and fruits, crunched living bark from the trunks. Some
animals made their living more smply, by preying on unwary herbivores. Insectoids scrabbled over the
ground, devouring decomposing leaves and fruit missed by the browsers and scraps of flesh, blood,
snew, and bone |eft by the predators. And ate the waste of al the animas. Some insectoids fluttered
about to land on the animal's and scour their hides of flaking bits of dermis, or Sink proboscidesinto their
flesh to suck their fluids.

It wouldn'’t be accurate to say the Marines moved wraithlike; compared to their movement, the wraiths
of Earth legend were noisy trompers.

Along theway, without disturbing dinner or diner, they’ d passed within touching range of acarnivore
about to spring on aprey beast. They' d stepped over avenomous nyokathat lay inwait for something to
come aong and brush itstrip-tail soit could whip itsfanged head around in akilling strike. They'd
stopped to let aforaging army of meat-eating hive insectoids passlessthan ameter distant; the
meset-eaters, which could sense warm-blooded animal s tens of meters distant, ignored their presence.
And they’ d passed closdly by many more animas and insectoids without being noticed.

With one exception: A browsing dreer bolted when Lance Corpora Wazzen couldn't res st petting the
antdlopdikeanimd.

Sergeant Daly was on Wazzen before the dreer completed its second bound, his helmet againgt his
junior man’s hdmet, hisvoice carried by conduction through the hdmets.

“Don’t ever dothat,” Daly snarled. “If anybody’ s nearby he' s going to wonder what startled that thing.
Do you want a battalion of bad guysto start searching for us?’

“B-But it was socute ,” Wazzen sammered.
“Cutecan make you dead, Marine!”
“I won't do it again, Sergeant. | promise.”

“Seethat you don't.” Daly checked his sensorsfor any sign of human presence. There hadn’t been any
before Wazzen startled the dreer, there till wasn't. No sight, no movement, no scent. If there had been
before, hewould haveinitiated an immediate action instead of jumping on hisjunior man.

“Let’scatch up.”

Sergeant Kindy and Corporal Nomonon knew what had happened and that there were no enemy
nearby; they had continued moving through the forest. The faint smudges they showed in infrared were
amogt asinvisble asthe two Marineswerein visud light, but that didn’'t matter. What Day had told
Lieutenant Colonel Kevelys about how Force Recon Marines kept in touch wasn't totdly true. They did
have sharp vision, but their uniform shirtsaso had small ultra-violet lights on the shoulders. When Daly
handed his hemet to Kevelys, he' d already turned off hisUV tracker—and the Marines had their
shoulder tracking lights turned off anyway.

Day and Wazzen hustled to rgjoin Kindy and Nomonon.



Day was angry about Wazzen' s dumb stunt, but he camed down quickly. It wasonly the junior man’'s
third mission. He had performed well on the first two and, until he gavein to the dreer’s“cute,” had done
well so far on the current one. Official Force Recon policy was, one dumb mistake and you' re out. But
Daly believed everybody was entitled to one dumb mistake—as long as nobody got hurt by it. Wazzen
just had hisone. Daly would tell him when they got back onboard ship. For now, he had moreimmediate
concerns.

The multiple canopies of the Samlan didn’t only block satdllite observation and surveillance of the
ground, they aso blocked secure low-power communications from the ground to orbit—it was
something in their chemical makeup. And they blocked reception of string-of-pearls downlink GPS data;
the Marines had to rely on their helmets’ inertial guidance system to keep track of where they were.

Every Marinewho' d served long enough to have had to rely on hishelmet’ sintegrd inertid guidance
system knew how unrdigbleit could be over long distances with many turns and no obvious reference
points. First squad had gone along distance withvery many turns.

An hour after Wazzen startled the dreer and after avoiding another SLA patrol, Daly caled arest at
dead tree with ahollow bole that wasn't being used by adenning animd. Thefirst thing he did after
caling the halt was to send Corporal Nomonon up one of the treesto get a GPS reading. The GPS said
they were more than haf akilometer off wherether inertid guidance systems showed. They made the
necessary adjustmentsto the systems.

After they ate acold medl, Day took his men into the hollow bole and put them on a 25 percent dert;
one man awake while the others dept, one-and-a-haf hour shifts. Six hours after entering the bole, they
ate another quick mea and moved out again.

It wasn't long before they found another trail made by human feet. This one adso showed vehicle tracks.
Day was sure they were getting close to their objective. He moved the patrol to the sde of thetrail, as
far off asthey could get and still seeit, then pardldled it.

Three hours and five patrol evasionslater, they found the Silvasian Liberation Army’ s heedquarters.
Near the Headquarters of the Silvasan Liberation Army, Samlan Forest, Slvasa

Genera Leigh, the SLA commander, had picked alocation under five levels of canopy, wherethe
infrared sgnals of his people were shielded from orbita detection.

It was alarge camp. Judging from the number of deeping and messtents, there were probably more
than two thousand soldiers, support personnd, and others—they saw more children than could be
expected in apurely combat unit in aguerrillaarmy, so some of the women must be wives. Which didn’t
mean the wives didn’t dso have officid functionsin the headquarters—and dl the women they saw who
weren't watching children seemed to be moving about on business of one sort or another.

Day drew hismen in close where they sat in a circle back-to-back so they could watch in all directions.
They tipped their heads back so their helmets touched and they could talk via conduction without emitting
radio waves.

“Wherearewe?’ Daly asked. “Give meyour inertial readings.”

They al transmitted their inertia location readings to him. He compared theirs with his own, therewasn't



more than atwenty-five-meter difference among them. It was close enough, hewasn't goingto cdl inair
or navd gunfire gtrikes. He thought for amoment to decide their next course of action.

They had to report the location of the headquarters, that was a given. But communi cations were blocked
by the multiple canopy. Obvioudly, just as every army recon patrol had done, someone had to climb a
treeto cdl inthe report. But climbing left marks on the trees, which might have been what caused some
of the army patrolsto be found.

SLA patrols had become more frequent as the Marines neared the headquarters—Day had onein sight
right now. There could be more; the SLA didn’t have chameleons, but their uniforms were well
camouflaged, making them very difficult to see visudly in the permanent dusk under the multiple canopy,
and their uniforms had enough infra-damping capability that their sgnalsweren’t easy to spot at a
distance through trees.

Stll, Day was confident of his squad’ s ability to evade the SLA patrols, even if the security patrols
discovered signsthat told them that someone had located their camp. He was also confident that his
squad could follow the headquarters with easeif it moved.

But he! d rather not be discovered in thefirst place. So, how to climb atree without leaving marks that
one of the many patrols would spot?

“I have one patrol in sight, two hundred meters, moving from near right to upper left,” hesaid. “Any
othersin sght?’

“I have one at two fifty, near |eft to upper right,” Sergeant Kindy, directly to hisrear, reported. The
distances were approximate, they didn’t risk using range finders, which could be detected.

“Nomonon? Wazzen?’

“Clear,” Corporal Nomonon answered; he was facing deeper into the forest.

“Nobody coming out,” said Lance Corpora Wazzen; he was facing the headquarters camp.
“Let’swatch, seeif there' sapattern.”

Unmoving except for their eyes, they sat for more than four hours; they didn’t move even when a patrol
came within fifteen meters of their location. One of the Six guerrillasin the patrol held what looked like a
motion detector; another had an infra detector. Neither spotted the Marines.

The patrolsdid have a pattern. In the segment of the camp’s perimeter that they could observe, patrols
went out at gpproximate haf-hour intervals, two at atime, from spots three hundred meters apart; the
departure spots rotated counterclockwise, ahundred meters at atime. The Marines couldn’t tell how far
out the patrols went, but they came back on different routes from those on which they’ d gone out.
Neither could they tell if the patrols they saw coming back were the same as those they saw go out, only
that two hours after a patrol departed another returned about seventy-five meters counterclockwise from
where apatrol had departed two hours earlier.

“Here swhat we're going to do,” Daly said when he had seen enough.

Haf aKilometer Farther from the SLA Headquarters



They were good, the Force Recon Marines. They stepped softly and kept to the hardest ground they
could find; their boots made almaost no imprint on the ground. Even if the SLA had trackers good enough
to spot their traces, it was unlikely the one or few good enough would come acrosstheir trall, lesslikely
they’ d belooking for such dight traces.

Willing just one time to make footprints, Daly faced an gppropriate tree and planted hisfeet firmly less
than ameter in front of the trunk and leaned into the tree, bracing himsdlf againgt it with his hands. He
was the biggest man in the squad; the heaviest and strongest, though not the tallest.

Corpora Nomonon was the tallest. He climbed up Day’ s back and stood on his shoulders. Lance
Corpora Wazzen scrambled up to stand on Nomonon' s shoulders.

Sergeant Kindy, the smallest man in the squad, clambered to the top of the human spire and sank two
anchor spikesinto the tree trunk above his head. Securing himself to the anchor spikeswith ashort length
of rope, he lifted hisfeet from Wazzen' s shoulders; the Marines below him collapsed their spirewhile
Kindy affixed climbing spikesto his boots and gloves. Then he began climbing.

As soon as everybody was off him, Daly squatted down and brushed away the worst marks of his
footprints. Then, while Nomonon and Wazzen kept watch, he methodicaly picked up the chips of bark
that dribbled down from Kindy’s climbing.

It was atdl tree, and Kindy had to climb high to get above enough of the canopiesto establish
communications with asatdlite. When he was finaly high enough, he dropped two weighted lines,
camouflaged to conced themsalves againgt thetree.

Ddy grabbed one line, removed the weight, and plugged thelineinto ajack in hishelmet. A moment
later, he wastalking to the duty communications officer of the 104th Mobile Infantry Division.

“Homeboy, thisis Rover One,” he reported. “We have them.” He gave the coordinates he got from
Kindy’'s GPS. “ They have not detected us. When can we expect you? Over.”

“Rover One, are you positive you' ve located the quarry and that you haven't been detected?” The
comm officer sounded doubtful.

“That’ sadouble affirmative, Homeboy,” Daly replied flatly.
“How secureisyour position, Rover? I’ [l have to get back to you.”

“They aren’'t going to find us, but we have to go potty, so don't taketoo long.” The very
expressionlessness of hisvoice madeit sound sarcadtic.

“I'll be back, Rover. Homeboy out.”

Daly unplugged the line to the satdllite link and plugged in the other, which was connected to Kindy’s
helmet jack.

“Bad news,” hetold the assistant squad leader. “We have to wait in place until the army pullsits thumb
out of its ass and decides to do something.”

“You mean | got to stay up here?’



“With the birdiesfor the duration.”

“Therearen’t any birdies here”

“Count your blessngs. No birdies meansthey can't join the army in shitting on you.”

Kindy snorted. “With my luck, the birdieswould be the size of cows.”

“Soit'sagood thing there aren’t any birdies.”

It was almost two hours before Homeboy got back to them. He sounded amost surprised that they
were gtill in position and nothing had changed. Homeboy said a squad from the division’ s recon battalion
was on itsway to confirm their report.

“Recall that squad, Homeboy,” Daly snapped. “If that’ sdl that comes, we'll have to save their asses,
and then follow the target to tell you where your recon scared them off to. And that’ Il piss me off,
because | redlly haveto go potty. Y ou won't likeit when a pissed off Marine who hasto go potty shows
upinyour face”

Homeboy didn’t reply for amoment, then said, “Rover, say again target strength.”

“ About two thousand, Homeboy. At least haf of them are security or combat. | recommend a brigade
to encirclethe target.”

“Rover, are you positive?’

“Havel ever lied to you, Homeboy?’

Homeboy wisdly didn't reply to that, instead he said, “ Rover, wait one.”

“Wait one” in radio parlance normally means a short time, anywhere from afew secondsto afew
minutes. In thisingtance, it meant an hour, during which Day and his two men on the ground had to move

away from thetreeto let an outbound SLA patrol passby.

When Homeboy finally came back he said three battalions were on their way and for the Force Recon
patrol to go to ground.

Kindy gratefully came down from the tree and the squad returned to whereit could keep an eye on the
SLA headquarters.

Three hours later they saw patrols running back into the camp, and soldiers and others bustling about
breaking camp.

The three battalions of the 104th Mohile Infantry Division arrived from as many directions before more
than afew elements of the SLA headquarters|eft.

Genera Leigh was one of the many who were caught in the trap. There was a short, fierce fight before
the defenders surrendered—the genera didn’t want the children to get killed in the fight.

“Mission accomplished,” Daly said to his squad. “Let’ s go take adump and head for home.”



“Well done, Marines,” Genera Fitzter said when the Force Recon squad, bathed, purged, and dressed
in clean—and visible—dress reds reported to him in his office. “1 don’t know how you did it, but if you
ever decide to change services, | guarantee you ajob with me.”

“Thank you, sr,” Daly said politely. “That’ s very generous of the generd.”

Lieutenant Colond Kevelyslooked at them with amix of resentment and awed respect. Helooked at
the array of ribbons on Day’ s chest, indicating the numerous campaigns and operations he’ d participated
in, and couldn’t help noticing the first two ribbons represented Marine Corps meda sfor persona
heroism. He unclenched hisjaws and said, “1 believe the term you Marines use for ajob well doneis
‘outstanding.” Now | think | have an idea of why.”

“Thank you, sir,” Daly said with anod. “It'sdl in aday’ swork for Force Recon.”

Fitzter' s eyebrow twitched, Kevelys sjaw reclenched.

“I will write aletter of commendation to your commanding generd,” Fitzter said, then added wryly, “But
he probably expected you to perform aswell asyou did.”

“Thank you, Sr. I'm sure he did.”
“You'redismissed.”

“Thank you, gr,” Day said smartly. “Good hunting on the rest of your campaign, Sir.” Heand hismen
about-faced and marched from the generd’ s office.

Kevelys opened his mouth to admonish them for not saluting, but Fitzter held up ahand to stop him.
When the door closed behind the Marines he said, “ The sea services don't salute indoors.”

“Right,” Kevelys snarled. “ Arrogant bastards—I mean what he said about *dl in aday’ swork.” ”

Fitzter nodded. “1 agree. But when you' re as good asthey are, you can get away with abit of
arrogance.”

CHAPTER

SX

Unified World of Atlas

Atlaswasaflourishing world.

When thefirst explorers arrived they were very pleasantly surprised to find a planet that seemed created
for colonization, teeming with faunaand flora, none of which proved inimical to mankind. Thelife-forms

native to Atlas sustained the origind colonistsfor years, and adistinctive cuisine developed around native
foodguffs.



The seas on Atlas abounded with marine life, much of which was highly delectable to the human palate,
and crops of dl kinds flourished in the hospitable soils. Those early settlers established a sdlf-sustaining
colony and eventualy their descendants transformed Atlasinto amember of the Confederation of Worlds
known for itsagricultura products. Grainsthat had become amost extinct on Earth thrived on Atlas, as
did theindustry that ditilled alcohol from corn, mash, and rye—ol d-fashioned bourbon was one of
Atlas sleading exports.

The Atleans sustained themselves by growing and raising things. Hunger was unknown, and despite
severd wars over the recent decades, the granaries of Atlas had never run out. Atlaswasthe
breadbasket in its quadrant of Human Space, and its exports were highly prized.

The Atleanswere, of necessity, very careful to guard againgt the import of plant and animal speciesthat
could upset the balance of nature they’ d achieved on their world. Thusdl off-world arrivals and their
baggage were subjected to thorough ingpection and decontamination. Imports were likewise subjected to
rigorousirradiation before being released to their markets. Ships and their crewstransiting Atlasfor
whatever reason were smply quarantined at their ports of entry and the Atleans who worked there
submitted to decontamination before going home at the end of thelr shifts. Asistrue anywhere, customs
could be bypassed as officials looked the other way, but irradiation could not, and the pendty for trying
to avoid it was death. These harsh rules were strictly enforced, but again and again they had successfully
prevented dien infestations that might have ruined the crops and livestock so necessary to Atlas's
economic viahility.

Because Atlaswas primarily an agricultural world with not much heavy industry, and what industry it had
was stringently regulated, the natura environment remained largely undisturbed. The planet’ s beaches,
mountains, lakes, oceans, and nationa parks were renowned throughout Human Space for their pristine
beauty. The cities on the planet were smdll, clean, and comfortable placesto live, and people cameto
Atlasjust to get away from the hubbub of their native worlds, to enjoy the good food the Atleans were
s0 proud of, and the natura wonders of the planet. Tourism flourished on Atlas.

Ramuncho’s Restaurant, New Granum, Union of Margelan, Atlas

Ramuncho served the damansright out of their shells, piping hot just the way Jorge Lavager liked them,
but they were dso excdlent cold and in salads, served as amain course with Side dishes, or as

appetizers.

Damans (Dalmanantes postii ) were arthropoid creatures resembling the trilobites that once swamin
Earth’ s Paleozoic seas. Damans lived in thelittorasin the Great Northern Seaafew hundred kilometers
from New Granum. The Atleans raised them in huge seawater |akes and exported them to other worlds
where they were highly prized delicacies. But Ramuncho bought his dalmansright off the docksfrom the
fishing fleets and Lavager ate only those, freshly caught in the ocean. Ramuncho had a specid
arrangement with Lavager to inform him first when anew shipment of ddmansarrived in hiskitchens.

A mature dalman could provide up to two kilos of indescribably delicious meat whiletheir larvae,
harvested in vast quantities, added an ineffable flavor to salads and soups. The Union of Margelan had
for many years enforced apolicy of restocking the damansin their natura habitat, which insured a
virtualy inexhaustible supply of the creatures, much to the ddlight of gastronomes throughout Human
Space. A hdf kilo of daman meat on Earth could fetch up to athousand credits, abargain, and
connoisseurs were delighted to pay it.

Craaack! Lavager broke the cargpace with asmall hammer and then pried it open with a specid set of



tongs, essentid toolsfor adaman med. The most ddightful aromafilled the smal back room asthe
steaming meat inside the shell was exposed. “ Ahhhh,” Lavager said as he inhaed the sweet essence, “this
isliving, eh, Locker?’ He sprinkled the meat with pepper and a pecia hot sauce created from
Ramuncho’ s own secret recipe.

“Y ou use too much of that stuff, Jorge, and you won't be able to sit down for aweek,” Genera
Ollween laughed.

“If you finish off that dalman, you won't be able to stand up for aweek,” Lavager countered. Lockdey
picked up hisown hammer and deftly cracked his dalman open. The pair applied their forksin contented
dlencefor along while, occasondly drinking from iced schoonersof de.

“Damn!” Lavager exclamed at last, shoving the remnants of hismeal toward the center of the table and
producing his portable cigar humidor. “Now don't tell me, old buddy, that we aren’t living high!”
Chuckling, he offered Generd Ollween, who had aso just finished hismed, one of hiscigars.

“My God, Jorge, when did you get these?’ Lockdey admired the cigar. “ Davidoff Series Millennium
DCLVIS | can't bdieveit!” Lovingly, he clipped the end and accepted alight. He sucked the smokein,
then let it out dowly, very dowly, to savor to the utmost the exquisite flavor of the tobacco. “A daman
and a Davidoff, tonight | can die ahappy man!”

They smoked in silencefor awhile, savoring the cigar’ s easy draw, therich, full-bodied earthiness of the
tobacco in its oil-saturated dark-brown wrapper—atruly classic smoke, the crowning achievement of a
company that had been making crowning achievementsfor five hundred years. At last Lockdey said,
“Jorge, amatter of business?’

Lavager nodded his assent. He reached for and took along draft from his beer schooner.
“WE ve got to increase security about what’ s going on out at the Spondu facility.”

Lavager looked inquiringly a Lockdey. “Wedready have afull platoon of infantry assigned to security
out there. Why do we need more?’

“Top secret research facilities always require tight security, you know that, Jorge. But yes, we need to
tighten things up out there and everywhere e se, especidly everywhere e se—and that meansright inside
your own government.” He paused for amoment and then came to what wasreally on hismind,
“Gudtafferson’ s been snooping around out there. He knows it used to be awesapons research facility.”

Lavager groaned at the mention of the correspondent’ s name. “Can’t | enjoy ameal without someone
bringing up that fool’ s name? And we al know what the Cabbage Petch istoday, what it used to be
does't matter.”

“To Gustafferson, it does,” Ollwelen said. When Lavager didn't respond to that he continued, “ Gutsy
may bealot of things, but he sno fool. Besides, New Granum is swarming with agents from the
Solanums, Oleania, Satevina, and the Confederation’ s ClO. Everyone knows we' re up to something out
there and they’ re dl snooping around. But of al of the snoopers, Gustafferson’ s the most dangerous.

Y ou know how he' [l manufacture newsif he can't get anything legitimate. Look at the scandd he caused
on Willis sVenue over that case of dleged child abuse in the school system, and | don’t think you've
forgotten how he was the willing press agent for the mob on Havanagas with al the puff pieces hewrote
about the place before the Confederation cleaned it up. If Gustafferson smells even awhiff of what we're
doing out at the Cabbage Patch, the whole operation will be exposed and everything we' re planning to



do will be compromised. We can't afford that, Jorge. Y ou ought to have him shot. You'd do everyone a
favor if youdid.”

Lavager snorted and waved ahand. “Wdll, I'm not going to have the bastard executed, if that’ s what
you'redriving at, Locker. How does such aphony stay in business?’

Lockdey drank some beer. “I guess he stays in business because muck sdlls, and he’ sthe biggest
muckracker in Human Space. Y ou know, he' slike alot of these media people, he rushesin, scrapes
together a sensationd story with no depth, and rushes out to go screw up someone else. The public only
has a ten-second attention span anyway, so before the dipshod reporting is exposed, they’ re absorbed in
the next scandal and they lose track of the ones that came before.”

“Do you think someone in my cabinet, or one of the scientists out at the Cabbage Petch, isleaking
information?’

“Yes. I've got army security on the job. We' ve been tailing Gustafferson. We don't think any of our
people are talking to the other members of the League of Nations; they’ re not traitorsin that sense. But
we think with al the money Gustafferson hasto toss around he' s been able to get some disaffected souls
to talk. Nobody quite on the inside of the operation, but we think he' s gotten enough information to
know there’ sastory out at Spondu. And something else, Jorge.”

Lavager raised an eyebrow. “ Somehow, old friend, | don't think I'm going to like this‘ something elsef
very much.”

“WEe re convinced Gudtafferson isrealy adeep cover intelligence agent for the Centra Intelligence
Organization, using hisreporting career, sensational asit is, ashiscover. It'saperfect arrangement.”

Lavager looked steadily at hisold friend for avery long moment. “Then get rid of him,” he said at last.
Traveler’ sRoogt, Kraken Interstellar Starport, New Granum Terminus

Every metropolis hasits seamy sde and that was as true of New Granum as anywhere esein Human
Space. That seamy side was the New Granum planetside terminus for Kraken Interstellar Starport,
which serviced the capital and the other cities and regions that composed the Union of Margelan. The
tourigt or businessman visting Atlas viaNew Granum saw only the sparkling facilities of the port and
remained in them only long enough to make connection with trangit to their hotels. But the crews of
trangent vessal's and the human flotsam of the spacel anes that dways drift into planetsde terminas
needed someplaceto cal home, evenif only for afew hours, and that place was adidtrict of flophouses,
bars, cutthroat casinos, and other low-rent establishments that weren't particular about their clientele.
The digrict was known unofficialy as“Downside.” Besides, men on long voyages don’t turn into plaster
saints. Thelaw enforcement community of New Granum understood that and for the most part didn't
interfere with the goings-on in Downsde.

“I don’t know why you insisted we should meet in this, this, place.” The pudgy little man sniffed and
looked around the bar disdainfully. “We could’ ve met uptown, in anice restaurant.”

It hadn’t required much effort to discover that thislittle man had some bad habits that required a steady
infusion of cash. That was al that Gus Gustafferson needed to get him into the Traveler’ sRoost at
Downdgde.

“It' simportant nobody see ustogether, Ronald,” Gustafferson said camly, asif heweretakingto a



petulant child, because that was just what Dr. Ronad Paragussa looked like, an overgrown six-year-old.
“| can't take a chance on getting scooped, and you, of course, might get in serioustrouble if you were
seen talking to me. So we meet here.” Gudtafferson smiled. “Besides, this place has atmosphere, don't
you agree?’ For Downside, the Traveler’ s Roost was amost respectable, a place where spacefarers
cameto eat and drink and be on their way—to the rooms upstairs where whores and stimulants were
discreetly available, or back to their ships.

“Y-Y ou mentioned—?’ Paragussa rubbed two fingerstogether.

“Ah, yes, doctor, | did mention—" Gustafferson also rubbed hisfingerstogether, and with the other
hand passed Paragussaasmall chip. “Pop thisinto your reader. And remember, | absolutely guarantee
your anonymity, as| do al my sources, the real ones and the ones| make up.”

Paragussa’ s eyes widened when he saw the figure GNN was offering him through its reporter for the
information they wanted. He smiled and relaxed. “What isit you wish to know, Sr?’

“You areascientist. You work at the secret facility at Spondu. But you' re awell-known agronomigt,
and the Spondu facility isthought to be aweagpons research center. What does aman in your speciaty
do at afreaking wegpons lab? | smell astory here, doctor.”

“Wadll. | specidizein synthetic fertilizers, particularly the process known as hydroscopy—the absorption
of water. It'smy job to develop fertilizersthat do not absorb water.”

Gudtafferson wondered if thisfool was putting him on. Fertilizer?“What the hell isafertilizer man doing
inawegponslab?’

Paragussa shrugged. “ There are anumber of experiments being conducted at the Cabbage Patch—"

“TheCabbage Patch you say?’ Gudtafferson laughed. “ That’ sthe name of thefacility?” He shook his
head, amused. “ Someone must have a sense of humor.” When Paragussa looked confused, he added,
“It'san old children’ stale. Once upon atime young children were told that babies were found in cabbage
patches. The name, Ronald, is a sardonic admission that the * Cabbage Patch’ isacover for something
de”

The agronomist looked at the reporter as though he was being put on, then continued, ignoring the
business about “ cabbage patch” being an obvious cover. “ The nature of the activities at the Cabbage
Patch isaclosaly guarded secret. Everyone' swork is compartmentalized. Only the director and afew
government officials, presumably, know the whole picture, where dl thisresearch is directed. My part of
the project isvery small, and frankly | do not know how it fitsin with what the other scientists are doing
out there. That' sanormal security precaution at any top secret facility. Have to guard againgt espionage
and curious reporters and al that, you know.” He snickered.

Gudtafferson nodded his understanding. “ Fertilizers?’ he mused. “Y ou can make abomb out of that
suff, can't you?’

Paragussalaughed. “Y es, with the proper mixture of ammonium nitrate, explosves, fusng. But to make
abomb of any significance,” he held out his hands, “you’ d need literdly thousands and thousands of kilos
of fertilizer and then how’ d you transport something so huge to its target, and who'd resort to such a
thing given the kinds of weapons we have today?’ He shook his head. “No, we' re not building abomb
out there” Helaughed again.



“So what are you doing?’
“I have atheory.” Paragussa held up the chip and smiled.

“All right, Rondd, I'll triplethe figure if you can find out for me. But before |’ |l give one more decicredit,
you give me something, right now.”

“Very well,” Paragussa leaned across the table and whispered, “1 believe we' re developing afungoid
grain that, once released, will have adevastating effect on al varieties of food crops, wipe them out.” He
leaned back, asmug expression on hisface. “You see” he continued, “people can fight armies, resist
invasions, win wars—but how do you fight sarvation?’

“With food!” Gustafferson snapped back, sitting up straight in hischair. “With food! Destroy asociety’s
food production and the power that can feed the people rules the world! So that’swhat Lavager isup to.
Mohammed’ s uncircumcised prick!” He dapped the table and heads turned in their direction. Hiseyes
flicked around, and he leaned forward to whisper, “It'sbrilliant! Hell, Atlasis already a breadbasket. If
Lavager could destroy crop production on other worlds, they’ d naturdly turn to Atlasfor relief. The next
thing you know, he sdictating their foreign policy, likethe old Arab oil shelksdid to the North Americans
back in the twenty-first century. And once they find out what' s going on, what are they going to do?
Bomb Atlas? Destroy their source of food? Ronald,” Gustafferson snapped hisfingers, “1 need
confirmation. Can you get that for me? If you can, why GNN will gladly quadruple the figure on that
chip”

“I think s0.”
“Good! How long will it take?’
“Umm, aweek, maybe ten days? 1’ Il have to do some discreet snooping of my own.”

“WE |l meet back herein aweek, then. Excuse me now, Rondd, | haveaprdimtofile” Gustafferson
went to the nearest communications termina, chuckling to himsdf about the irony of the name of the
Spondu facility, and placed the chip he' d used to surreptitioudy record his conversation with Paragussa
into the transmit dot. He punched in anumber at the Confederation embassy. Now his controller would
know what was up. Gudtafferson amost laughed out loud. He d scored two huge scoopsin lessthan
fifteen minutes, the vita intelligence the ClO needed, and a story that once it broke would earn him a
Hillary, the most prestigious award an investigative reporter could hopefor.

Outsdeit was dark and raining dightly. Gustafferson hunched his shoulders againgt the drizzle. A damp
wind sighed between the buildings. The street was empty and dimly lit. Off in the near distance the bright
lights of the port glowed warmly. He started walking in that direction.

His badly beaten body was found in an dley severd dayslater. Dr. Ronad Paragussa never got his
money. He met with afatal accident at the facility caled the“ Cabbage Patch,” something to do with
breething too much anmonia.

Somebody had just made a serious mistake.



CHAPTER

SEVEN
Office of the President of the Confederation of Human Worlds, Fargo, Earth

“I dways get sick to my stomach when we meet with those bastards,” Madam President
Chang-Sturdevant complained to her Minister of War, who had heard it before.

“I presumeyou're referring to our illustrious ClO director and his deputy? Sted yoursdlf, Madam,”
Marcus Berentus said, grinning. “Actualy, | knew Adams s parents. Very decent people, | must say. Old
money, blue blood. Did | ever tell you | once dated hisyounger sister?| wasin pilot training a thetime
and our base was near their summer home on—"

“Wdl, Marcus,” Chang-Sturdevant interrupted him, “1’ ve never trusted those two. Never. Thirty years
ago, when | was on the intelligence oversight committee, they ran the Cl1O alot differently. | should have
removed Adamswhen | cameinto office. Not only is hisintelligence faulty—how come they never knew
what was going on on Kingdom, with this—what was his name?’

“De Tomas, Madam—"

“Dominic de Tomas, thank you. But | don’t trust them because they have their own agenda, Marcus.
Takeit from someone who' s spent her wholelifein palitics, private agendas lead to disaster.”

“I may not have been in politicsmy entirelife, Suelee,” Berentus said softly, “but my timein the army
taught me about private agendas.”

Cynthia Chang-Sturdevant stopped with her hand hafway to her head and stared at him for a moment.
Aslong asthey’ d known each other, and as close and trusted an advisor as Berentus was, thiswasthe
first time he'd ever cdled her by the name used by her family and closest friends. She shook herself, and
ran her hand aong the single, thick lock of gray hair that lay at the center of her coiffure. That Single gray
lock had started afashion craze among well-to-do ladies since Chang-Sturdevant had been in office.

“Private agendas are what' s given methisgray hair, Marcus,” she said with no acknowledgment of the
dight intimacy of hisuse of her first name. She brushed her hair into place and adjusted her blouse.
Despite her years, shewas ill avery handsome woman. And somewhat younger than Marcus. “Adams
asked for aprivate interview with me, Marcus, but I'm not that stupid. | invited you, the Chairman of the
Combined Chiefs, and the Attorney Genera. I’'m not going into the snake pit without my charmers.”

“Umm. The AG will ensure alively discussion; he despises the ClO people.” Hugyens Long, known as
“Chief,” because of hislong years as apoliceman, was aso known for his directness and acerbity and the
fact that even though he was Attorney Generd for the Confederation of Human Worlds, he was not a
lawyer. Chang-Sturdevant considered Long one of her wisest gppointments, and aong with Berentus, he
was one of her most trusted advisers.

“Wadll, let’sgo, Marcus.”

“Yes, Madam.”

They headed for the door leading from Chang-Sturdevant’ s private office to the conference room where



her cabinet usually met. Just before the door, she stopped and turned to Berentus. “Marcus, about
Adams ssger. What ever came of your date with her?’

“Nothing. | took her home well before the witching hour. Never saw her again. | shipped out the
following week. | understand she married well, asdl the Adamses did. But her parents were very decent
tome.”

“Umpf. Well, let’ shear what J. Murchison Adams and Pamer Quincy Lowell haveto tell usthat’'sso
damned important. | tell you this, Marcus, when blood stainstheir handsit’ sred, not blue.”

Chang-Sturdevant’ s parents had run alaundry.

The four men stood as the President entered the conference chamber. “ Jay! PAmer!” Chang-Sturdevant
greeted the CIO director and his deputy warmly, asif they were friends and welcome guests.
Chang-Sturdevant was a consummate politician, after dl. “Chief,” she nodded respectfully at Hugyens
Long. “Admiral Porter,” she addressed the recently elevated Chairman of the Combined Chiefs, who
stood at attention until she indicated everyone should be seated.

“Seemsto me, Madam President,” Long said, easing his bulk into his chair, “that every goddamned time
| come down hereto seeyou it snows. Remember the last time? | came here with Nast about the
Havanagas operation. Some sonofabitch tried to kill us downgtairsin the plaza. It snowed so hard that
day that—"

“Yaass,” J. Murchison Adams drawled, casting adisparaging glance a Long. “We actudly had to take
underground transport to get here, Madam President. I’ d have asked for a postponement except that
what we haveto tell you isjust too important to be delayed by the weether.”

“They're saying it stheworst gormin acentury,” Admiral Porter said. “1 had to call astarship to get
over here” Long grinned but nobody &l se seemed to have caught the joke.

“Wadll, let’ s get down to business, gentlemen. | don’t want to St around here until the snow melts.”
Chang-Sturdevant indicated Adams should proceed.

Animage of Atlasas seen from orbit flashed onto the screensin the consolesin front of each participant.
Pdmer Quincy Lowell explained the background of events on Atlas, emphasizing its strategic position
aong the spacdanes that connected many different worlds to the Confederation. He explained who
Lavager was, what he had done, how under hisinfluence the rival nations on Atlas had formed a L eague
of Nations.

“Someone nated hiswife?’ Berentusinterjected.

“Y es, very unfortunate accident. The nwas after Lavager.” Adams shrugged; to him, Annie
Lavager' s desth was inconsequentidl.

Long grimaced.
“That daughter, she’ shisonly child?’ Chang-Sturdevant asked. Candace Lavager’ simage floated on the
screens. “Beauttiful child,” she murmured. “ So asde from conquering worlds, he' sraising this daughter on

hisown. | wouldn't think he' d have time for conquests with ateenage girl on his hands.”

“Who tried to kill him?" Long asked.



“Well, there are many disaffected groups on Atlas,” Lowell answered, plainly annoyed by these
guestions, which he considered off the point. “ Jorge Lavager is,” he rushed on, “by dl accounts, an
intelligent, capable, and ruthless opponent. One of our best andysts even knows him,” he concluded.

“Thenwhy isn't he herewith us, if thisguy, Lavager, is so dangerous?’ Chang-Sturdevant asked.

“She, Madam,” Adams interjected. “What we have to discussis, ah, abit above her level, asgood as
sheis. Um, sheisan anayst, Madam President,” he concluded, asif that explained everything.

“Proceed, then.”

A satdliteimage of Spondu and the surrounding area flashed onto the screens, then shifted to a complex
afew kilometers from the town.

“Thisisaformer wespons|ab Lavager contends he' s converted into an agricultura research laboratory.
Agricultura research may in fact be going onin what they so quaintly cal the * Cabbage Patch,’ but we
believeit’sacover for thered purpose, which isthe development of asuperweapon that will give
Lavager complete control on Atlasand put him in apostion to interfere with the economies of the
different member worldsin his quadrant of Human Space.”

“ *Today Germany, tomorrow theworld ?” Long interjected.
“What?’
“Nothing.” Long sank back into his chair, asour expresson on hisface.

“It isvery important, Madam President,” Adams said, “that the nation-states of Atlas not be unified
under the leadership of thisman. It is bad enough for the people of Atlasthat they have differences of
their own that have led to severa wars, but if they are unified under the leadership of aman like Lavager,
we see a prominent threat to other worlds of the Confederation and that cannot be permitted. Of
course,” he added quickly, “what happens among the nation-states of Atlasisnot our concern.”

“What evidence do you have that Lavager intendsto extend hisreach?’ Berentus asked.

“His public statements, for one. Y ou may read them on your consoles, but | would like to play only one
of them for you now.” Lavager’ simage flashed onto the consoles and his strong voicefilled the room.

“A people must have room to expand. If we areto be agreat people we must not confine ourselvesto
our cabbage patches and think that by doing so we are preparing thisworld for our children and their
children. No. We must move outward, expand our horizons to other worlds yet unconquered and assure
the continued propagation of our people for untold generationsinto the future.”

“Thetrailer on this speech saysit was given before the Atlean Thirtieth Congress on Land Reform,”
Long sad. “How do you get some kind of interplanetary invasion out of something like that?”

“Jay?’ Chang-Sturdevant asked.
“We believethat isjust what he' s announcing, amaster plan for conquest,” Adams answered tartly.

“Dictators, siwept up in the power of their own myths, have done that before. Look at Hitler, who laid
out hisplansinMein Kampf years before he came to power.” He shot adisparaging glance a Long as he



spoke. “Lavager is preparing the Atlean League of Nations for invasion, once he stotaly subjected them
to his control. Theterm ‘ Cabbage Patch’ isacynica joke, Madam President, areference to the wegpon
Lavager isdeveloping at that facility.”

“I think you're stretching it abit, old boy,” Admira Porter spoke for thefirst time.

Adams did not bother to respond to Admiral Porter’ sremark, but rushed on. “Hereisalist of the saff
at the Cabbage Patch. Note the explosives and delivery systems specidistson thelist.”

“But there are also quite afew agronomigts there too, Jay,” Chang-Sturdevant objected.

“That is part of the cover,” Adams responded. “We ve had al those scientiststailed, and the agronomy
gpecidigs spend mogt of their time on the golf links.”

“So what do you recommend?’

Adamsdidn’t answer immediately but after ashort pause, “ Neutraize Lavager,” he answered.
“You mean kill him?” Long blurted, incredulous.

“I mean remove him, Mr. Attorney Generd.”

“No, you mean assassinate him,” Long shot back.

“1 mean diminate him as athreat to the Confederation.”

“Y ou mean kill the poor bastard. Come out and say it, Adams,” Long thundered. “Y ou' re not with the
damned Diplomatic Service anymore, you'rein the dirty tricks busness. Tell uswhat you meanin plain
languege.”

“Y ou mean nate him, don’'t you, Jay?’ Chang-Sturdevant inquired gently.
“Yes, maam,” Adamsanswered & last.

“Hugyens?’ Chang-Sturdevant turned to Long.

Long blew out his cheeks and leaned forward. “1f he hasto be‘removed,” then why not let one of those
supposed disaffected groups on Atlasdo it for us? They’ ve tried before—that’ s how hiswife waskilled.”
He gave Adams alook that suggested he thought the CIO might have been involved.

Adams sniffed, “They are not reliable. Y es, they’ ve tried before and, asthe attorney Generd pointed

out, look what happened when one did try to kill Lavager. Our assets are much more efficient, | assure
you. And they will not talk.”

“I suppose it wouldn’'t have upset anybody out at Hunter if they had gotten Lavager’ swhole family, as
long asthey got him, eh, Adams?’ Admiral Porter said.

“Surdy, Admira, you as amilitary man understand the unfortunate incidence of collatera damagein
certain operations,” the DCIO replied impatiently. He saw where this meeting was going and regretted
the presence of the other councillors. He' d been very disappointed when he learned others besides the
Presdent would be in attendance.



Long leaned back. “ Sanctioned nations have been done, ma am. It'snot illegd if it'sdonefor the
right reasons. Which, of course, iswhat the DCIO is saying, to protect the lives and interests of member
worlds. But it can only be done via presidentid authority. And if you' re asking for my advice,no! ” He
dammed afist down on the table, making the image on his console jump crazily. “The DCIO hasn't
presented convincing evidence for an nation operation againgt Lavager and if you agreeto this,
Madam President, you'll be guilty of ordering amurder.”

“Mr. Long!” Berentus exclamed.

“That’ s my opinion, Madam President, and | don't give adamn who knowsit! | believein the due
process of thelaw.” Long shrugged but glared ominoudy at Adams and Lowell.

“Oh, yeah?' Lowell responded, hisface reddening, “1 suppose that’ s what you mean, ‘ due process;’
when you ship some poor bastard off to Darkside without atria? Y our hands are just as dirty asours,
Long”

“Goddamnit, that’ s different!” Long shouted back.

“Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” Chang-Sturdevant held up her hands. “ Thank you, both of you, you vefindly
come straight to the point. Gentlemen,” she nodded at the Director of the CIO and his deputy, “the
answer is'no.” Come back when you have more concrete evidence than you' ve presented this morning.
Admira Porter? Confer with the service chiefs and prepare aplan for amilitary intervention on Atlas. Be
prepared to present it when DCIO comes back here with more evidence. We very well may haveto
‘neutraize’ Lavager, but asl seeit now we ll do it the old-fashioned way—legdly and in full public
view.” She stood up, indicating the meeting was at an end.

“Madam, may | just mention two other things?” Adams asked as he rose to hisfest. “ One, weapons
research isn't something new on Atlas. A few years ago one of the other nation-states, a South Solanum,
developed alaser riflefor military use”

“A laser riflel” Long barked alaugh. “ That’ s old technology, nobody’ s used laser riflesin acouple of
centuries”

Marcus Berentus nodded solemnly. “ Armies stopped using lasers because the technol ogy to deflect and
disperse the beams became inexpensive, making the lasers ineffective as military weapons.” He paused
and looked around the room. “Nobody uses that deflection and dispersa technology anymore, either, so
that makes lasers vigble military wespons again.”

Insde, Chang-Sturdevant made aface, but didn’t show it to the people in the room. “What' sthe other
last thing you wanted to mention?’ she asked Adams.

The DCIO gave her asmug smile. “Two, Madam, we have avery reliable agent on Atlaswho will be
making areport soon. That report should convince you our option isjustified.”

Chang-Sturdevant felt amighty surge of anger, but her long years of experiencein public life dlowed her
to suppressit. How, sheraged inwardly, could Adams know the report would convince her to authorize
an assassination before it had even been submitted to the CIO for evduation?“Well, Jay, let me seeit,
then, when it’ sfully evauated,” she responded coolly and swirled out of the room.

“Madam,” Berentus closed the door to Chang-Sturdevant’ s private office behind him, * did you hear



what old stuffed-shirt Porter said? Because of the weather he had to call for a starship to get over here
thismorning?’

Chang-Sturdevant looked at her Minister of War blankly for amoment and then burst into laughter.
They both laughed. “Marcus,” she exclamed, dapping her thigh, “the old boy does have somelifein him
after al! Now,” she plopped into the nearest chair, “1’ ve some free time before | meet with the,” she
waved a hand vaguely, “the Great Wazoo of Tubegador or whomever, so let’s have a cuppajava.”

“That isvery presdentia of you—Suelee,” Berentus smiled, taking a seat opposite Chang-Sturdevant.
She smiled at him, deciding sheliked having Marcus call her by that name, then said, “ Onefind thing,

old friend. That analyst. The one who knowsthis Lavager. Find out who sheisfor me, would you? For
her | might grant aprivate interview.”

CHAPTER

EIGHT
Office of the Director, Centra Intelligence Organization, Hunter, Earth

J. Murchison Adams cursed so foully once they were back in the privacy of hisofficeat CIO
headquartersthat PAmer Lowell actually winced. When Adams was upset he resorted to gutter language
using words not even the crustiest drill sergeant would employ with the dumbest recruits. Where he'd
learned to curse so doquently was amystery to Pamer, considering the DCIO'’ s upbringing by people
who wouldn't have said “ garbage’ if they’ d had amouthful of it.

“That rotten sonofabitch, usaless goddamned—" Adams paused to catch his breath.

“Wadl, Gudtafferson’sreport will clinch mattersfor us, old boy,” Lowel volunteered, hoping to cam the
director down.

Adams gasped and wiped hisforehead. He was quiet for amoment, trying to get agrip on himself. Then
his face reddened again and he dammed afist onto his desk. “And that goddamned bitch!” he screamed.
“| asked for aprivate meeting and she went and brought in those, those—" He broke into afit of

coughing.

“Ah, you refer to our illustrious Madam President Chang-Sturdevant and her advisors, old man? Quite
distressing, the whole affair, | must admit. Have some of this Paté Munchausen, old chap? Settle you
down abit.”

“Goddamnit, | don’t want any Paté Munchausen!” Adams shouted, but he made avisible effort to get a
grip on himself. He drank amouthful of the Club Klinko * 76 the servo had just poured. “Who ordered
thisvinegar?’ he asked, then said, “Pretty good for vinegar, though.” He drained the glass and the servo
poured another. He was getting back in control of himsalf now. “Gustafferson. Y es, PAimer, quite, quite.
He' s on to something out there, you can bet on it. Yes, hisreport will be decisive.” He spooned up abite
of the Paté Munchausen. “Umm. Very good, PAmer.” He activated the intercom on his desk. “ Get
Somervell in here, would you?’ he ordered his secretary.



Ashe entered the director’ s private office, Somervell P. Amesbury, ClIO Chief of Staff, exchanged a
rapid glance with Lowell, who shook hishead ever so dightly, indicating the blowup was over and didn’t
concern anyone a Hunter. Therest of the director’ simmediate staff had heard the row coming from his
office and everyone was walking on eggshdls. Good people were known to have been summarily fired
when the director got into these moods.

“Somervell, old boy,” Adams began, “what’ s the name of that anady<t, the one who served on Atlasand
knows Lavager persondly? Odd sort of name. Y ou know her?’

“Yes, dr. Anya Smiler. She' s been with usalong time and isavery good—"

“Yaass, I'm sure. Have her taken off the Atlas desk, would you? Assign her somewhere el se. When the
next agent report comesin from Atlas, | want it sent directly to me. | don’t want anyone else messing
withit. Particularly not her. Isthat clear”

“Very clear, sr,” Amesbury nodded. “Will there be anything else, Jay?’ He did not need to ask how the
mesting with the President had gone.

“No, no. Take care of that little matter at once and then join us back herefor lunch, will you? Y ou redly
should samplethis Paté Munchausen. Ddlightful.”

“Pdmer,” Adams began after Somervell departed, “I am not going to let thisgo. Lavager isathrest to
the Confederation, pure and smple. This government’ s policy must rigoroudy follow the rule of

bal kanizing certain member worlds into nation-states so they can pose no threets to the Confederation’s
vital interests. | donot understand why thiswoman cannot see that.”

“Wdll, Gudtafferson’ s report will swing things our way, I'm sure.”

“Yaass” Adamsdrawled. Hefinished hiswine and refilled hisglass. “But if it doesn't?” Heheld his
hands out toward Lowell.

Thiswas no rhetorical question and Lowell knew what the answer was his chief wanted, but he paused
before answering. “1f it doesn't, then, um, ah, we do it on our own?’

Adams smiled broadly and leaned back comfortably. “You sad it!”
Analysis Directorate, CIO Headquarters

Anya Smiler sat a her console, reviewing incoming intelligence reports. They were voluminous and full of
detail, mostly analyses submitted by agents on the scene reporting the latest political gossp, changesin
government personnd and policy, economic Satistics, evauations of military force structures and so on.
But over the years she had learned how to winnow out the important material in these reports and to
condenseit into afew succinct paragraphs that would give busy intelligence bureaucrats what they
needed to know. She and her colleagues were dways available to give full briefingsif asked for more
detalls.

Anyawasinvolved in areport from the station chief on Wyndham' s World about the sexual escapades
of various members of a prominent Wyndhamian religious sect when her console bleeped that avery
important, highly classified message was being relayed from the communi cations center. Her screen went
dead and then the incoming message flashed acrossiit. It was from the station chief at the embassy in
New Granum on Atlas. It was averbatim transcript from areport filed by Gus Gustafferson and it



concerned the Cabbage Patch, the aleged weapons facility. Anyacaught her breath as sheread it. She
had just gotten to the last paragraph, astandard eement in these messages where the local station chief
added his own interpretation of hisagent’ s report, when she sat bolt upright at what was written there.
Impossible! They hadn’t lost an agent Since—The screen went dead again and then the following
message flashed acrossit, COMMUNICATION WITHDRAWN. ACCESS DENIED. SPA

“SPA” weretheinitias of the CIO Chief of Staff, Somervell P. Amesbury. “What the—?" Anya
muttered. She knew that the recent meeting with the president over the Atlas Situation had not gone the
way the director had wished. Some thingsjust weren't kept secret around ClIO headquarters. She aso
knew how the director would use this report. She had asinking fegling in the pit of her somach.

Office of the Chairman, Combined Chiefs of Staff, Fargo

“Gentlemen, | give you the staple of the North American peasant for centuries—the hot dog!” Admird
K. G. B. Porter announced, holding asteaming sample of what naval personnel caled “tube steak” on his
fork. He popped it into a bun, doused it with condiments, and took a huge bite. “Umpf!” He shook his
head with pleasure and chewed vigoroudy. The other three officers, members of the Combined Chiefs,
unenthusiastically regarded their plates as the Chairman swallowed and followed the mouthful with along
draft of de. “Come on, comeon, eat up! It'll be along afternoon, gentlemen!”

White-garbed messboys stood at attention around the small dining room, the Chairman’s private mess.
He refused to use servo-robots but instead employed selected navy ratings as stewards to attend his
mesdls.

“| prefer the cheeseburger,” Army Chief of Staff Blankenship remarked, taking atentative bite of his
“hot dog.” “Umm, well, not bad,” he said.

“Cheeseburger?’ the chairman exclaimed. “ Capital ideal Sibuco,” he turned to the senior messboy, a
firgt-classrating, “put cheessburgers on the menu for tomorrow’ s lunch, would you?’

“I like spaghetti,” Generd Anders Aguinado, the Commandant of the Confederation Marine Corps said.
“But hot dogs are good too.” He took abite of his.

“They’reabit, um, ‘plebian,’” though, aren’t they, General?” Admira Sela, who had replaced Porter as
Chief of Nava Operations, said.

“Everything | likeis” General Aguinado replied. “ That comesfrom living on field rations most of my
life” Theother officerslaughed politely.

“Gentlemen, the hot dog has a venerable history. Actudly, they were origindly asausage called
‘Frankfurter’ or ‘wienerwurst’ in German. Some referred to them as * dachshund sausage,” after abreed
of dog with short stubby legs and an e ongated body, because the anima somewhat resembled the hot
dog, but aso because Americans, with their zany sense of humor, implied the sausages were actudly
made from canine meat, ha, ha. But the Americans of the early twentieth century liked them. They
became the *national mest dish,” if you will. They were actually made of pork and besf, though.”

“What are these made of 7’ Aguinaldo asked. “|I’ ve eaten dog meat. When | was acorporal, on Katusa.
These suredon’t tastelike dog.” He stuffed the remainder of theroll into his mouth and smiled around it.
“Those Katusas really know how to dice and dice adog for chow. Ummm.” He winked at the army

generd.



The two admiras quickly put down their utensils and reached for their beer. “Well, Commandant, ah,
these hot dogs are vegan, actualy. If you want hot dogswith red mesat in them you' |l have to go some
place like Atlas, where they have vast herds of meat-producing ungulates. And that brings meto the
subject of our meeting with the President this afternoon. Y ou’ ve dl been furnished read-ahead reports on
the Stuation there. Comments?’

“Ah, those dripsat ClO are dwaystrying to dip their oarsinto the water,” General Blankenship snorted.
“Asfar as| cantdl, there' sno threat to usfrom this Frankfurter guy, er, | mean Lavager, isn't that his
name?’

“Wall,” the CNO interjected, “it’s high time we invaded somebody, otherwise thefleetsare likely to get
rusty. Thelast timewe had afull-scale combined operation was that operation on Diamunde.”

Aguinaldo snorted, “Y eah, and on that operation the army genera in command proved incompetent. No
offense, Generadl,” he added in an aside to Blankenship. “And the admira in overal command was so
stupid he couldn’t even spit unless he had asenior chief standing by to shove arag in hismouth. It was
my Marines who had to save everybody on that one and I’'m againgt another bloodbath like that.” He
didn’t mention that it wasn't until he, alieutenant generd at the time and in command of the Marine forces
in the command, was placed in command of ground operations that the Diamunde campaign turned
around and the Confederation forces began winning. “1 agree with the army on thisone,” Aguinado said.
“Beddes, we' vegot alot of fishto fry asit is, and you gentlemen al know what | mean. We can't be
sending an expedition to this place without acompelling reason, and | don’t think the intelligence that

ClO has gathered on eventsthereisdl that compelling.”

“Lavager, fromwhat | cantell, iswhat the early Americanswould have referred to asa* hot dog,’
gentlemen,” Admira Porter said. “In the dang of the day that meant anyone who was exceptiondly
capable, outstanding in hisfield, et cetera. Wdl,” hewiped hislips, “J. Murchison Adams clamsto have
freshintel that will change our minds, thus this emergency meeting with the President. Before we go over
there, cigars, anyone?’ They dl roseto follow Admira Porter into the lounge. On the way out the door
he turned to Aguinado. “ Andy, you mention eating dog. Ever eat akwangduk? Well, | did once, when |
was an ensign on the CNSSJames Aspby . Didn’t know what it was at the time, of course. Damned
thing was pretty tasty, actudly. Wewereonliberty on. . .”

Office of the Director, CIO

“So they think we're ‘drips,” do they?” J. Murchison Adams laughed and shook his head. First Class
Sibuco had wasted no time making hisreport after the chairman and his party had moved from his private
messinto thelounge. Adams had trusted agentsin dmost every government office and al had hisdirect
number to call when they had information that might be of importance. “Human intelligence, PAmer,
that' s alwaysthe most reliable! Hang al these technica devicesanyway.” He changed the subject. “How
long before Sibuco’ s enlissment isup? We can't afford to lose him over there.” He arose from the table,
finished the glass of La Gran Chateau-du-Vichy *42, and reached for histunic.

“WEe I increase his stipend out of our agent fund, Jay, boost his pay up to the equivaent of anavy full
commander. That' Il keep him around awhilelonger, I’'m sure.” In former yearsthe CIO had recruited
agents from among young people who wanted to serve the Confederation; now they were recruited from
those who wanted to be servedby the Confederation.

“Pdmer, let usmake haste! Madam President awaits our imminent arrival and we await the presentation
of the late Gus Gugtafferson’ s report. Ah, fortuitous indeed, my dear Palmer, that someone murdered
him, becausethat act isthe fina nail in Jorge Liberec Lavager’ slong overdue coffin!” He shrugged into



histunic. “Damn, Palmer, when are we going to get someone on the insde in Chang-Sturdevant’ s office,
eh?’

Office of the President, Fargo

“You,” Madam Chang-Sturdevant addressed a scoop of rich chocolate ice cream, “are my one
indulgence.” She amiled and put aspoonful into her mouth. “Marcus, aworld without ice creamisa
world without asoul.”

“Speaking of things without souls, Suelee, we meet in twenty minuteswith Adams and his deputy. They
redlly think they’ re on to something thistime, otherwise why did they ask for the Combined Chiefsto be
present, aswell asthe AG and * anyone €lse you deem interested in affairs on Atlas” They’re about to
make an announcement, iswhat itis.”

“Y our ice cream, Marcus, you haven't touched it!”

“Ah,” Marcus regarded his melting scoop of strawberry, “no appetite, | guess. Look, the newsisfull of
Gudtafferson’s murder. Y ou know how the mediais, they report the massacre of amillion soulswith tota
equanimity but let one of their own get killed and they go into amourning frenzy. GNN’s been
broadcasting Gustafferson’ s face and biography al over Human Space. Ther€ |l beacall for aninquiry in
the Senate, you can bet onit. If it develops that Lavager had anything to do with it, and you can be sure
the CIO isgoing to lesk that to the media, ther€ |l beacal for afull-scaleinvasion of the planet. It's
happened before, you know? ‘ Remember the Maineg!” and dl that. Well, | have pretty good information
of my own that the late media maven Gus Gustafferson was one of CIO'sagents. | redly think we're
going to have to take CIO’ s views on Atlas serioudy thistime, and we should be prepared to consider
their request for—"

“Your ice cream? If you won't, Marcus, then—7?"
“Help yoursdf, Madam President.” He nodded indulgently.

Chang-Sturdevant scooped the strawberry into her own bowl. “ All these carbohydrates will ruin my
girlish figure, Marcus. I'm redly disappointed that you aren't protecting me from them.”

“Waell, madam, the fact of the matter is, the fatter you get the more | like it, because the more of you |
seethe better.”

“Marcus, I'll giveyou precisaly one hour to stop flattering melike that!” Chang-Sturdevant laughed. She
finished her—and Marcus s—ice cream and wiped her lips. She stood. “Well, Marcus, let us go into the
lion’s den and see what the beasts have cooked up for us.” Berentus bowed deeply and gestured toward
the door. Before going out Chang-Sturdevant paused and turned to her Minister of War. “Marcus, do
you know why | love luxury food likeice cream so much?’ Marcus shook his head. “ Because when |
was agirl, growing up, you know what we had to eat most meals? Hot dogs and boiled potatoes,
Marcus, that’swhat the Changs ate. And now that I’'m President of the Confederation of Human
Worlds, | am never again going to eat that dop!”

Office of the Chief of Staff, CIO

“Anya, my dear! Comein, comein! Please have aseat.” Somervell Amesbury stood, abeaming smile
on hisface, gesturing toward an empty chair. “1 have some extraordinarily good newsfor you!”



Anyatook the offered seat.
“How long have you been with us at the headquarters now, Anya, ten years?’
“It'll beten yearsthis summer, ar. I've been with CIO for alittle over twenty years.”

“Yes, yes. I've been reviewing your performance agppraisas recently, Anya. Y ou’ ve never falen below
‘Exceeds indl your Critical Elements. A record you can be proud of.” * Exceeds’ wasthe highest rating
aClO employee could get on their efficiency reports. “Y ou're agrade twelve, Step—" He fumbled with
her personnel record.

“Step ten, Sir.”

“Ah. Yes” Therewerefifteen gradesin the generd schedule for CIO employees. “ Steps,” there were
ten of them, were within-grade pay increases smilar to the longevity pay military personne received, and
Step Ten was the highest within-grade pay increase authorized. Grades higher than fifteen were classified
as" Senior Executive Service,” the equivaent in pay and protocol to generd or flag officersin the military
systems. The Director and the Deputy CIO were palitica gppointments, confirmed by the Confederation
Senate; the C1O Chief of Staff and the various Directorate heads at the headquarters and certain station
chiefswere Senior Executive Service appointments filled by career civil service personnd. “Wel, it' stime
you stepped up. We have athirteen position coming open and I’ ve recommended you tofill it.” A grade
thirteen was the equivaent in pay and protocol to alieutenant commander in the military service.

Anyasmiled. “Where, Sr?’

“Um, the R-76 Quadrant Desk. Y ou know that Hammond Meansisretiring, don’t you? Today’ shislast
day. Will you accept the position? Y ou’ d be senior analyst on that desk, Anya, and if you do asgood a
job there as you' ve done in your present position, | see adirectorship in your future, perhaps even station
chief somewhere, if you wish to go back into thefield.”

“I’m very honored, sir, but—"
“But what?” Amesbury knew what was coming.

“Wadll, there salot going on just now regarding Atlasand | thought with my experience | might be more
vauableto you on that desk. | saw the digpatch that just came through. Can't | stay in my present job
until the busnessthereis resolved?’

Amesbury cursed to himsdlf. The director hadn’t wanted any of the andysts to see that message. “I
appreciate your concern, Anya.” He smiled benevolently. “ Y ou're atrue professiona and that’ sthe
reason we' re transferring you to R-76.” 1t was not lost on Anyathat now she was being ordered to
accept the new pogtion. “The director has decided to handle the Atlas case persondly,” Amesbury
continued. “No reflection on you or your colleagues, of course. Y ou start in R-76 tomorrow morning.
Taketherest of the day off.” Herose and extended his hand. “ Congratulations, Anya.”

Anyatook Amesbury’ s hand. “Thank you, sir.” She knew it would do her no good to argue. She dso
knew she was being offered the plum assignment to keep her quiet. The director was about to pull
something. What Anya Smiler did not know was what she would do about it.



CHAPTER

NINE
Office of the Presdent, New Granum, Union of Margelan, Atlas

Jorge Lavager gared intently at the Army Chief of Staff. “1 want you to tell me, Generd Ollwelen, that
you had nothing to do with this,” he said, in adeceptively quiet voice. Ollwelen knew that when hisfriend
talked that way he was consumed with ice-cold anger. Lavager shoved a set of 2-D images acrossthe
table. Ollwelen recoiled. They were of the badly beaten body of Gus Gustafferson, the GNN
correspondent and ClO agent.

“I swear to God, Jorge, on my honor as an officer, that | had nothing to do with thisl” Ollwelen croaked.
“I didn’t say tokill him, | saidto ‘get rid of him,” Generd,” Lavager gritted.

“Y-Yessr!” Ollwelen stuttered. “1 spoke to your public affairs minister, Jorge, after what you said at
dinner, and told him it was your desire to declare G-Gustafferson persona non grata and deport him. |
swear! You can ask the minister.”

“What about this Paragussa out at the Cabbage Patch? | suppose that was an accident?’

“Goddamnit, sir, I’vetold you once and | won't tell you again, | had nothing to do with either of those
deaths! Gustafferson wasthe victim of amugging and Paragussa met with an unfortunate accident. Now
if you redly believe | had those guys murdered, Jorge—" Ollwelen’ sface had turned red and his eyes
flashed with anger.

Lavager raised ahand. He believed hisold friend. L ocker, who was the English king who had the
Archbishop of Canterbury assassinated?’

Ollween thought for amoment, “Henry 11, | believe.” He dumped in his seat and passed ahand over his
forehead.

“Yes. He just happened to wish out loud in the presence of some henchmen that he wanted someone to

rid him of the Archbishop and the foolswent out and murdered the old boy, thinking they were doing the
king agreat service. Henry had to do penance for hisloosetak, didn’t he? Well,” Lavager Sighed, “this,”
he gestured at the gridy images, “will be blamed on me. Y ou can count oniit.”

“Wdl, | don’t see how—"

“You don’'t? That’swhy | know you didn’t order it, because nobody could be so dense they could
possibly misstheimplications! Look. Gustafferson was an agent of the ClO, Paragussawas a source,
they met just minutes before Gustafferson was murdered, and next day Paragussawas found dead out at
thelab.”

“Um.” Ollwelen swalowed nervoudy. “Well, we' re presenting Gustafferson’ s murder asasimple
robbery gone wrong, and so far the media hasn’t picked up on Paragussal s death.”

“Yes? Are you sure? Nobody robs a person and then beats him into an unrecogni zable pulp. And the
media doesn’'t matter here, you' d better believe the CIO knows al about Paragussatoo.” Lavager rana



hand nervoudy across his own forehead. “How much did Paragussa know?’

“Not much, I'm sure. Everything’ s so compartmented at the Cabbage Patch that no one person knows
everything except the director and a handful of others, al of whom have been thoroughly checked and
are under constant surveillance. He could only speculate.”

“Wars have started over speculations too many timesto count. How much could he have speculated,
Locker?’

Ollwelen shrugged. “He might have been able to make some shrewd guesses, Jorge, but as to what
we' reredly up to out there, no, he could not have figured it out. He might have concluded we re building
some kind of powerful weapon but—"

Lavager thought for amoment. Something was not right here. He did not believe Gustafferson wasthe
victim of arobbery any more than he believed Paragussa met with an accident. But if his people didn’t
commit the murders, then who did? Was he being set up? Why? By whom? He shook his head.

“ *Building some kind of powerful wegpon' you said? That’ sal Gustafferson would have needed for a
great story. Everybody’ s wondering what we' re doing out there, chief among them the Central
Intelligence Organization. Now their spy and hisinformant are dead. Voild We had them murdered to
shut them up. And once people begin to beieve that, then why did we shut them up, they’ |l ask?Yes,” he
nodded, “we re working on something redlly big out at the Cabbage Patch and it isn’t anew brand of
fertilizer, it's some kind of damned doomsday weapon, that’ swhat they’ll al conclude. | mean after all,
nobody’ s going to believe anyone killed that little muckraker over something smal, Locker; in very high
placesthey’ |l be thinking he waskilled to hide something.”

Cabinet Room, Office of the President, Confederation of Human Worlds, Fargo, Earth
Madam Chang-Sturdevant recoiled in horror at the images of Gus Gustafferson’s mutilated corpse.

“Doweredly haveto seethis?” Marcus Berentus snorted, gesturing at the gruesome images before
them.

Privatdy, J. Murchison Adamswas very pleased with the graphic display of the murdered agent’ s body
and the effect it was having on the President. The images were creating just the atimosphere he wanted.

“Umpf,” Attorney Generd Long grunted. He d seenworsein hislong career in law enforcement. “This
guy didn’t diein amugging, you can bet your asson it.”

“Madam, | do sincerely regret that | must show you this horror, but after you' ve heard Mr.
Gudtafferson’ sreport, you will seethat dl isnot well on Atlas and we must do something about it.”

“Gudtafferson was working for you?” Commandant of the Marine Corps Aguinaldo asked. “Mr.
Adams, isn't that alittle damaging for the image of your agency as an objective intelligence agency,
recruiting members of the mediaas agents?’ Aguinado grinned. Everyone knew GNN'’ s reporting was
just about the most biased in the galaxy .

Adams slip twitched in the tightest smile as he nodded affably at Aguinaddo. “ Generd, we get our
intelligence any way we can. Besides, who ever believed the mediaisn’'t above alittle spying of their
own? Surely no intelligent person believesthey’ re above bias. Gustafferson didn’t have an unbiased bone
in hisbody, but he was adamned fine agent.”



“He doesn’t have an unbroken bone in his body, ether, judging from those pictures,” Long commented
sourly.

“I was wondering when someone was going to get him,” said Army Chief of Staff Generd Blankenship.
The President threw him a sharp glance, his ears reddened, and he dumped disconsolately down into his
sedl.

“Gentlemen! No more of these remarks, please. Now, Jay, get on with your presentation,” the President
sad sharply.

“Madam President, you' ve seen the pictures. The New Granum police are handling the investigation of
Gudtafferson’s murder as amugging gone wrong. But we have incontrovertible evidence it was aplanned
execution. He was executed because he knew too much about Jorge Lavager’s plans and Lavager had
him murdered. | beg you to listen to arecording of Gustafferson’ s report made shortly before he was
killed. It arrived only yesterday via Beamspace drone.”

“Isthis going to make melose my lunch, Adams?’ Chang-Sturdevant asked sourly.

“It isvery upsetting, Madam President, but no, it's nothing like—like—the images. But please, everyone
lisen carefully.”

For the next few moments Gus Gustafferson’ svoice, dong with that of the ClO gtation chief on Atlas,
filled the Cabinet Room. When the transcript was done everyone just sat there quietly for along moment.
Chang-Sturdevant broke the silence at last. “ All right, gentlemen, what do we do about this?’

“Maam.” Admird Porter sat up straight in his chair. “We have come prepared with aplan to put astop
to these shenanigans—"

“They're hardly * shenanigans, Admird,” Chang-Sturdevant interjected.

“I' mean these hideous plans of Lavager's,” Porter went on quickly. “We favor animmediate and direct
response, Madam President. We have a corps-sized army unit standing by, and the shipsto get it to
Atlaswithin afew days. W€ |l swoop right down on New Granum and put a screeching hdt to Lavager’s
government. Turn him over to the AG for the adminigtration of justice. My staff has prepared the
following brief, ma am, which | would liketo present—"

Chang-Sturdevant held up ahand. “Mr. Berentus, when was the last time the Confederation mounted an
invasion force againgt amember world?’

“Diamunde, ma am,” Berentus answered immediately.

“Diamunde. Y es, that was severd years ago, wasn't it, Admiral Porter?’ It was obviousto al that she
considered the chairman’ s plan for aninvasion of Atlaslittle more than hislooking for an opportunity to
exercise military force, something admirals and generasloved to do, like surgeonswho' d gladly perform
amaor operation to correct ahangnail just because they just loved to cut on people. Besides, a
successful planetary invasion would “wet down” Admira Porter’ s recent promotion from Chief of Nava
Operationsto Chairman of the Combined Chiefs. “ General Aguinddo, areyou infavor of thisinvasion
plan?’

General Anders Aguinaldo glanced over a Porter and said, reluctantly, “No, ma am, | am not. But we



discussed it, al the Chiefs did, and the consensus wasto ask for an invasion. | did not think at the time,
nor do | think even after what we' ve just been presented, that the evidence for afull-scae military
intervention is compelling. But I’ [l support Admira Porter if that isyour decison, ma am, even though my
Marines areredly spread pretty thin right now.” He paused, reflecting.

“Well, Anders, we weren't going to rely on the Corps—" Admiral Porter began, but Chang-Sturdevant
cut him off with awave of her hand.

“Do you have something more to add? she asked Aguinado.

“Ma am, Mr. Gustafferson’ sreport said the Cabbage Patch facility isbeing used to develop a
crop-killing fungus. But what | can’t get out of my mind isthefacility’ s history as awegpons research
center. Gustafferson as much as said his conclusion wasn't confirmed yet. In whatever we do, we haveto
take into consderation the fact that the Union of Margelan might have anew weapon we know nothing
about and have no effective defense againgt.”

“I understand,” she said, then turned to the Attorney Generd. “Mr. Long?’

“No, no, no, Madam President. A covert action iswhat we need here, not an invasion force. Genera
Aguinado isright, there’ s not enough evidence to support the Admird’ s plan. We need to know
more—particularly if there are new wegponsinvolved.”

Adams smiled to himself before he gave hisopinion. Heredly didn't care how Lavager was removed,
s0 long as he, as Director of the CIO, got the credit for starting the operation. He gave amenta shrug
and thought, Sometimes you’ ve got to goose the goose. “| think something must be done and soon,
Madam President. Lavager must be neutralized, and however that is doneisfine by me. | would urge
discretion, however. Perhaps breaking down the door, as Admira Porter recommends, isabit too

“Marcus?’

“Send someone in there to find out exactly what Lavager isup to. | think thisisajob for Marine Force
Recon.”

“Gentlemen?’ she asked her advisors. They dl began taking at once. She held up her hands. “All right,
gentlemen, dl right, that’s enough. Hereiswhat we will do. General Aguinado, send a Force Recon
teamn to Atlasto conduct up close reconnaissance of the Cabbage Patch. Find out what they’ re doing
there. If Lavager is preparing to extend his power by starving the member worlds of the Confederation, |
shall authorize any, | repest, any, operation to remove him, up to and including nation.

“Admira Porter, keep that corps-size force at the ready. General Aguinaldo, send out the word. AG,
see what precedents we havefor filing murder charges againgt ahead of state. Gentlemen, thank you dl
for your hard work, you in particular, Jay. ClO has come through again. Good morning to you dl.”

R-76 Desk, aWeek Later
So that’ s the plan? Anya Smiler wondered, Sitting at her cubicle and reading the report Murchison had

filed on his meeting with the President. They were going to send in areconnal ssance team to see what
Lavager was doing. The Chief had generoudy offered the expertise of the CIO’ slaboratoriesto andyze



whatever the team found. It was nearing the end of the day. Well, shedidn’t fed like going home. She
opened thefile of recent dispatches from the R-76 Quadrant. It was the usua stuff: recent economic
datistics on the various worlds in the Quadrant, analyses of recent political events on different worlds.
Nothing shewasn't familiar with. She exited the file and sat staring at her console, wondering what was
happening back on Atlas.

Anya Smiler possessed not only avery brilliant mind but aso a photographic memory, an invaluable tool
for an intelligence analyst. She had the highest security clearances and sat on agood number of task
forces so she had accessto alot of extremely sengtive intelligence information. She wondered if she
knew any of the current gaff at the embassy in New Granum. Using passwords and codewords from her
Atlas assgnment, she called up the personnd roster for the embassy. And got in! Someone had forgotten
to remove her from the access list. Each ClO station chief reported regularly on the embassy staff and
officid vigtors; information about their persondities, their shortcomings asindividuds, their assgnments,
the purpose of dl officid vidtsto embasses from off-world government officias. Often the information
contained in these reports could be used to get unwilling staffers to cooperate in clandestine operations,
but it isthe very nature of intelligence typesto collect information for its own sake, because one never
knew, even the most inconsequentia fact could some day prove useful.

Names and faces flashed across Anya s screen. She didn’t recognize any of them. She scrolled down to
thelisting of recent notable arrivals and departures. Suddenly she saw aface she recognized among the
recent vigtors. It belonged to someone caling himsdf Heintges Germanian, “courier.” He had arrived the
day before Gustafferson’s murder and departed the day after. The face was an ordinary one, but she
recognized it at once because it belonged to someone she’ d seen before, aman named Wellers Henrico,
not Germanian. He d visited the embassy a New Granum when she was assigned there and that time,
too, hisvist had been avery short one. He had arrived at New Granum just before the bungled
assassi nation attempt on Lavager, the one that had resulted in the death of Lavager’ swife, and he'd left
immediatdly afterward. On that occasion “Henrico” had aso been acourier sent to deliver high-priority
messages that could not be left to an FTL drone so hisbrief stay had seemed perfectly normal. But why
the name change? Wasit coincidence that twice he had arrived just before and then departed just after
an assassnation? That sinking fedling that had been Sitting on her ssomach for days suddenly became very
acute.

Anyaexited the Atlasfile and, hands shaking, entered her password to open an Ultra Secret listing of
“specia agents’ assigned to Atlas. Henrico was a contract assassin. So that wasit: The military would
send in a deep recon team to penetrate the secret lab and find out what was going on. Meanwhile, CIO
would infiltrate an assassin who would stand by for word from headquarters, probably based on what the
lab andlysis reveded, but maybe only on the whim of Adams, and then Lavager would be assassinated.
Or maybe he would be murdered anyway, because the Director thought he knew better than anyone else
in the Confederation how to solve problems among the member worlds. She controlled her somach only
with difficulty.

Anyagot unsteadily to her feet. She took afew momentsto compose hersalf and then headed for the
CIO laboratory facility.

Office of the Director, CIO Laboratories

Dr. Blogetta O’ Bygne, director of the labs, was a heavyset, middle-aged woman who made a show of
wesaring very thick lensesin her spectacles. She could easily have had her vision corrected through minor
surgery but preferred the ol d-fashioned glasses because she thought they added a scholarly air to her
appearance. But over the years, as one pair after another of her spectacles had gotten lost or broken,
Blogetta had wondered if she should have the surgery after al and just keep the spectacles as props. As



Anya Smiler came through the security door into the inner sanctum of thelabs, Dr. O’ Bygne was slently
congdering that possibility. Her hedlth insurance would cover the cost of the procedure.

“Annie!” she exclamed, noticing Anya.

“Bloggie!” The two women embraced warmly. They had known each other for years and got along
famoudly.

“Wél, my dear, you certainly look glum. Has Annie taken Atlas sjob and put the world on her
shoulders?’ Shelaughed enormoudly at her pun.

Anyasmiled wanly. “It sure fed sthat way, Bloggie, it sure does.” Shetook astool beside her friend's
workbench and sighed. “Not much going on down heretoday,” she commented. Usudly the labswere
crowded with industrious technicians, anayzing specimens, testing new devices, or whatever dse
techniciansdid.

“Yes, it sadow day.” O'Bygnegrinned. “I let everybody go early to get ajump on the weather. Don't
tell old Adams.” She put afinger to her lips.

Anyalaughed. Shefdt better. “Bloggie, can you do me afavor?’
“Anything.” She nodded.
“Inawhileyou'll be receiving samplesfrom a presidentially authorized operation we' re conducting on

Atlas. Would you let me know when the stuff comesin and would you—,” she hesitated, “—let me
know what you find out?’

“Ummm, ‘presidentialy authorized,” eh? Ohhh, Annie! What are you up to now? Y ou old field officers
pogitively scare thejoss sticksright off my mantelpiece.”

Anyagrinned. “The usua, but as desk officer | want to know what you find out first.”

“I'll bet you do.” O’ Bygne made adisparaging noise. “But hey, anything aslong asit stands a chance of
putting the screwsto Adams. Count on me.” She held out a pudgy hand and they shook.

R-76 Quadrant Desk, ClO Headquarters, Hunter, Earth

Back in her cubicle Anya sat at her station and tried to calm hersdlf. Her hands were shaking and she
was nearly in tears. Shetook severd deep breaths. Okay, okay, shetold hersdlf, take it easy! With effort
she managed to control her bresthing. After afew moments her hands stopped shaking. What to do?
Wéll, firgt priority was get out of the CIO! But not before she got to the bottom of what Adamswas up
to on Atlas. She had afriend at the Ministry of War. That ministry hated the Cl1O. But not yet, not yet.

On her way home Anya Smiler stopped at an FTL Union office and paid aweek’ ssdary to send a
private message to Jorge Lavager on Atlas.

Tim Omix called her that night, she put him off, something about a headache.

CHAPTER



TEN
Operations Divison, Fourth Heet Marines, MCB Camp Basilone, Hafway

The call for the commander of Fourth Force Recon Company to report to the Fourth Fleet Marine G3
was routine enough, right downtothe®. . . at your earliest convenience. . .” which ismilitary politesse
for “ Drop whatever you' re doing and get over here right now!”

Commander Walt Obannion, CO Fourth Force Recon Company, dropped whatever he was doing and
cdled for hisdriver. Five minutes after receiving the cal, he walked into the innocent-looking, but nearly
impregnable building that housed Fourth Fleet Marines' Operations department.

“Good morning, dr,” Commander Ronzo, the assstant G3, greeted him. “Th—He swaiting for you.”

“Thanks,” Obannion said, and headed for the private office of Colond Lar Szilk, the G3. Had Ronzo
begunto say “ They' rewaiting” and changed his mind? Obannion wondered. Never mind; he’ d find out
soon enough.

“Come!” Szilk said when Obannion knocked on the frame of his office door. He gestured for Obannion
to close the door behind him.

“Good mor . ..” Obanion saw that Szilk wasn't done and came to attention, facing the Marine sitting on
the sofa to the side of the G3' sdesk. “ Sir!”

“At ease, WAdlt,” Lieutenant Generd Indrus, the commanding generd of Fourth Fleet Marines, said
mildly. “ Sit down, get comfortable. Thisisinformal, that’swhy | sent for you to come hereinstead of to
my office”

“Very good, gr.” 1t might be an informal meeting, but alowly commander till called agenerd officer
“dr” no matter how much the generd firg-named him.

“Have you ever run an operation by presidentia specid order?” Indrus asked casualy.

“None that were presented to me asby ‘presidentia specid order,’” nossir.”

“I didn’t think so. I've been aMarinefor forty-five years, and thisisonly thethird onel’ve seen.” He
paused and looked inward, wondering if he should restate that; one of the other two orders had to do
with whatever it was that was going on with 34th FIST, and he'd onlyheard of that one, he hadn’t
actudly seenit.

Indrus leaned forward and handed over a sheet of paper.

Obannion raised his eyebrows. Force Recon missions of whatever classification were always
need-to-know, some even Ultra Secret, need-to-know. But what kind of mission was so secret that it

had to be hand-delivered by atop-level Marine general, so secret that it had to be committed to easily
destroyed paper rather than crystal? He gingerly accepted the sheet and read.

FROM: The President of the Confederation of Human Worlds



TO: Commanding Generd, 4th Fleet Marines
RE: Specia Orders
CLASSIFICATION: Ultra Secret Eyes Only

1. Fourth Force Recon Company will deploy Force Recon resources to the geopalitical entity called the
Union of Margelan on Atlasfor aclassfied mission. See Annex 1.

2. Appropriate transportation will be provided from Halfway to Atlas and for the Force Recon
resources return. See Annex 2.

3A. The nature of Objective Oneistwofold:

a) To determine whether or not the facility near the mountain town of Spondu, called the “ Cabbage
Petch,” forty kilometersfrom New Granum, the capita city of the geopalitica entity called the Union of
Margdan, isawegpons research facility or manufactory, or in fact an agricultura research center.

b) If thefacility is determined to be awegpons reasearch facility or manufactory:

To conduct araid to destroy it and, if possible, secure evidence of weapons research or manufactory to
bring back to Fourth Fleet MarinesHQ.

c) If thefacility isan agricultura research Setion:

To collect specimens of what is being developed and analyze said specimens using equipment to be
provided to the Force Recon resources tasked with the mission. See Annex 3.

4A. The Marines participating in thismisson will:
a) Make planetfal via surreptitious meansto be provided by the Confederation Navy;
b) Wear gppropriate uniforms and conduct themselves at dl times asin hostile territory;

¢) Do their utmost to avoid al contact with locals with the single exception of theraid, if necessary, on
thefadility.

5A. The Marines participating in this mission will, upon completion of the misson, whether or not said
completion neccessitates adestructive raid on the * Cabbage Petch” facility, depart Atlasin asurreptitious
manner so that no one on Atlas will know they have departed.

Annex 1. Personnd:

1. Themission isto be conducted by one Force Recon Platoon, plus one navy corpsman, minusits
Sniper squad.

Annex 2. Transportation:

1. Trangport from Fourth Fleet Marines Headquartersto Atlas.



a) Personnel will depart Fourth Fleet Marines Headquarters on the fast frigate CNSSAdmiral Nelson ,
currently en route to Halfway.

2. Transport from Atlas to Fourth Fleet Marines Headquarters.

a) The CNSSAdmiral Nelson will remainin orbit around Atlas until completion of the mission.
Marines from Objective One will rendezvous with CNSSAdmiral Nelson for return transport to
Hafway.

Annex 3.

1. A compact genetic analysis machine will be provided to the Force Recon resources conducting
Objective One with which to anayze organic specimens from the so-cdled “ Cabbage Patch.”

by Specia Order,
Madam Cynthia Chang-Sturdevant,
Presdent,

Confederation of Human Worlds

Obannion looked at the back side of the paper after reading the orders, then at Indrus. The orders
didn’t contain anything so far out of the ordinary that they required a specid presidentia order, or
hand-delivery by alieutenant generd. But there was that puzzling “ Objective One”’ without an “ Objective
Two” mentioned, plus paragraphs 3A, 4A, and 5A without “B” paragraphs. “ Sir?’

Indruslooked at Szilk. “1’m sorry, Lar. Need-to-know. Would you excuse us, please.”

“Certainly, sr.” 1t may have been phrased as a palite request, but Lieutenant General Indrus had
ordered Colone Szilk to leave his own office. The colondl obeyed the generd’ s order.

“Thereé smore” Indrus said when he and Obannion were done. Thistime he handed over two sheets of
paper.

Obannion read the first page, which was exactly the same asthefirst page he' d read. Then he read page
two.

“Allah’s pointed teeth,” he breathed when he finished reading. He looked up at the commanding generd
and, before he could think about it, blurted, “Has this been authenticated, Sir?” Had he thought about it,
he might not have asked.

Indrus looked at him with approval. “I’m glad you asked that, Wadt. That was my first reaction, too. |
sent a back-channel to Marcus Berentus, asking for verification.”

Obannion fleetingly wondered how many regulations Indrus had violated, bypassing the chain of
command and going directly to the Minister of War for verification of orders.

“I’ve never seen orders with a Darkside pendlty attached to them before.”



“I have, Walt. Y ou do know what that means.” It wasn't aquestion.
“Anyonewho saysanything .. . .”

“If anyone who knows about Objective Two says anything to anyone who doesn't, everyone who
knows about it goesto Darkside.”

To mogt citizens of the Confederation, Darkside was amythical place; abogeyman used by frustrated
parents to frighten misbehaving children into good behavior. But it wasred, very red. Nobody who
didn’t need to know where it was knew itslocation. A sentence to the pena world caled Darkside was
for life; nobody committed to Darkside ever |eft, not even in death for burial on their home world. If
everyone with the need-to-know about the mission was under threat of sentence to Darkside, that
explained why Obannion had never heard even awhisper of an assgnment like the one before him
carried out by Force Recon—if there ever had been such amission.

Indrus gave Obannion amoment to absorb the implications of the pendty, then got briskly back to
busness.

“I know that dl of your Marines have high enough security clearances for the misson on thefirst page of
these orders, and | believe you have snipers who have high enough clearances for the second mission. Is
thet right?’

“Yesgr.” That business about the personnel on the page-two orders. Very curious. He' d have to check
with Sergeant Mg or Periz to be positive, but he was certain that Lance Corpora Dwan had an Ultra
Secret clearance. “But, Sr, while the main mission is aroutine enough misson for Force Recon, that
second misson—it’ s an assassnation, andthat is nowhere near aroutine assignment.” Obannion paused
in thought for amoment, then said, “Offhand, | don’t think I’ ve ever heard of an nation mission
being given to Force Recon.”

Indrus looked at Obannion for along moment, considering what he should say. He decided and abruptly
leaned forward. “Walt, we both have Ultra Secret clearances. Y ou have one, | have one. There are
things we are both cleared to know, things known to amaost nobody e se in the entire Confederation of
Human Worlds. But neither of us knows everything Ultra Secret; most of that knowledge isrestricted to
those few who need to know it. A generd, especidly at my level, has a need-to-know that a commander
doesn't.

“You don’t know what I’m about to tell you, you don’t have the official need-to-know. But I'm a
Confederation Marine Corps Lieutenant Generd, andl think you need to know more than you do.

“I happen to know of four assassinations carried out by Force Recon—and I'm morally certain there
have been many more.”

Stunned, Obannion smply stared at his commanding generd. The Force Recon community was
tight-lipped; it had to be, most of what Force Recon Marines did was classfied. Nonetheless, word of
out-of-the-ordinary missions, particularly difficult missons, extremely hazardous missons—in short,
anything truly unusual—got around regardiess of their level of classification. Force Recon Marines
believed they dl had to know about the particularly unexpected or unusua, that such knowledge might
save Force Recon lives and increase the odds of mission success. How did it happen that a Force Recon
company commander didn’t know about nation missons?



Thatwasthe redl reason for Indrus meeting Obannion in the G3' s office rather than hisown; if the
commander of the Force Recon company had been called to the office of the CG, Fourth Fleet Marines,
it would be unusua enough to attract attention, and people who didn’'t have the need-to-know might try
to find out what the mission was. Obannion amost wished he didn’t know about it himself.

It was as though Indrus read Obannion’ s mind. “ Those missions were Ultra Secret, need-to-know, with
aDarksde pendlty, the same asthisone,” he said. “ The only people who will know about thismission
arethe two of us, the sniper team that gets the assgnment, and the platoon commander and platoon
sergeant who will give thefina go-ahead if Objective Two proves necessary. Now do you understand
why you' ve never heard about these missons?’

Again, Obannion fdt asthough Indruswas reading hismind. “Y essir, | guess| do.”

“Y ou’ ve got the people who can pull this mission off—including Objective Two. Now, do you have a
problem with it?’

“A problem? Let’s say rather, | have adiscomfort with it.” Obannion leaned forward. “But you checked
this out with Minister of War Berentus, and he said thisiswhat the President wants?’

“Yes, | did. And he said shewantsit.”

“WEe re Force Recon, gr. The merely difficult, we do immediately. Theimpossible may take alittle
|Orge..”

“Good. Lar will develop acover story for the primary operation; nobody not directly involved in the
planning and running of the op has the need to know about it. I’ m talking about the page one mission
now. Understand?’

“Yesdr.

“Don’t draw plansfor the page two mission, that's already been done. It came directly from the Office
of the Chairman of the Combined Chiefs.” An expresson of disgust flickered acrosshisface. “I'm afraid
| can’t show it to you yet, not until your platoon isready to embark on theAdmiral Nelson . Thenyou'll
haveto brief the platoon commander and platoon sergeant. You' |l have alittle time after that to brief your
sniper team and get them on their way. Y ou' Il have noticed that page two of the orders| showed you is
missing its Annex Two. The specific personnel details of that mission arein that annex.”

“When you’ ve got your main operation plansdrawn up,” the generd said as he stood, Obannion jumped
to hisfeet aswell. “Lar will passthem on for my approvd. Y ou' ve got three days. Lar should have your
cover story ready by then aswdll. Y ou will tellno one about page two. Understood?’

“Yesdr.

“Good day, Walt.” Indrus turned and | eft the office viaarear exit. Nobody in Operations knew he'd
been there, except for Colond Szilk—and probably Commander Ronzo.

Fourth Force Recon Company, Fourth Fleet Marines, Camp Howard, MCB Camp Basilone, Hafway

“What kind of clearance does Bella Dwan have?’ Obannion asked Sergeant Mgor Periz as soon as he
returned to his office.



“Ultra Secret.” Periz didn’t have to check, he knew these things. “ So does Sergeant Gossner.” If the
skipper wanted to know about Lance Corpora Dwan’s clearance, Periz reasoned, he'd dso need to
know her team leader’ s clearance.

“Thanks, Sergeant Mgor. | don't want to be disturbed for afew minutes.” Obannion went into his
office, closed the door behind him, and sat down to read the orders again—especially the second page,
the one he couldn’t show any of his people.

FROM: The President of the Confederation of Human Worlds

TO: Commanding Generd, Fourth Fleet Marines

RE: Specid Orders

CLASSIFICATION: Ultra Secret, Eyes Only, Darkside penalty

1. Personnd: One sniper team to consist of: one male and onefemale.

2. The mission to Atlas has a second element (Objective Two), to be conducted by one Force Recon
sniper team from the Force Recon platoon assigned to the primary mission.

3. Objective Two is contingent on the findings of the primary mission.

a) Should the primary mission determine that the Spondu facility known asthe * Cabbage Patch” isa
civilian research facility or manufactory, the sniperswill take no action, instead they will returnto
Headquarters, Fourth Fleet Marines as per instructionsin Annex 1.

b) Should the primary mission determine that the Spondu facility known as the “ Cabbage Patch” isa
weapons research facility or manufactory, or isdeveloping acrop-killing fungus, they areto neutraize
President Jorge Liberec Lavager of the Union of Margelan at aplace and time they will determine. (See
Annex 2)

4. The Marinesinvolved in Objective Two will:

a) Make planetfdl viacivilian starship transport (see Annex 1);

b) Wear civilian clothing throughout the entire deployment;

¢) Do their utmost to appear as civilian visitors on holiday (see Annex 2).

5. The Marines participating in Objective Two will, upon completion of their objective, whether or not
that completion necessitates neutraization of President Jorge Liberec Lavager, depart Atlas as scheduled
on civilian trangportation (see Annex 1).

Annex 1

a) TheMarinesinvolved in Objective Two will trangt from Halfway to New Genesee viacivilian cargo
freighter, where they will meet and embark on the SpaceFun Lines tour shipCrimson Seas for transport

to Atlas. Ticketswill be provided, aswell asastipend for housing, food, and necessary cover travel and
entertainment while on Atlas. (See Annex 2)



b) The Marinesinvolved in Objective Two will return from Atlasto New Genesee via SpaceFun Lines
tour shipBlue Ocean and trandgfer to the next available civilian freighter heading for Hafway.

by Specia Order,
Madam Cynthia Chang-Sturdevant,
President,

Confederation of Human Worlds

Obannion sighed; the orders read exactly the same as when hefirgt read them. Particularly that “one
male and one female’ on the second page. Lance Corpora Bella Dwan wasthe only female sniper in
Fourth Fleet Marines, the Office of the Chairman of the Combined Chiefs had to know that. And if it
didn’t, the Commandant’ s office should have told them. He had an idea of what the cover story in Annex
2 said, and feared Bella Dwan would rebd at it. Hewouldn't find fault with 1vo Gossner if herebelled at
it aswall.

Then hefinaly faced afacet of the assgnment he d been avoiding. BellaDwan wasthe only femde
sniper in Fourth Force Recon Company—there wasn't another woman sniper availableto pair her up
with as her team leader. Obannion wasn't positive, but he was pretty sure there wasn't another
mixed-gender sniper team in the entire Corps, women snipers were normally paired with women team
leaders. That was because of the normal hormonal response to the aftermath of violence and
death—ypeople who' d just come out of violence and death had to somehow resffirm life, and there's
nothing more reeffirming of life than sex.

It could be very bad for the morale of othersin the platoon if a sniper team leader and sniper fucked
right after akill, evenif they held off until they got safely away; those two got some, what about the rest
of us? Moreover, what would happen to discipline once asniper team did have sex? What if one wanted
to continue a sexua relationship and the other didn’t? What if one took advantage of such ardationship
to get out of duties, or to get other favors? That would be bad for overal morae and unit effectiveness.
Thiswasdirectly linked to the reason that no branch of the military alowed married couplesto servein
the same unit; if both werein the Marines, or the army or the navy, they weren’t dways assigned to the
same stations, and when they were they were assigned to different battalions or equivaent.

Obannion amogt felt safe having Bella Dwan paired with 1vo Gossner. Nobody in the company would
daretry anything sexua with the Queen of Killers, and Gossner was one of the steadiest Marinesin the

company.

He touched the intercom and said, * Sergeant Mg or, get Captains Qindall and Wainwright for me,
please. Y ou comeinwith them.”

The company’ s executive officer and operations officer arrived in two or three minutes. Periz ushered
themin.

“Come on in, gentlemen, have a seat.” Obannion gestured for someone to close the door behind them.

“What' s up, boss?’ Qindall asked as he sat.



Wordlesdy, Obannion handed him the single-page orders. Wainwright and Periz |eaned forward to read
it over the XO'sshoulders.

“I believe everyonein the company has high enough clearance.” Helooked at Periz for confirmation.
Periz nodded. “ So thefirst question is, who getsthe cal ?’

Wainwright didn’t hesitate. “First platoon still has three months to go on Carhart’ s World. Half of third

platoon ison missons and won't beintact for at least two months. Second platoon only has one squad
deployed, and it should be back within the next two weeks, standard. That |eaves second platoon asthe
only oneimmediately deployable.”

“Doyou think Tevedesisupto it?’

“Heran acouple of successful detached platoon missions when he waswith aFIST,” Qinddl said.

“Also, he' sitching to run aplatoon-size FR op,” Wainwright added.

Obannion looked at Periz, but the sergeant mgjor had nothing to add.

Obannion consdered for amoment. What histop officers said was true. He added in the fact that
Tevedes had been an outstanding squad leader during hisfirst Force Recon tour, and probably would
have been moved into the next available section leader dot if he hadn’t opted for officer training and gone
to aFIST after getting his commission. He' d acquitted himsalf well since hisreturn to Force Recon.
Obannion couldn’t think of areason to deny him this opportunity.

“Second platoon it isthen,” he decided. “ Get started on some plans, we' |l bring Tevedes and Gunny
Lytleintoit tomorrow.”

Obannion and his primary staff began studying up on Atlas.

Company Commander’ s Office, Fourth Force Recon Company

Commander Obannion finished outlining the operation to second platoon’ s commander and platoon
sergeant, then added, “Don't tell your Marines—don't tell anybody —about this. We Il give you a cover
story to tell them for now. Y our Marinesdon’t get told the real mission until you' rein Beamspace on

your last jump before Atlas. Understand?’

“Yessr,” Tevedesreplied. He was giddy about taking his platoon on amission, but not so giddy he
didn’t understand what his company commander said, or the need for secrecy.

Gunny Lytleaso said, “Yessr,” but hisreply wasfar more restrained. He wondered why thisrdatively
routine mission was being kept so secret within the platoon.

Second platoon squadbay, Fourth Force Recon Company

Preparations for mounting out on amission were aways the same whether one squad or an entire
platoon deployed, only the detail s changed.

The Marines double- and triple-checked their weapons to make sure they were in proper working
condition, and replaced any partsthey even suspected might fail. They did the same with their uniforms



and gear. Then they checked their weapons again.

They studied the operation plan and rehearsed whatever actions they were going to perform. And
checked their wegpons yet again. They read up on their objective area and studied maps of the area of
operation and the surrounding territory. And rechecked their weapons.

Lance Corpord Wazzen noticed aglaring discrepancy: The operations plan didn’t quite match the maps,
and the maps and area studies had obvioudly false names on them. He pointed that out to Sergeant Daly.

“Nokidding,” Day sad. “Did you happen to notice the classfication level of this operation?’
“Ultra Secret. S07°

“Ultra Secret. That meansthis operation plan is probably adummy, just in case somebody who doesn’'t
need to know what we' re doing gets hold of it.”

Wazzen looked at him blankly. “Then what are weredly going to do?” Thiswas hisfirst Ultra Secret,
need-to-know mission.

“Well find out when we redlly need to know.”
“When will that be?’
Daly gave anonchdant shrug. “Before we get where we re going.”

Wazzen looked like he was trying to come up with another question to ask, but Day had another piece
of information for him fird.

“Something eseit meansis, you' re confined to the company area until we mount out, and can only go to
chow with someone from the squad.”

“What!” Wazzen squawked. “Why?”

“To guarantee you don't say anything about adummy plan where someone who does't need to know
can overhear you.”

They checked their weapons and gear again.
Office of the Company Commander, Fourth Force Recon Company

Commander Walt Obannion didn’t bother looking at page two of the orders again before he sent for
Lieutenant Tevedes and Gunnery Sergeant Lytle. As much ashe might wish it otherwise. Unlike data
stored on crystal's, which could be changed, he knew the page would say the samething it did the last
time helooked at it—once words were on paper they tended to say the same thing until the paper was
destroyed.

He stood when he heard Tevedes and Lytle enter the outer office and met them at the door of hisinner
sanctum. He gave Sergeant Mgor Periz an apol ogetic shake of the head when he closed the door,
shutting histop enlisted man out of the loop. Neither Tevedes nor Lytle missed the Sgnificance of the
absence of the company’ stop dog. Wondering what was about to come down, they both stood alittle
more erect.



“Y ou both better st down for thisone,” Obannion said as he brushed past them to his desk. The two
paused just long enough for their commander to Sit before they followed suit.

Obannion looked at the two leaders of the Atlas mission levelly, then shook himself as though breaking

out of aparaytic grip. “I think you better take alook at this,” he said, handing Tevedesthe two-page
order.

Lytleleaned over to read dong with the lieutenant. When each finished reading page one, they |ooked
up. Tevedes said what he was thinking:

“What' s so important? We ve seen thisbefore.”
Lytle knew the important business was on page two. “Turn the page,” he said.

Tevedes did, and the two read.

Tevedes stopped reading before he got to the details and raised his eyes. “ Assassinate the President of a
nation-state on a Confederation member world? Isthatreally what this says?’

Obannion nodded solemnly. “Generd Indrus verified the orders, that’ swhat it says.”
“And the Darkside pendlty for everyone who knows?’
Obannion nodded again. “They’re very serious about the secrecy of thismisson.”

Tevedes sucked in abresth and blew it out. He looked Obannion in the eye and said, “1 know about this

mission. So evenif | turnit down, | can be sentenced to Darkside if anybody divulges information about
it”

“Metoo.” Obannion looked at Lytle.

Lytle had read the entire page. “Where' s Annex Two?’ he asked.
Obannion shook hishead. “1 haven't seenit yet.”

“How are we supposed to communicate with the sniper team?’ Lytle asked.

“I believe there will be encoded ingtructions for you to open before you make planetfal on Atlas. I'll
know for certain later today.”

“With the Lieutenant’ s permission,” Lytle said, looking at his platoon commander, “I think we better

accept thismission, if for no other reason than to limit how many people know about it—and so we can
have some control over those who know.”

“I think that' swise,” Tevedes agreed.
Obannion didn’'t show therdief hefdt as he nodded.

“Thank you for your confidencein us, | guess,” Tevedessaid.



“I know second platoon can execute the primary mission, Gott. And | trust your judgment, both of you,
on the secondary objective—and | know that you' ve got a sniper team that can execute that mission and
keep their mouths shut about it.”

Tevedesflinched at the second “execute,” because that’ swhat it was, an execution. “Which team?” he
asked, then shook his head. “Y ou mean Gossner and Dwan, don't you?” It couldn’t be anybody el se.

“Can you think of anyone better?’

Tevedes dowly shook hishead. “Nossir, | don't think | can.” He paused a beat, then continued, “If
Dwan’swilling to doiit. | know she talks and acts tough, and she' s an outstanding sniper. But
assassnating acivilian leader isn't the same as sniping a an enemy soldier. | strongly suspect that
somewhere deep insde she' sgot scruples. She could draw aline at the assassination of acivilian.”
“There sonly oneway to find out.”

“Yesdr, | guessthereis. Do we have acover story for where they’ re going?’

“That s part of their operationa plan, which has been drawn by higher-higher. | haven't seeniit yet.”
Obannion made aface. “ Certain eements of thismisson are being divulged only when they haveto be
known. I’'m not sure yet whether I'll be privy to those detalls.”

Tevedes shook his head; matters seemed more serious every time he heard something new. Lytle
showed no reaction; matters were every bit as bad asthe worst he' d imagined.

“Any other questions?’

“Nossir.”

“Isthe platoon ready to mount out?’

“On about one minute’ snotice.”

“Then, gentlemen,” Obannion roseto hisfeet and held out his hand, *good hunting.”

Obannion followed them to his office door and watched until they left the outer office. He turned to
Periz.

“Sergeant Mgor, I'm sorry, but they’ re very serious about this.” He left the door open as he returned to
his desk. When he sat he saw Periz standing in his doorway looking as stern as he' d ever seen him.
“Sergeant Mgor, thisisan ingance where | think you redlly are better off if you don’t know what’s going
on.” He called up the status report on the deployed elements of the company so he could look busy.

Periz continued to stand in the doorway for amoment, staring at his company commander, then snorted
and returned to his own desk, muttering about, “ There snothing a sergeant major is better off not
knowing about what hisMarinesare doing.” He sat at his console and got busy. One way or another, he
was going to find out.

CHAPTER



ELEVEN
Fast Frigate CNSSAdmiral Nelson

Second platoon, Fourth Force Recon Company, shipped out on the fast frigateAdmiral Nelson . The
only contact the Marines had with the ship’s crew was with the bo’ suns who conveyed them to their
compartments, and messmen during their mealtimes—the rest of the ship was off-limits to them, except
for thelibrary and one gym, which were designated for their exclusive use during specific hours.

The Marines didn’t chafe under the confinement, they were too busy tending to their wegpons, uniforms,
and gear, studying the operation plan and keeping themsdves physicaly fit with isometric exercisesin
their cabins. And theAdmiral Nelson 'ssailorswerejust asglad they didn’t have to deal with the
Marines. The Force Recon Marines projected an even more calm dangerousness than the Marines of a
FIST did—if such athing was possible—and most sailors thought ordinary FIST Marines were entirely
too dangerous to have around.

When the Marines hit the ship’ slibrary, they were particularly interested in maps of their area of
operations. Atlas, they found out once they were given their destination, was amost unique amnong
members of the Confederation of Human Worldsin that it didn’t have aglobe-girdling satdllite system
other than its orbita port, Kraken Interstellar. Because, again dmost unique among Confederation
member worlds, Atlas didn’'t have a planetary government, but rather a number of independent and often
antagonigtic nation-gtates. No nation-state was willing to adlow satdllites belonging to another to overfly its
territory. And nobody in the Confederation congress thought Atlas was significant enough to pressthe
issue, o when Atlas smost powerful nation-statesjointly requested that visiting Confederation navy
ships not deploy their string-of-pearls satellites, the congress so ordered.

The navy wasn't happy about that order, and the Marines |ess so; for one thing, thelack of a
string-of-pearls meant there were no up-to-date military-quality maps available. But there were other
recent maps, and the Marines of second platoon endeavored to commit them to memory. Additionaly,
everyone from squad leader up downloaded the mapsto their personal compsto carry along on the
misson.

Company Commander’ s Office, Fourth Force Recon Company, Fourth Fleet Marines, Camp Howard,
MCB Camp Baslone, Halfway

Commander Obannion had to wait until theAdmiral Nelson made her jump into Beamspace before he
got Annex 2 of the second page of the orders.

Specia Presidentia Order,
page 3, Annex 2

Annex 2

a) Cover: The Marines, one mae and onefemae, assigned to Mission Objective Two will travel asa
recently married couple* All relevant documentation (see section b) will be provided to them in sufficient
time prior to their departure from MCB Camp Basilone, Hafway, for them to memorize the necessary
detals. They will trave in civilian clothing (provided, see section ¢), under civilian passports (provided,



see section b). They will not carry any Marine Corpsidentification, uniforms, or inggnia. They will leave
their identification brace-lets behind.

*Neither the President of the Confederation of Human Worlds nor the Commandant of the Marine
Corps expect the Marines assigned to Mission Objective Two to maintain the cover of being married
when they arein private, that cover is directed to be maintained for public consumption only.

b) Documentation: The Marines assigned to Mission Objective Two will be provided with: 1) civilian
passportsin their names and with their likenesses issued by the Foreign Ministry of New Genesee (see
attached package*); 2) travel permits and passport ssampsissued by the Ministry of Tourism of The
Union of Margelan, Atlas, 3) amarriage certificate issued by the Home Ministry of New Genesee (see
attached package*), and 4) up-to-date health and innocul ation certifications issued by the Ministry of
Health of New Genesee (see attached package*); 5) employee identification cards from Imperid
Industries and Starcraft Crafts bearing the names and likenesses of the assgned Marinesareincluded in
the clothing packages en route to MCB Camp Basilone.

*|f the referenced package is not attached to this annex, notify the Director, Centra Intelligence
Organization immediately and directly. Do not go through the norma chain of command.

c) Clothing: Appropriate civilian attireis en route, in parcels addressed individually to the Marines
assigned to Mission Objective Two.

d) Tickets (tourist class) for passage to and from Halfway and Atlas viacivilian freightersand cruise
ships are enclosed with the clothing dlotment en route. A reservation in the married name of the Marines
assigned to Mission Objective Two has been made a the New Granum Del_uxe Innin New Granum,
Union of Margdan, Atlas.

€) Credits: Open-limit cred-sticks* are included in the packages (see section ¢) en route to the Marines
assigned to Mission Objective Two.

*|t isunderstood that athough the assigned Marines will make all expenditures necessary to maintain
their cover as recently married individuas on holiday, they will not undertake to make unnecessary or
frivolous expenditures.

f) Wesgpons and specia equipment: Surveillance device detection units are provided, aong with
ingructions for their use. (See attached package*) An M 14A5 maser sniper riflewill be secretedina
location marked intheTourist and Visitors Guide to Atlas (see attached package*) to be found in the
cabin assigned to the Marines assigned to Mission Objective Two aboard theCrimson Seas , dong with
aP6 radio to be used for oneway communications with the command element of Mission Objective One.

*(See noteto section b.)

Commander Walt Obannion read Annex 2 behind a closed and locked door, which would have been a
very good thing if anybody had looked in when he reached section b of Annex 2. The documentation in
the names of the Marines assigned to the mission had to have been made out before the orders had even
reached Camp Howard. Y et the assigned Marinesweren't named in the orders. That had shaken him.
The orders were over the signature of the President of the Confederation of Human Worlds, but the
annexes were attached and not over the president’ s sgnature. Who could have determined who was
going on the mission before he—or even Lieutenant Genera Indrusfor al he knew—had received the



orders? The Commandant of the Marine Corps and his staff could have easily determined that there was
only one woman sniper in Fourth Force Recon Company. But surdly they wouldn’t have made a
personnd assignment without somehow natifying the commanding generd, if not the company
commander. The Combined Chiefs and their saffs would have had accessto that information, but they
aso weren't likely to make a personnd assgnment without informing the office of the respongble
commanding generd—and he thought it equally unlikely Lieutenant Generd Indruswould havefailed to
inform him if he' d known.

There was that reference to the Director, Centrd Intelligence Organization, in the footnote to section b.
That told him where the annex had to have originated, and why the CG Fourth Fleet Marines hadn't
aerted him. He wondered what the CIO knew about his Marines, and why they knew it. For that matter,
why couldn’t the CIO do its own dirty work?

But hiswasn't to reason why, hiswastodoor . . . Well, hewasaMarine. Marinesdon’'t do or die,
they smplydo .

He opened the attached package. All the documents specified in section b were there, in the names and
likenesses of Sergeant 1vo Gossner and Lance Corpora Bella Dwan. Of course, their ranks appeared on
none of the documents. The parcel also included two wigs. One, shorter-haired, was obvioudy for a
male, the other, longer-haired, was just as obvioudy for afemale. Something about the wigsfelt odd.

Obannion looked in the package and found another sheet of paper. He shook his head; he’ d never
before seen a mission on which so much was consigned to paper. For al he knew, he had the only
copies of the Mission Two orders and annexesin existence. If so, it would be easy to burn the ordersto
ash and scatter the ash, leaving no evidence they had ever been received.

Thelatest sheet of paper wasingtructions for use of the surveillance-device detection units, one dender,
flexible, wand hidden in each wig, which explained why the wigsfelt so odd. Theingructionsaso
claimed the wands were not detectable by “any eectronic means known to be available to the authorities
on Atlas” That gave Obannion pause. Finaly he decided that if thewands cloak of invigihility did not
work, Gossner and Dwan could dways take their failings up with the manufacturer. After they got out of
jal.

Obannion’s office had two visud and four audio recording devices, which he could activate at will to
make arecord of anything that took placein it. He routinely turned them on when heleft for the day and
off when he returned. Following the detector’ singtructions, he was able to find al that spyware even
when the units were turned off.

He replaced the wandsin the wigs and looked in the box again. One item remained, a copy of the
Visitor and Tourist Guide to Atlas on crystal. Y et another sheet of paper was attached to it. The sheet
gave specific ingructions for finding data hidden in the book.\Who is going to put an exact copy of this
crystal in their cabin on the Crimson Seas?he wondered. According to the instructions, when the
crysta wasinserted into a standard reader, certain pages would show additiond information in ultraviolet.
He could put the crystal in hisreader and look at it through his helmet to see the UV, but Gossner and
Dwan wouldn't have a Force Recon helmet with them, so there must be some other way for them to see
inultraviolet.

An ultraviolet viewer was the last item in the package. He opened his office door. Sergeant Mgjor Periz
was at his desk, busy at his console. “Excuse me, Sergeant Mgor.”

Periz looked up a him, quickly toggling his console to adifferent display. Obannion noticed but said



nothing; he knew that Periz had to be deeply offended by his exclusion from what was going on.
Someday, he vowed, he would find away to make it up to the Sergeant Mgor.

“Yessr?' Periz gave him ablank look.
“Have Sergeant Gossner and Lance Corpora Dwan report to meimmediately, please.”
“Ayeaye, ar.” Periz returned to his comm and Obannion to his office.

Ten minutes after Obannion sent for them, the intercom buzzed and Periz’ s voice growled, “ Sergeant
Gossner and Lance Corpora Dwan are here.” Obannion noticed the lack of a“sr.”

“Thank you, Sergeant Mgor. Send them inif you please.” The two snipers marched into his office and
stood at attention in front of his desk.

Obannion leaned back in his chair and studied the pair. What did the CIO know about them? Did they
know anything more about Dwan than that she was awoman? Why would they think she could
successfully pull off amasguerade as anewlywed bride? Sergeant Gossner as anew husband, sure; he
could have been the modd for aMarine Corpsrecruiting hologram. He didn’t have the stedly,
blood-freezing eyes that Dwan did. No, despite her dfin face, BellaDwan definitely didn’'t look like a
blushing bride—or anybody’ skid ster.

Hetook adifferent tack than he had with Lieutenant Tevedes and Gunnery Sergeant Lytle.

“Lance Corpora Dwan, it ismy understanding that you consider yourself the best sniper inthe
Confederation Marine Corps. Isthat true?’

“Yesdsr. Nossr; lam the best sniper in the Marine Corps.”

“What about you, Sergeant, do you think she' sthe best sniper?’

“Well, 5, | haven't seen every sniper in the Corps, but she' sthe best I’ ve seen.”
“And you' rewilling to be her team leader on any sniping mission she' sassigned to?’

Gossner’slips hinted at asmile. “ Sir, Lance Corporal Dwan is g, ah, an enthusiastic sniper. She does
better when I’ m there to help her keep calm and focused.”

Obannion noticed that Dwan’s jaw clenched at that. “ Then the two of you are willing to take on amost
unusua assignment, one that has more than the norma complement of hazards, and—most
importantly—onethat you' | never be able to brag about on penalty of Darksde?’

“Sir?” Gossner said.

“If you' ve got atough one, sir, I'm your sniper,” Dwan said flatly. “I’'m the best in dl of Human Space.”
“Did you say Darkside, Sir?” Gossner said.

“The pendty for telling anybody about this assgnment is summary sentenceto Darkside, yes.”

Gossner sucked in achestful of air and noisly blew it out. Dwan kept her hard gaze on her company



commander, but didn’t say anything. The fingers of her right hand began twitching as though she was
firing her maser.

“WEell, Sergeant Gossner, Lance Corpora Dwan looks like she' sready to take on the assignment. What
about you?’

“Sir, if Lance Corporal Dwan’sgoing, | guess| haveto go along to keep her out of trouble.” He ignored
the warning look she flashed him.

“Pull acouple of chairs closetogether and sit down.” He waited until they had done so and handed them
the orders and annexesfor the sniper misson.

“Thisiswhat you want usto do?’” Gossner asked when hefinished reading the first page.

“Yesitis” Obannion nodded at the orders. “Keep reading.”

“This says we re masguerading as anewlywed couple,” Dwan said dmost immediately after she began
reading Annex 2. “What's on Atlas that tourists would want to see?’ Interstellar travel was expensive,
both in monetary cost and travel time. Other than the idle rich, not many people could afford thetime or

money involved in casud intersdlar travel.

“Have you ever heard of Niagara Fals?’ Obannion asked. He noticed that she hadn’t objected to the
newlywed masquerade and wondered if that meant she Smply accepted it.

Dwan looked blank. Gossner said, “1sn't that on Earth? A big waterfal or something?’

“That’ sright. For acouple of centuries, people thought it was a very romantic place. Many newlyweds
went there for their honeymoons. There' s an even more spectacular waterfal close by New Granum,
whereyou |l be staying. It's a popular honeymoon destination for the people in that quadrant of Human
Space who can afford it.

“You'll be masquerading as honeymooners.” Obannion said that calmly.

Gossner kept hisface blank and didn’t look at Dwan. The look she gave Obannion dmost made him
tenseto divefor cover.

“l saw that in section a” Dwan said. “Isthis somebody’ sideaof ajoke?’ shedemanded. “If itis, it's
not funny.”

Obannion shook his head. “ Those are the orders as they came from Earth. | doubt the bureaucratsthere
have that kind of sense of humor.”

“Do they expect usto, you know . ..” Gossner said uncertainly.

“No. That's covered in the note to section a. But you have to act like you' re newlyweds anyplace where
people can seeyou.”

Gossner sighed and Dwan shot him alook that Obannion was glad wasn't directed at him. Otherwise, it
was going better than he had feared. But how would she act once they were undercover?

“Finish reading the orders,” Obannion said. He waited until they were through, then got out the package



that had come with Annex 2 and opened it again. Sorting through the documents, he made two stacks,
onefor each.

“These are your documents.” He waited while they inspected them, then got out the wigs. “Put these
on.” Hewas surprised a how well the wigsfit; Dwan hardly even had to tuck any of her own hair under
hers. “Now fed them, probe with your fingers.” They quickly found and withdrew the wands. He walked
them through operating them. Within two minutes, they had found al the concealed recordersin the
office

“You'll need to check your hotel room, and every other place where you want to talk privately, to be
certain you aren’t under eectronic observation.” He then pointed to the two bulky parcels. “ There sone
for each of you, your names are on them. Open them now.”

They did. Gossner whistled at the clothing hisparcel held. “Do | get to keep these when the misson’s
over?’ he asked.

“| don't know, the orders don’t cover that. We'll have to wait for further instructions.”

“What' sthis?” Dwan asked. She held up an ordinary-looking purse mirror and pressed adight
indentation on its back. The mirroring vanished and it became aclear glass.

The crystd that had come in the package with the documents and wigs was still in Obannion’ s reader.
He opened the book to one of the pages with hidden data and took the now-clear mirror from her.
When he looked at the reader through the mirror, he saw things that weren't there when he smply
looked at the screen.

“Thisiswhat you use to see the hidden ingtructions,” he said. “ Theindentation is keyed to the print of
your right index finger and that of Sergeant Gossner. Take care not to open it in the presence of anyone
not cleared for knowledge of the misson.”

Dwan grunted and took the mirror back.

The comm beeped, Obannion picked it up and listened. When he put it down, he said, “The civilian
freighterOre King breaks orbit the day after tomorrow, bound for New Genesee. Y ou board her
tomorrow. Do you have any other questions?’

Dwan mulled over the mission orders. Whoever wrote the orders, at least the annex, wasright: Sheand
Gossner werethelogica choicefor thismisson. *Y ou know, Sr,” she said, “thisisn't sniping. In the
Marines, sniping iswhen asoldier shoots a selected enemy soldier or officer, either atarget of
opportunity or by selection. Deliberately shooting acivilian leader is assassination.”

Thereit was, the thing that bothered Obannion about the mission to begin with, and even more ever
snce heredized who was going.

“Do you have a problem with that, Lance Corpora?’ he asked.

“Hdl no, sir! Not aslong asit’s properly authorized. Anyone who can shoot straight can be a sniper.
But it takesredl classto be an assassin.”

Obannion didn't let hisrdlief show, or hissurprise a her reply. “ Take your parcels. I'll arrange for your
trangportation to Cunningham Field, and a shuttle to theOre King . He stood and held out his hand.



“Good hunting, Marines.”

“Thank you, gir,” they said in turn asthey shook his hand. They returned to attention, about-faced, and
marched from his office carrying their parcels.

CHAPTER

TWELVE
Lakeview, New Genesee

When theAdmiral Nelson pulled into orbit around New Genesee, rotating shore liberty was sounded for
al hands—one-quarter of the officers and crew remained on duty while the rest headed planetside. Every
sx hours Standard, an equa number launched to orbit to assume duty, alowing those who had the duty
to take aturn planetside. The sailors thought having eighteen out of every twenty-four hours planetside
during theAdmiral Nelson 's six days at New Genesee was pretty good.

The Marines of second platoon didn’t have to rotate back to ship for duty; they had roomsin the Tartar
Arms, amid-level hotd, where dl of them spent significant amounts of time tending to their wegpons,
uniforms, gear, and study. They didn’t mind having to take part in the New Genesee Enlargement Day
parade, not when they found out that was the price the Confederation embassy extracted in exchange for
paying for their hotel rooms and two mealsaday.

None of the Marines except Lieutenant Tevedes and Gunnery Sergeant Lytle knew that the reason the
Admiral Nelson was orbiting New Genesee for aweek was because they had to wait for Sergeant
Gossner and Lance Corpora Dwan to arrive and board the Spaceun Lines cruise shipCrimson Seas .
Gossner and Dwan had to reach Atlas severa daysin advance of the platoon.

Gossner and Dwan made planetfall on New Genesee only long enough to transfer from the shuttle that
brought them down from theOre King to the shuttle that took them back up to theCrimson Seas .

Room 581, The Tartar Arms, Lakeview, New Genesee

Lieutenant Gott Tevedes learned quickly that the Tartar Arms was the facility the Confederation
embassy sometimes used to house visiting minor dignitaries. He appreciated the fact that the Embassy
picked up the tab for the rooms; the accommodations the Marines had on theAdmiral Nelson were
cramped—they alwayswere for Marines traveling aboard fast frigates.

“I logged you in ason TAD to the embassy to march in the cel ebration of New Genesee' s Enlargement
Day, the day the world was admitted as afull member of the Confederation,” embassy Chief of Staff
Raymondo Schenck explained after he handed over asealed envelope. “ Of course, that meansyou |l
actualy have to march. Do you have gppropriate uniformswith you?’ He managed not to look too
disappointed when Tevedes didn’t open the envelope in front of him.

Tevedes and Gunnery Sergeant Lytle exchanged a glance.

“Only what you see and our chameleons,” Tevedes replied. He and Lytle werein their dull green
garrison utility uniforms; they didn’t have any avilian clothing with them.



Schenck asked, “Well then, can you look red soldierly? | mean with wegpons and dl, like you' re about
togotowar?’

“And bevisble, you mean?’ Lytle asked.

Schenck blinked. “Of course, visible. How ese would you be?’
Neither Marine bothered to explain.

“Yessir, we can look ready to fight,” Tevedes assured him.

Thus assured, Schenck returned to the embassy.

Gunny Lytlelooked curioudy at the envel ope that Lieutenant Tevedes weighed in his hand once they
were done.

“Sedled orders,” Tevedes said softly. He broke the envel ope open. It contained aflimsy sheet of paper
and another sealed envelope. The two Marines exchanged a glance—yet more orders. Tevedes held the

sheet so Lytle could read dong with him.

The reading didn’t take long; the message was one short paragraph. It instructed Tevedes to open the
enclosed sealed envel ope shortly before making planetfal on Atlas and informed him that the written
orders contained therein would self-destruct five minutes after the envelope was opened. The last

sentence ingtructed him to et the flimsy after reading it.

Tevedes and Lytle exchanged another 100k, then the platoon commander shrugged, folded the sheet, put
it in his mouth, and began to chew.

On Enlargement Day, the Marines grumbled a bit about having to remove the chame eoning from their
weapons and hemetsfor the parade, and then chameleoning them again afterward. But it wasn't serious
grumbling; they had to do it anyway to properly ingpect the outer surfaces of their wegpons and helmets

before they made planetfal on Atlas.

Kraken Interstellar Starport, Atlas

TheCrimson Seas had aroutine docking at Kraken Interstellar, Atlas s orbital starport, named after the
planet’ sfirst president. Kraken Interstellar was pretty standard as second-class starports went; mid-level
orbit, bays sufficient for ten starships—provided none of them was larger than Goddard Class cruise
ships or a Confederation Navy light cruiser; Kraken couldn’t physically accommodate the largest

starships except viashuittle.

Sergeant Ivo Gossner and Lance Corpora BellaDwan, dressed in clothing from the parcels they
received in Commander Obannion’ s office, debarked with the rest of the passengers and followed the
ship’ s activity director to the customs queue. They found customs quite single-minded.

“Anything to declare?’ the customs agent asked Gossner.

“Not athing,” Gossner replied jauntily.



“Areyou sure of that?’

Gossner nodded brightly. “1 read the guidebook while we were on theCrimson Seas , and | don't have
anything on the banned and restricted list that was in the book. | certainly don’t have any agricultural
products.” He paused and wrapped a proprietary arm around Dwan’ s shoulders. “Neither does my
wife,” he added.

Dwan smpered and batted her eyel ashes at the customs agent. “Weare married you know.” She
fluttered the fingers of her left hand, displaying the wedding band circling the third finger.

“How long do you expect to stay on Atlas?’ The agent didn’t need to be told that they were married;
nearly every couple coming to Atlaswas newly married.

“Two weeks. Then we have to go back home.”
“Do you have return passage?’
“We have reservations on theBlue Ocean .” Gossner waved the return ticket crysta.

The customs agent took the crystal, examined it, and made note of the registration number, then grunted
and cast an eye at their carry-on bags. “ That' s not much luggage for two weeks stay.”

“We have two more cases coming from the cargo hold.”

Dwan smiled broadly and said, “1 don’t need alot of luggage. Ivo got apromotion and big raise on his
job. I’'m going shopping!” Sheflicked ahand to her face to titter behind.

“Open them up,” the customs agent said, ill looking at their carry-ons. Gossner opened the bagswhile
Dwan stood primly to the side, feet together, hands clasped between her breasts, |ooking more innocent
than any Marine who ever served with her could have believed was possible.

The customs agent inspected the bags very thoroughly with hands and eyes, and with severa
biol ogica-detection devices. Then he put them on aconveyer that led them through a swinging door into
an unseen area.

“Wh-whereisour luggage going?’ Dwan asked nervoudly.

“It'sdl right, honey,” Gossner said, putting areassuring hand on her arm. “ Remember what theVisitor
and Tourist Guide to Atlas said? Everything hasto be irradiated to make sure no contaminants are
imported.”

The customs agent nodded approval; hisjob was alot easier when tourists had actudly read the
cusomsinformation in theGuide .

“Now if you will go through those doors and follow the instructions—" The customs agent pointed to
sSde-by-sde doors, one with the universal sgn for “mae’ and the other with the sign for “female.”

“Ivo?’ Dwantimidly sad.

“It'sdl right, dear,” Gossner said, and touched her brow with a soft kiss. “We have to be



decontaminated.”
“A-All right. If you say 0,” she said softly.

They entered their respective decontamination chambers, where they stripped and were given a
thorough shower with a sudsing decontamination agent and blown dry with hot air. While they showered,
their clothing went into abox for irradiation.

Completely decontaminated and redressed, they returned to the customs agent.

“Welcometo Atlas. Enjoy your stay.” The customs agent zapped the appropriate code into their
passport logs and looked past them to the next in line. They were through. No one had examined their
heads to discover the wigs with the hidden wands, or looked at the pocket mirror in Dwan’ sluggage.

The shuttle ride planetside was uneventful. Nobody paid any attention to them. Not even the person
arriving on Atlasfor athird visit, someone who would have had agrest dedl of interest in them had that
person known the real reason for their vist.

Room 1007, New Granum Del_uxe Inn, New Granum, Union of Margelan, Atlas

The New Granum Del_uxe Inn may haverated three starsin theVisitor and Tourist Guide to Atlas,
but no interstellar hostelery guide gave it more than two. Which meant it was clean, well-enough
gppointed, and vermin free, but didn’t provide its guests with such amenities as the complimentary
baskets of locd fruits and beverages that better hotels did, or plush, real-cotton terry robes. Which lacks
Gossner and Dwan expected—after all, the Confederation Marine Corps was footing the bill, and the
CMC wasn't about to pay for luxury accommodations for ajunior NCO and ajunior enlisted woman.

Gossner and Dwan poked through their wigs and withdrew the wands, which were in fact on the banned
and redtricted item ligt intheVisitor and Tourist Guide to Atlas . In seconds, Dwan was waving hers
over every object, eectronic or otherwise, in the room and Gossner covered the walls, ceilling, and floor
with his. The ersatz newlyweds murmured unintelligible words, interspersed with gasps, groans, and
occasiond high-pitched laughs from Dwan as they made the security check.

“Clear,” Gossner shortly announced.
“Metoo,” Dwan said.
They stopped making lover-noises and in amoment the wands were restowed in their wigs.

Had they indeed been honeymooners, their room would have been more than adequate: a bath with all
the necessary appliances, not in any configuration either of them had ever previoudy encountered; alarge
closet sufficient for their clothing; alarge bureau with mirror; chairs and atable large enough for room
service meals for two; entertainment center; and aqueen-size bed. Their cabin on theCrimson Seas had
had two narrow bunks.

One bed. That could present a problem, though newlyweds deeping in separate beds might have
aroused suspicions.

BellaDwan was ready. She plopped their luggage onto the middle of the bed, in aline from head to
foot.



“That Sde' syours,” shetold Gossner, “thissde’ smine. WE |l mussit up in the morning before
housekeeping comesin soit’ll look like we spent the night dl over each other.”

“There are easier ways to make the bed look well used,” Gossner said with feigned innocence.

Sheignored hisremark, knowing her virtue was safe; men were too afraid of the Queen of Killersto
make any kind of serious sexua advance. For that matter, most men who knew her reputation would
back away from the Queen’ s advancesiif they thought they could do so safely.

“I could hardly bdlieve that was you. Going through customs, | mean,” Gossner said, oddly relieved that
Dwan ignored his bed remark.

“What, you think | don’'t know how to make menthink al | anistitsand acunt?’ She laughed at his
shocked expression. “Ivo, every woman learns how to do that before she hastits or aripe cherry, much
less any idea of the power it gives her.” Shelooked away and shook her head. “ Some women never
redlize the power they have.” She looked back at him, hard-eyed, and flexed her hands as though she
was fondling aweapon. “| prefer to use power that men understand and fear.”

Gossner gave her alevel ook, but said nothing. Inside, he was glad they didn’t have any wegponswith
them; with aweapon in her hands, she was the most frightening person he'd ever met.

“Let’sgo sghtseeing,” iswhat he said.
“I"'m going to changefirst.” She disappeared into the water closet.
Pauke Falls, North of New Granum

Ivo Gossner and Bella Dwan, in the recommended water-resistant clothing, boarded atourist airbus
along with ascore of other visitorsfor thetrip to Pauke Falls. The airbus pilot tended to the driving while
atour guide kept up asteady patter and answered questions about the natural wonders the airbus flew
above. The pilot moved the airbus up and down, side to side, so the passengers could better see
whatever the guide was describing. The forty-kilometer trip took nearly half an hour Standard.

Wil before they reached it, they heard the fdlsthrough the airbus s externd audio pickups, and saw its
cloud of spray when they were still too distant to see the water. When they first glimpsed the fallsthe
tourists thought they were much closer than they were but athough the airbus kept closing on them for
severd minutesthey didn’t seem to get any nearer. That was when the passengers began to redlize how
high Pauke Fdls actualy was.

The arbuslanded in a parking lot more than half filled with air- and ground buses marked with the
names and symbols of a half-dozen hotels and tour companies; there were even a respectable number of
private vehicles. The guide led them to an observation platform from which they could seethefals, ill
two kilometers distant.

Pauke Fallswas huge, akilometer wide and two hundred meters high. The water at the foot of thefals
boiled into spray that didn’t begin to dissipate until it was a hundred meters high, and continued to rise
higher than the falls. The pool the water emptied into was avery large lake. A broad river rioted south
from it, past the observation platform, to ahuge lake three or four kilometers farther downstream. The
walls of the canyon formed by theriver that flowed from the lake at thefals foot was sudded with
observation platforms, most of which held people gaping at the fals or the canyon. Dartboats shot about
the downstream lake like a cloud of feeding dragonflies. Even two kilometers away, the roar of thefdls



was loud enough to make conversation difficult. The thin mist that reached them even on the platform
made it clear why water-res stant clothing was recommended for the visit.

The guide prattled for awhile about the wonder the tourists were watching, and answered al their
mostly inane questions. After fifteen minutes she gave them directions to the restaurants, souvenir shops,
and nature walks, and finished with an admonition to be back in two hours, or they would missthe airbus
back to New Granum and would have to pay another fare on adifferent bus.

Gossner and Dwan joined the crowd heading for the eateries—they didn’t want to do anything to draw
attention to themsdves. After alight medl, they visited agift shop where they bought a cased fishing rod
and cred, then headed for the most remote nature trail, one that incidentally led to fishing ponds.

Away from the tourists, Gossner got out his reader. The guidebook crysta was dready inserted, and he
examined the map on page 148 through Dwan’ s ultraviolet mirror. It showed a spot a hundred meters
away, at the outer Sde of abend in abranching trail caled “lovers lane”

Other couples were waking aong the broad path, so Gossner and Dwan held hands and walked close
together, looking like any other young lovers. They were the only onesto turn onto the lovers lane. Just
where the map showed, they found aflat rock, under which was a space just theright Szeto hold a
cased maser. Dwan reached through the foliage that camouflaged the gap and her hand fell upon the
familiar shape of an M 14A5 maser wrapped in a protective cover. They removed the fishing rod from its
case and replaced it with the wrapped maser, then continued down the lovers' laneto asmall fishing
pond where Gossner pretended to fish.

It wasn't acomplete charade; he caught two piscoids, ugly thingsthat he threw back with a shudder. On
their way back they secreted the rod under the rock, where it was unlikely to be found anytime soon, and
returned in time to board their airbus for the ride back to New Granum.

On Board the CNSSAdmiral Nelson , Approaching Atlasin Space-3

Lieutenant Tevedes and Gunnery Sergeant Lytle secured their cabin door before Tevedes retrieved the
sedled envelope from his pack. He showed the sedl to Lytle to demonstrate that he hadn’t cheated by
opening it early. Then he broke the sedl and opened the envelope. It contained one sheet of flimsy paper,
but the flimsy fdt different from the one with the ingtructions to open this envel ope hours before launch
planetsde. That must be whatever’s going to destroy it, hethought.

Again, the message was brief. It contained aradio frequency and two code words. One code word was
the abort signdl if the Spondu facility was a bonafide agricultura research station, the other wasthe go
sgndl if it was aweapons research station or manufactory. It dso ingtructed them to make sure the
platoon’ s noncommissioned officers knew how to use the frequency and code wordsif Tevedes and
Lytle became casualties before they were able to transmit the proper code word to the team in New
Granum.

“Thetricky part,” Tevedes said, “isgoing to be making sure they know about it without knowing what
the code word means.”

“They'resmart,” Lytle said with ashake of hishead. “Evenif it doesn’'t cometo that, if they hear later
that President Lavager was nated during thismission, they’ll know there was a connection.”

Tevedes Sghed. “ Y eah. No matter how hard you try, some things just can't be kept secret.”



Planetfal, Atlas

Thefast frigate CNSSAdmiral Nelson was under power, aday away from Atlas orbit, when a
government launch docked at her larboard personnel hatch to put aboard the pilot who would supervise
her insertion into orbit. Unknown to the pilot or the launch’s crew, theAdmiral Nelson ’s starboard
cargo hatch was aready open to the vacuum of space. As soon asthe clangs of the docking launch
sounded in the ship, a StealthGhost shuttle was gected through the cargo hatch, the sound of its gection
lost in the noise of the launch’s docking.

The navy’ s stedth lander, called the AstroGhost and used exclusively for clandestine insertions, was
about the same Sze as an Essay, the navy’ s slandard surface-to-orbit shuttle, though its cargo capacity
was little more than half that of the Essay. The AstroGhost was matte black to make it most impossible
to seein visua except asaholein the stellar background, and surfaced with aradar-absorbing coating to
avoid detection by planetary warning systems. In addition, the plates of materia it was constructed with
had been assembled at angles designed to scatter any radar waves its coating didn’t absorb. Which made
an AstroGhost nearly impossible to detect during its gpproach to a planet’ s atmosphere.

But no matter how stedlthy an orbit-to-surface lander might be on gpproach to atmosphere, the brilliant
stresk it made dropping through the atmosphere was impossible to miss,

Which waswhy the AstroGhost’ s cargo space was so much smadller than that of the smilar-size Essay; it
had amassive, hypereffective refrigeration unit that sgnificantly dowed the burning of the ablative coating
on the exposed surfaces. That cooling, combined with kilometers-long radiator stringsthat trailed it, was
S0 efficient that an AstroGhost left no more atmospheric trail than did ameteorite barely big enough to
makeit al the way to the ground.

Themgor drawback to the refrigeration unit was that itsinitial instalation was monsiroudy expensive,
and its cooling elements and fluids had to be replaced after every use—again at considerable expense.
Which expenses were the mgjor reasons the AstroGhosts were strictly used in clandestine operations

where entry couldn’t be concedled by other means.

When the pilot’ s launch docked, the AstroGhost was g ected with enough force to quickly separate it
fromtheAdmiral Nelson . In twenty minutesit was more than a hundred kilometers aft of the starship,
and the coxswain fired its heavily shielded engineslong enough to send it on a collision course with Atlas.

Between its own shielding and the further shield offered by the firing engines of theAdmiral Nelson,
which was directly between the AstroGhost and Atlas, the firing went unnoticed by anybody planetsde
or inorbit.

Shortly after the AstroGhost’ s course adjustment, the Atlas pilot cut theAdmiral Nelson ’smain drives
and made aminor course correction to drift her into her proper dot among the spacecraft orbiting the
planet. An hour later, the AstroGhost, heading directly toward Atlas, was closer to the planet than the
gtarship, which was aimed a an angle to achieve orbit. The pilot onboard theAdmiral Nelson wasjust
garting to make hisfinal caculationsto dide into orbit when the AstroGhost reached atmosphere.

It may have been adifferent vehicle, but the ride from the toposphere to the planetary surface was just
asmuch a* high-speed ride on arocky road” as planetfals made by FIST Marinesin aregular Essay.
The only difference was, the Marines of second platoon didn’t make planetfall over open water. The
AstroGhost gently touched down in aforest clearing some three hundred kilometers from New Granum
and severd klicks from the nearest road. The landing zone and most of the area between it and Spondu
and the Cabbage Patch facility were unpopulated, so it was highly unlikely that anybody would come to



investigate the “meteorite,” or see any sign of the Marines as they approached their objective.
Metsa Forest, Three Hundred Kilometers East of New Granum

“Clear space under those trees!” Lieutenant Tevedes ordered.

“Move, move,move !” Gunny Lytle shouted.

“Y ou heard the man, let’s see some hustle herel” Staff Sergeant Suptra commanded.

“Inthere!l” Tevedes ordered, pointing at an areawhere spreading boughs covered a space barren of
full-grown trees.

The Marines of second platoon, Fourth Force Recon Company, boiled out of the rear hatch of the
AstroGhost and raced to the cover of the nearby trees. Armed with long knives, some of them
immediately started chopping away at undergrowth and low branches; others grabbed the cut growth and
hauled it deeper into the forest. HM2 Natron, the corpsman assigned to the mission, pitched in and

helped.

In ten or twelve minutes, the area under the spreading boughs was clear of most growth. The Marines
scrambled out of the way and the coxswain drove the AstroGhost into the makeshift hangar.

The AstroGhost’ s navigator-radioman jumped out, carrying asmall parabolic dish trailing acable, and
clambered up the closest tree. He was back down in a couple of minutes and signaled Tevedes that
tight-beam comm was established with theAdmiral Nelson , which was nearing orbit.

Tevedesreboarded the AstroGhost and climbed into the cockpit. “ Aerie, the Eagle has landed and the
nest issecure,” he said into the radio. He waited for the doubled bursts of squelch that told him the
message was received. If theAdmiral Nelson had any reason to suspect the entry had been detected, the
reply would have been atriple squelch.

He handed the radio set to the coxswain and asked for the AstroGhost’ s locator reading, which he
compared with his own. When he saw they matched, he said, “We should be back within forty-eight
hours”

“WEe I be here, sr. Good hunting.”

“Thank you.” Tevedes|eft the cockpit. When he got outside he found the platoon waiting for himin
rough formation; the Marines had their hedmets off so he could see them. They dready had puddie
jumpers strapped to their backs.

“WEe re exactly where we should be,” Tevedestold hisMarines. “Our objective istwo hundred and
ninety kilometersthat way.” He pointed north of due west. “We'll jump the first two-seventy klicksand
walk the rest of theway. Y ou know what to do when we get there” He grinned. “So let’ shop to it.”

With aminimum of talk, the Marines headed into the clearing where squad and team leaders checked
the ultraviolet locator lights on their men’s shoulders as soon as they donned their helmets. Gunny Lytle
and Doc Natron checked each other, and Lytle and the lieutenant did the same. On Tevedes s order, the
Marinesfired up the puddle jumpers and rose twenty metersinto the air before switching to leve flight
and heading afew degrees north of due west.



The area selected for the insertion was unpopul ated, chosen to reduce the chances of anyone seeing the
AstroGhost land or the Marines fly away from it with their puddle jumpers. There were few roads and no
regular air traffic in that region of the Union of Margelan, so they were able to make good time for the
two hundred and seventy kilometersthey traveled in thirty-klick jumps. An experienced Marine could
average better than a hundred kilometers per hour using a puddle jumper, and every Force Recon
Marine had that much experience. Flying closer than twenty kilometers from their objective, they rana
dight risk of detection by traffic to and from Spondul.

After three and ahdf hours, mostly in the air, they dropped the puddle jumpers and hid them to pick up
on their way back. They continued on foot. Rapidly for the first ten kilometers, then a amore normal
walking pacefor the next five. The last five they took at adower pace. They made the entire two
hundred and ninety kilometers without being noticed by anyone—except for afew animasthat Sartled at
nearby noises made by beingsthey couldn’t see.

CHAPTER

THIRTEEN
Somewherein New Granum, Atlas

The man was very disturbed about what he had to do. But what had to be done could be accomplished
only by amember of theinner circle, and he was one of the most centrd figuresin that small circle. He
hadn’t approached any of the others, but he knew they were too blinded by their loyalty to Jorge Liberec
Lavager to see what he was becoming, had become.

Early in hispresidential term—a presidency he' d won out of the gratitude of the citizenswhose army
he' d led during the war that led to the current preeminence of the Union of Margelan among the
nation-states of Atlas—he' d been amarvel in getting the disparate nation-states to cooperate, to the
enrichment of al of them. And he’ d seen to it that Margelan had maintained its dominant position among
the nation-states. Margelan—and Atlas at large, thanks to Lavager—was more prosperous than it had
ever been in the past.

But now he wanted to unite the entire world under one central government. He said that would only
strengthen Atlas asawhole, that the Confederation of Human Worlds would necessarily pay closer
attention to a united world than to afragmented Atlas, that now Confederation members saw Atlasasa
backwoods world, amost aworld of savages who were amost constantly at each other’ sthroats. He
said that nobody elsawhere in Human Space took Atlas or its nation-states serioudy.

But what Lavager failed to see, and the other members of theinner circle were too blind to see, was that
the Confederation would see aunited Atlas as athrest.

Too many shipping lanes passed near Atlas. The world' s near-space, the area between its orbit and the
orbits of the planets sunward and spaceward from it, was used as a convenient transfer point for cargos
from one starship to another. Starships on long voyages made stops at Atlasto give their crews shore
liberty—and didn’t have to worry about crew members jumping ship.

But if Atlaswas united, it could control interstellar shipping initsarea. A united Atlas could charge
dockagefeesinitsareaand build anavy to enforce payment of those fees. A united Atlas could deny



planetsderightsto passing starships. A united Atlas would command a strong voice in the Confederation
Congress on Earth. Balances of power would be upset—the powers who ran the Confederation of
Human Worldswould be upset.

If that happened, the Confederation would take action. It would send itsarmy and navy to Atlas, to
crush any possible united government and impose its own regent on the world.

Now, anumber of people on Atlas had power and richesin their own nation-states. Not as much as
they would havein aunited Atlas, and not as many aswould benefit by uniting. But none of them would
have anything like the same power or wealth under a Confederation regent. And what would they do
without power and riches?

A core member of theinner circle, the man knew these things very well. He had received vigitorsfrom
powerful agencies within the Confederation, and they had impressed upon him the truth of thesethings.

There was only one way to prevent the Union of Margelan—and the rest of Atlas aswell—from
becoming award of the Confederation. Jorge Liberec Lavager had to go.

The man was very disturbed about what he had to do. Jorge Liberec Lavager was an old friend of his.
But hehad to doiit.

A Private Resdencein New Granum

The coffee cup looked tiny and fragile in the big man’ s hand.

“No one saw you coming here, | hope?’ his host asked nervoudy. He couldn't keep his eyes off the big
man’ s hand. For its Size it was ddlicate, dmogt, hairless, the hand of a man who was unused to rough
labor of any kind, not the kind of hand one would imagine belonged to an assassin.

“Thank you for the coffee,” the guest replied sarcagticdly. “1 understand the beans are grown right here
in Margelan somewhere? Something you' re working on at your secret facility near Spondu, the Cabbage
Patch?’ He grinned fiercely at his host and sipped the coffee. He ran hisfree hand through his closdly
cropped blond hair.

“Very funny, Mr. Germanian, or whatever your nameis.”

The big man nodded. “1n my line of work agood sense of humor isessential.” He sipped again from his
coffee and then set the cup on the table. “ Do you think I’ m an amateur, Generd?” His voice had turned
hard. “We ve spent alot of money on this operation and I'm here to see that it gets spent properly, that
things get doneright. Y ou, persondly, have alot riding on this, my friend. If it goes off smoothly, we will
spend even more money to put you into the top dot. We ve donethat in other placesfor other clients,
and we can do it again. For you. Now, what have you been able to put together for us?’

They were sitting in aback room in abig house in an exclusive neighborhood on the outskirts of New
Granum. Since his host was so well known in the city, the big man had agreed to meet a the generd’s
home to findize the arrangements they were discussing.

“I’ve put together ateam of assassins, dl men from other nation-states. Reliable men, professonds.
They are currently occupying safe housesin the city, waiting for the signa to proceed. | will not kill himin
New Granum; it's got to be done outside the city. On the way to the Cabbage Patch there’ san idedl



spot that we' ve already reconnoitered. They just need advance warning to get in place out there.”
“Can you get him to go out to the Cabbage Patch?’ Germanian smiled at the name of the facility.

“Sooner or later, yes. I've mentioned atrip to him severa times. With dl that’ s happened recently,
especidly the death of Dr. Paragussaand the murder of that reporter, Gustafferson, | think he wantsto
go out there just to be sure security’ sin place. The truth of the matter is, everyone' s curious to know
what’ s going on out there, especialy our friends from South Solanum. We ve been surveilling severd of
their agents based right herein New Granum. I'll seeto it that they are arrested as soon asthejob is
done”

The big man amiled crypticaly. “Why isthe place cdled the * Cabbage Patch,’ if | may ask?’

His host shrugged. “Lavager gaveit that name. He told me once he got it from abook by the French
philosopher Valtaire.Candide. Did you ever read it? 1 didn’t think so. It ends with Candide attending his
cabbage patch, giving up politics. It' sadream Lavager’ s had for himself for yearsto retire and become a
nobody again.”

“He syour friend, isn't he?’ the big man said as he reached for his coffee cup.

“Yes,” hishost answered, hisvoice heavy. “He saso one of the greatest men I’ ve ever known. He sa
greater man than I'll ever be,” he added bitterly.

Germanian grinned and sipped his coffee. “Thisredly isan excellent blend. Have you ever read the
Judeo-Chrigtian Bible, Generd?’

“What? I’'m familiar with it, of course, but I’'m not a Judeo-Chrigtian, Mr. Germanian.”

“Y ou really ought to read one of the booksinit, the Book of Job. God made a bet with the Devil that
Job couldn’t be turned againgt him. The Devil logt that bet. We re counting on winning thisone.” He
grinned and finished his coffee. “That ought to tell you exactly whose sde you'reon, Generd.” He
laughed as he poured more from the silver pot Sitting on the table.

“I do know about Judas,” the Generd said softly. “All about him.”

“Have you checked your off-world account lately? Ther€ salot more than thirty pieces of slver init,
Generd. Judas ended up badly. You'll dierich and in bed—if thisisdoneright.”

“I'veled armies, Mr. Germanian, | can pull off alittle ambush, don’t you think?’

The man cdled Germanian looked carefully at hishost over therim of his coffee cup.Hewill do it, he
thought,but he’ s beginning to have second thoughts. That reference to the Biblical Judas spoke
volumes about his state of mind. Out loud he said, “I need to see alayout of the ambush site.” He
nodded at the reader sitting at one end of the coffee table.

“Thisisthe main road to the Cabbage Patch. It sthe onewe Il use. Right hereiswhere the team will be
waiting for him. HE Il bein athree-vehicle convoy, him inthe middle vehicle, mein the lead vehicle. My
men will take out Lavager’s car and make their escape to this road here, the one on the other sde of the
cornfield running paralel tothemainroad. You'll see” he zoomed out, “there are no dwelings within
kilometers of this Ste except those of the farmer who owns these fields. The whole thing will be over
before the farmer even knowswhat’ sgoing on in hisfields. The harvest isweeks away yet, so there’'sno



reason for anyoneto beworking in that field.”
“Good. Now give methe crysta.”
“Wh—7'

“Giveit here, Generd. Y ou don't want to be caught with the damned thing. Y our men have been
briefed? They know thelay of the land? Escape routes have been laid out? Good. Y ou won't need this
anymorethen. | presume, and I’ d better be right, there are no copies.” He took the crystal and dlipped it
into apocket. “L et me know as soon astheteamisin place.” He stood up. “Wdll, I must be off now.
Thanksfor the coffee. I'll see myself out.” He paused at the door, turned, and |ooked back at his host.
“Generd, everything hasits price. Y our priceto be President of Margdan isto kill your friend.” He
shrugged. “ Read the Book of Job. Screw this up and what he went through will ook like the common
cold compared to what' Il happen to you. | guarantee it, and you know who | work for.” Grinning, he
turned and | ft.

The man with the scar on hisface held his beer mug loosdly in one hand, amassive, hairy hand that was
missing itslittle finger. He looked steadily at the big man Sitting on the opposite Side of the booth. To him
the man looked like nothing more than a soft fairy, someone he could easily take down, if the need arose.
But hewas paying the bills.

“The generd sends hisregards and mewith this” the big man said, shoving afat envelope acrossthe
table. The man with the scarred face tore off one edge and examined the contents. He raised his
eyebrows. “That'sjust expense money,” the big man said. “When thejob’ s done, the second haf of your
feewill be deposited in your accounts.”

“Check.”

“That farmer? Take him out and anyone else you find on the place. Y our back hasto be secure,” the big
man said.

“Check.”
“Takeout dl the vehiclesin the convoy. There can be no survivors.”
“Check.”
“Y our men are ready? \Weapons secure? Everyone knows hisjob?’
“Check.”

“Very wel, then. As soon asthejob is done send me the signal we agreed on and the rest of your
money will be deposited for you.”

Outside the deazy bar the man who caled himsdf Heintges Germanian (or Wellers Henrico on occasion,
or adozen other aiases) paused to take in the night air. What bumpkins these Atleans are, he mused. As
soon as Lavager and his escort were dead, the crystal in his pocket would appear asif by magicin high
places. If any of the assassins survived they would never be able to identify him. Maybe next time he
could perform the hit himsdlf. He loved the chalenge of an assassination and the rush he got from the



actua killing. But thistime orders were to arrange the job differently. Nevertheless, he would have blood
before this operation was over.

Back in hishotel room Germanian changed. He regretted having to cut his beautiful blond hair for this
assgnment. He removed his neck scarf. It contained the device that dtered hisvoice. He smiled to
himsdf. Finaly, ascarf that performsauseful function. Only two peoplein the agency that employed him
knew who heredly was. Actualy, he wasn't big, he was buxom. Heintges Germanian was awoman.

CHAPTER

FOURTEEN
Room 1007, New Granum Del_uxe Inn, Union of Margdlan, Atlas

Sergeant Ivo Gossner came out of the water closet already dressed. Lance Corpord BellaDwanwasin
bed till adeep.

Despite what she' d said when they checked in, once Dwan had finished unpacking, she’d moved their
bagsto the luggage racks and they’ d dept side by side, or rather back to back, with no physical barrier
between them.

Gossner stifled agroan. While he wasin the water closet, Dwan had kicked the covers off. Shedeptin
alightweight, hip-length pullover and green panties, which peeked out from under the pullover. She
dtirred in her deep, and through the pullover, he could clearly see her breasts move. He closed hiseyes
and took a steadying bresth.

Down boy, he thought. That’ s the Queen of Killers.

When he opened his eyes again, she was looking a him. She smiled and stretched languidly. “ Good
morning,” shemumbled deepily.

“Morning,” he mumbled back.

She stopped stretching and lay till, looking at him, her body curved and her near arm curled on the bed
with its hand next to her cheek. “What' sthe matter, Ivo?’ shesaid in a purr that sounded to him likea
happy cat about to pounce on amouse. “Y ou’ ve seen me stretching before.”

“Right. But not dressed like that.” Her pullover had moved up when she siretched, and anarrow strip of
belly now showed between its bottom and her panties. To distract himself, he went to the kafe maker
and dided acup for her. He amost spilled it when he turned around; she was standing barely a meter
from him, hands clasped low behind her arched back, chest sticking out. Her nipples made clear bumps
in her thin shirt.

“For me, Ivo?’ she said swestly, and took the cup. She continued to look at him as she took her first
sp.

That was when he looked into her eyes. Any impression he may have gotten that she was attempting to
seduce him, or at least Sgnding her availability, vanished ingantly—her eyeswerethe cold killer’ seyes



he' d dways seen, not those of adesirable woman.

“I’'mthrough inthe head,” he said gruffly. “Get in there, get cleaned up, and get dressed, Lance
Corpora. WEe re going out to spend the day making like tourists.”

“Y es, Sergeant. Right away, Sergeant. Whatever you say, Sergeant.” She turned and headed for the
water closet.

Gossner stared after her. Had she redlly winked at him as she turned? Was shereally twitching her
bottom at him?

Government Didtrict, New Granum

After bregkfast in the hotel dining room, Gossner and Dwan spent the morning in the government district,
not because they were tourigts, but because they were on a scouting mission. They agreed the
government district was the most likely placeto find their quarry. Like the governments of most worldsin
the Confederation, the Union of Margelan had atripartite government with executive, legidative, and
judicid branches, each of which in New Granum had its own unimaginatively named complex.

They started at the Executive Center, acomplex of buildings that faced a flagstone-paved plaza some
four hundred meters|ong and one hundred and fifty wide. Gardensfilled the spaces between buildings.

A hdpful, uniformed docent—her nametag said “ Becky” —gave them atour. “ That iswhat some
consider the center of gravity of our government,” the young woman said, gracefully pointing at amassve
gately building, faced, aswere dl the other buildingsin the Executive Center, in atightly grained pink
limestone. “It’s called Presdentia Hall. President Jorge Liberec Lavager’ sofficeisright there.” She
pointed at arow of windows on the second floor of the building.

“Thefivewindowsin the middle, that’ sthe president’ s office?’ Dwan asked, sounding appropriately
awed.

“Yes, right therein the very center of the building,” Becky amost chirped. “It's symboalic of the
president’ s being the center of the government!”

“Why arethewalls blank to the sides of those windows?" Gossner asked. There were no windows on
the second floor for adistance of twenty meters on either sde of the fiveinto the presidentia office.

“Umm. | believe there are storage and office machinery rooms behind the walls there, roomsthat don’t
need windows.” Becky shook her head. “1 don’t know for certain, though. I’ ve never beeninthere. |
mean, | have been in Presdential Hall, and I’ ve even been in President Lavager’ s office, | mean I’ ve
never been in the rooms next to his office.”

More likely at least one of those rooms is a guard room, Gossner thought. And the security people
probably have a way of seeing through the walls to the plaza.

Docent Becky pointed out the other buildings around Executive Plaza and told Gossner and Dwan more
about the functions of the Commerce, State, War, Communications, and Treasury Ministries—each of
which had its own building on the plaza—than either of them wanted to know.

The most important building, even bigger than Presdentia Hdll, was hometo the Agriculture
Department. It and its attendant gardens occupied the entire length of the plaza opposite Presidentia



Hall. The gardens were part of the tour. Gossner and Dwan were far more interested in the gardens than
they were in the adminigration department buildings.

“Areadl of the gardens between the buildings crops?’ Dwan asked.

“Yedl” Docent Becky preened. “ Atlasisan agricultura world, and the Union of Margelan isthe mgjor
food producer in the whole world. Not only do we grow nearly all of our own food, we export huge
amountsto the rest of Human Space. Soit’sonly natural that our government honor farming by having
crop gardensin its center.” She waved ahand to indicate the gardens between the buildings.

“Many Earth-native foodstuffs have taken to the soil and climate of Atlas asthough they evolved for a
placejust likethis,” Docent Becky told them in atone and cadence that suggested she was ddlivering a
lecture she' d dready given too many times. “They don't just thrive here, often they prosper better thanin
their native lands. Whest and the whole broccoli family grow amost twice as big on Atlas as on Earth,
and are even more nutritious, which iswhy they are mgjor exports, highly regarded and desired imports
on longer-settled worlds. Our tubers and legumes are a so highly prized on many worlds, asare our nuts.

“Some of the vegetables have made adaptations that are Smply amazing. The most amazing adaptation is
corn. Ten thousand years ago, hunter-gatherers reached South America on Earth, where they found a
grain with ahead only dightly larger than wheat. For reasons nobody can even guess &, they cultivated
that unassuming grain and over centuriesits head grew larger and larger until it became what was cdled
maize. By athousand years ago, when the first Europeans arrived in what they called the New World,
mai ze had become so totally domesticated it couldn’t grow on its own anymore, it could only grow if it
was cultivated—ddiberatdly planted.

“On Atlas,” her voice aboruptly became sprightly, “corn is beginning to grow wild again. Not asa smdl
grain likethefirst hunter-gatherers found, but with the large ears we' ve been used to for the past
millennium or longer.”

BellaDwanooohed andaaahed at that. Docent Becky beamed.

“Other worlds are very interested in our strain of corn,” Becky said proudly, “and want to seeif it will
grow in their farms. They think corn that doesn’t have to be meticuloudy planted will be more economical
to grow and feed their populations!”

“Y ou keep talking about crop-foods,” Gossner asked. “What about meats or fish and fowl?’

“We have dl the mgor Earth-native mammal and avian food animals, but there’ s nothing specia about
them compared to the animals grown on other worlds,” she said. “ And we have the Atlas-native
rambuck and lambhawk, but they aren’t domesticated enough to have sufficiently large herds and flocks
that we can export them. Crops are our main export foods, though some seafood, such asthe arthropoid
called the daman, are prized as gourmet foods on other worlds.”

She went on to tell them about the Earth-native fruits and nuts that grew on Atlas, for each pointing out a
sampletree or bush growing in the gardens. From there she went on to abrief catalog of Atlas-native
fruits, vegetables, and nuts that were suitable for human consumption.

“If you haven't yet,” she said, “you redly must go to alocal restaurant and try some dishes made from
native foodstuffs. Some of them are redlly delicious.” Her face briefly saddened as she said,
“Unfortunately, we haven't had much successin exporting our netive foods, other than afew gourmet
items”



Gossner spoke up for only the second time since they entered the gardens. “ Maybe that’ s because
they’ re exploiting their own native crops, and aren’t ready to introduce exotic foods from other places.”

“You're probably right,” Docent Becky said, resignation in her voice.

What Gossner had redlly been doing during the tour of the gardens, of course, was examining them and
the area close behind as possible locations for Dwan to ambush President Lavager—and then make her
escape. In chameleons, it would be a snap—provided they could get the unchamel eoned maser rifleinto
and out of the spot he and Dwan picked for her to fire from without raising any suspicions. Dwan had
also studied the gardens with a sniper’ s eye, but was able to give enough attention to the docent’s
presentation to keep Becky happy and feding fulfilled in her job.

They volubly thanked her for the marvelous tour of the gardens and moved on to the Judicia Center.

It was arepeat of the Executive Center, though writ smaler and its buildings were faced with orange
limestone rather than pink. Crop gardens grew between the buildingsthere just asthey had in the
Executive Center. They didn’t bother with atour.

They headed on to the L egidative Center, which was half again aslarge as the Executive Center.

Gossner suddenly stopped inthe middle of Legidative Plaza and asked, “Have you ever beenina
capitd city before, Bela?’

It took aconscious effort for Dwan not to shoot Gossner aglare for asking such anirrelevant question,
but she remembered her rolein time and smpered a him. “No | haven't, Ivo. But this one certainly looks
very impressve.”

Centered on one side of the six-hundred-meter-long plaza was Congress Hall, which took up nearly half
the plaza slength. The Legidative Gardens flanked the building for most of the rest of that Sde. Opposite
Congress Hall was arow of well-spaced, imposing buildings—separated by more crop-growing
gardens—which contained the offices of the legidators and al the saffs of the legidation. The windows of
the facing buildings, including Congress Hall itself, began well above ground leve, giving them something
of afortress gppearance; most of the buildingsin the other two governmental centers a so had windows
that began above ground level. A pyramidal tower was at one end of the plaza and an incongruoudy
globular building, neither with windows, & the other. They were faced with white limestone.

Gossner stopped in the center of the plaza and dowly turned about. Dwan, her arm linked in his, of
necessity aso stopped. When he turned, their linked arms moved her around him like a satdllite.

“I’'vebeeninafew,” hesad. “ And you know what?’

She gave him alook that to any casual observer |ooked like admiring expectation, but up close carried a
threat. “No, Ivo. What?’

“They dl look aike.” He stopped turning and shook hishead. “1t doesn't matter what architecturd style
they arein, the buildings are dways massvely imposing and widdy spaced. It' slike they' retrying to
impose themsalves on al who see them, to impress everybody with their importance and power.”

Dwan'’ s eyes widened, as though she was thinking how smart and perceptive her new husband was. In
redity shewasthinking, You turned me around you like some empty-minded bint to tell me the



obvious? But she said no such thing. Instead, she looked from him to the buildings and used their linked
armsto turn him around her as she had just been turned—the turn was facilitated by her free hand, which
she used to grip the thumb of the hand at the end of the arm with which herswaslinked and lever itina
modified come-along. She made ashow of looking &t the buildings with newly enlightened eyes.

“You'reright, Ivo!” she squedled. “Theydo look deliberatdly impressve and imposing.” Shegave his
thumb alittle extrajerk, then released it and patted his hand before raising hersto flutter at her throat.

Gossner managed to not flinch or otherwise show pain. When she released his thumb, he half-turned and
leaned close, asthough to kiss her cheek. “ Sorry, Bella,” he murmured, “1 didn’t spin you around on

purpose.”

She smiled and nuzzled his cheek. “Don’t doit again,” she whispered. Then moreloudly, “Ivo, I'm
getting hungry. Let’s go and have lunch someplace. Can we do that?”’

“Anything for you, my love” he said as, under cover of patting the hand linked through hisarm, he put
her in awrigt-cracking come-aong. Leaning close, he whispered, “ Y ou may be nasty, Bella, but I'm
bigger and stronger. Besides, | outrank you.”

Dwan showed her teeth when she smiled up at him and asked, “How fast can you wake up and defend
yoursdaf when somebody crushes your larynx while you' re degping?’

Gossner remembered something someone once told him: “ The greatest sign of trust you can display in
someoneisto fall adeep next to that person.” He released the come-along with amurmured apology.

Scott Park, New Granum, Union of Margelan, Atlas

They didn’t head straight toward the entertainment and dining district, but made abrief digressontoa
smal, empty park just off Central Boulevard and sat on atree-shaded bench. They sat close, with their
heads together, looking to any casual observer likelovers.

“So what'd you think?” Gossner asked.

“Giveme aset of chameleons, and maybe,” Dwan answered. Shedidn’t look totaly sure of hersdlf
when shesadit.

“We don't have aset of chameleons. Even if we did, the maser we haveisn’t chameleoned, we' d have
to find another way to get it in without anybody noticing and raisng an darm.” Helooked up at nowhere
in particular for amoment’ s thought, then turned his face back to hers. “ Even without chameleons, you
could get into the gardens and hide well enough that nobody would know you were there.”

She grimaced. “ There re a couple other problemswith doing it there.”

Gossner didn’t ask, he was pretty sure he knew what one of the other problemswas. Hewasright.
“Did you look at the windowsin his office? There was something off about the way they reflected light. |
think they’ re reinforced with something. They’ re probably resistant to projectiles. | don’t doubt they'd

aso deflect microwaves.”

“Yeah,” heagreed. “| wouldn't be surprised if they could resist asustained burst from a plasma assault
gun—at least for long enough for anybody insdeto get out of theline of fire.”



Dwan nodded.

“So what' s the other problem you see?’

She grimaced again. “I’d have to do it when Lavager is entering or leaving the building, and that would
make it atough kill. He' s sure to be surrounded by guards and aides when he goes out, which might

makeit hard to get agood sight picture on him.”

Gossner raised an eyebrow. Bella Dwan was admitting to the possibility she couldn’t get agood sight
picture?

“Moreimportant, he'll be moving. That' Il make getting athree-quarter-second lock on him very difficult,
if not impossible, even for me.”

Gossner didn’t even need to think about it. “ So we scratch doing it in the government district. We'll have
to check out the Presidential Residence; maybethat’ll be easier.”

“Is he giving a speech someplace any time soon? If he' s standing on a stage out in the open, that would
be easiest.”

“We canfind out. Still hungry?’

“Yeah.” She sad it without enthusiasm.

“Hey, we don’'t know yet, we may not haveto doit.”

“Maybe not,” she said softly. “But | want to.”

Gossner gave her an encouraging squeeze—he didn’t dare think of his gesture as comforting.

“Thank you,” she murmured. They got up and left the park, heading down Center Boulevard, themain
thoroughfare in New Granum'’ s entertainment and dining district—where, by chance, they happened on

Jorge Liberec Lavager’ sfavorite restaurant, right there on Center Boulevard, not far from the hotel
where they were Staying.

CHAPTER

FIFTEEN
Ramuncho’s Restaurant, New Granum, Union of Margelan, Atlas

A few blocks from the park, they stopped in front of a discreet sgn that bore the name “ Ramuncho’s
Restaurant” and looked at the menu mounted on an easdl next to the entrance.

“Arethose locd dishes, or did the printer have abad case of speaking in tongues when he programmed
it?" Dwan asked.



“At thispoint, your guessisasgood asmine,” Gossner replied. They’d only been on Atlasfor two days
and hadn’t yet experimented with theloca cuisine. At Pauke Fallsthey’d smply pointed at 2-D pictures
of the food they ordered, and otherwise had eaten at their hotel, which served more or less standard
Confederation fare that could be found in nearly every chain hotel in Human Space.

“Do you want to go in and find out?’ she asked.

“Onereason | sgned up wasto go to strange places, eat strange foods, and meet strange people,” he
sad oftly.

“And kill them,” she added even more softly.

Gossner’ s eyebrows twitched up. “ That too.” He glanced around, but no one was close enough to have
overheard.

Theinterior of Ramuncho’ s was muted: dim lighting, green-on-green damasked wallpaper above dark
wood wainscotting; thick, sound-absorbing carpet covered the floor; folding screens placed here and
there that could be opened to provide a modicum of privacy. A diminutive and graceful fluted flower vase
with blossoms neither of them recognized stood on every table. The task light centered on each table was
S0 soft that even the snow white cloths that covered them seemed muted.

Themaitred’ gave them amoment to look, then was happy to seat them without areservation; it was
past the lunch rush and many tables were available. He began ushering them to atable to one side of the
main dining room, though not against the wall.

“Oh, could we have that table, please?’ Dwan smiled sweetly.

He looked where she pointed, atable with adiscreet “reserved” sign in front of the windows onto the
street, and cocked his head for amoment’ s thought before saying firmly, “Most certainly, madame.”

“I bet alot of famous people walk past these windows,” Dwan gushed.

“They assuredly do,” the maitred’ confirmed. “And comein, aswell. Why, at thisvery table,” he said as
he held achair out for her, “our President, the great Jorge Liberec Lavager, sometimesdines.” He deftly
removed the “reserved” sgn.

“Really?’ Dwan squedled, eyeswide.

“Sometimes. Ramuncho’ sis hisfavorite restaurant, you know, though most often when he comes he
dinesin aprivate room in the back.”

“Do you, do you think he'll comein today?’ Dwan said so rapidly her words ran into each other.
“Could | meet him?’

“Ah, but no, madame. | had to pause before dlowing you thistable, as| had to remember whether he
wasin New Granum at thistime. But | remembered that amember of his staff caled to say hewouldn’t
be dining here today as heis away on government business. The President must often go to other parts of
the country, you understand.”

“Soyou'resaying,” Gossner said with casua-seeming interest, “that you normdly keep thistable
reserved for him?”



“Indeed, sir.” Themaitred’ nodded. “ Aswell asthe private room he often uses.”

“Redlly!” It didn’t seem possible, but Dwan'’ s eyes opened even wider. “ That’ samazing.” The words
came out in an awed whisper.

“The President eats here often enough to have both atable and a private room reserved for him,”
Gossner said, sounding impressed.

“It' strue, madame and sr. We at Ramuncho’ s are quite proud of having our President’ s patronage.”
“| believeit.”

A moment later the mditred’ |eft them. A human rather than robot waiter took their drink orders and left
them with menus. They sat at adjoining sides of the table rather than opposite each other.

Dwan leaned toward Gossner and her eyesflicked toward the maitre d’, who was back at his podium.
“How do you think he managesthat?’ she whispered.

“Manageswhat?’

“To be officious and obsequious at the sametime.”

Gossner managed to look at her with astraight face. Sometimes the Queen of Killers surprised him, and
that was the second time of the day. Who would have thought Bella Dwan evenknew the word
obsequious, much lesswas ableto useit correctly?

“| think they program that into maitre d’ s a the factory,” he finally whispered back.

She giggled and returned her attention to the menu.

Damn, but her giggle sounded downright girlish. If Gossner hadn’t known her so well he would have
thought . . . No, it wasn't possible for the Queen of Killersto turn human just because she was on an

independent assgnment, away from other Marines.

Oneleaf of the menu had the standard fare found throughout Human Space, the facing leaf was local
dishes, presumably made from native foodstuffs.

Suddenly, Dwan leaned in again, her eyes glittering. “What do you think ‘ Alborda Tag BikaHere is?’

“Where?” Gossner searched his menu, narrowed his search when she said, “Halfway down the local
menu,” and found it. He shook his head. “I have no idea, there' s no description.”

She leaned close and said under light giggles, “It looks like somebody who doesn't know the language
tried towrite ‘faselarge bull bals in Hungarian.”

Gossner couldn’'t manage astraight face thistime, he had to blink in surprise. “Hungarian?’
“Y ou know, Hungarian. The old European language? From Earth?’

“I know what Hungarian was.”



She amiled swestly. “But you didn’t think | did.”
“I’'m surprised you can read it.”

She grinned impishly. “I can do alot of things you don't know about.” Shewiggled on her sedt, as
though pleased at scoring a point.

Hetwitched his eyebrows—that wiggle reminded him too much of her twitching bottom as she headed
for the water closet that morning—and said “1 guess s0,” then returned to the common foods on his
menu. After amoment he said, “It’ s probably not agood ideato order the reindeer steak here.”

“Oh?Why not?’ Dwan looked honestly interested. They spoke in soft voices so they couldn’t be
overheard by the staff.

“It saThorgfinni’sWorld dish. Thisfar from Thorsfinni’ sWorld, there' s no telling what kind of mesat
they might use. For al we know, it'd turn out to be a cut of kwangduk.” He shuddered.

“Have you ever had kwangduk?’
He nodded. “Once. In astew. It's not an experience | care to repeat.”
She laughed lightly and whispered, “ And here | thought you were atough Marine.”

He grunted, then continued examining the menu. After another moment, he said, “We' re on astrange
world with itsown cuisine, what am | doing looking at theitems| could get anywhere? |’ m going to just
ask the waiter to recommend something made from locd ingredients.” He shook his heed. “ They’ ve got
‘Grande Milho Bolo' listed as an entrée. | think that’ s Portuguese, and it sounds more like a dessert than

an entrée”

Dwan gave him agracious nod. “I’ m surprised you can recognize Portuguese. | think asking for the
waiter’ sadviceisan excdlent idea”

“|"ve been around,” Gossner muttered, and started to look for the waiter; the waiter was at his elbow
before his head made more than a quarter turn.

“Yesdr, areyou ready to order?’

“Ligten,” Gossner said, tifling his surprisethat the waiter could reach him so quickly without him naoticing
his approach, “everything on the menu sounds so good that | don’t know what to order.” He stopped
and shook his head. “No, they don't. My wifeand |,” he put a possessive hand on Dwan’s; she turned
her hand pam up and interlaced her fingers between his, “we just got here and redly don’t have any idea
of what the local foods are. But we want to try them. What do you recommend?’

“Oh, sr and madame! May | recommend—" The waiter began spouting words in no language Gossner
knew, but he recognized the“dalman” in the description of gppetizers, “rambuck” and *“lambhawk,” and
the word “sauce” somewhere in the middle, and the find description concluded with, “—to perfection.”
Thewaiter looked at them with proud expectation.

Gossner and Dwan exchanged a glance, she gave anearly imperceptible nod. He turned to the waiter
and said, “ Thank you, that sounds—very interesting. We' Il start with the dalman appetizer, and sharethe



rambuck and lambhawk entrées.” He also ordered a half-bottle of alocal vintage.

“You will be ddighted, sir and madame.” The waiter took the menus, dipped his head and shouldersina
bow, and glided away to place their order.

Once he was gone, the sniper and her team leader leaned in close enough their shoulders touched and
their heads nearly did aswell, and looked at Center Boulevard, the buildings across the way, and the
byways between the buildings. Gossner didn’t say anything at first, he was ill abit shaken by the way
the waiter had appeared as soon as he began to ook for him. He wanted to bevery careful of what he
sadinthevicinity of peoplewho could move that stedthily. Dwan picked up on his unease and touched
the corner of her brow to his.

“Listeners?’ she asked in the soft voice combat troops devel op that is clearer than awhisper, but
doesn't travel asfar.

“Possible” Gossner said back.

Sheleft her head where it was, they’ d look more naturd if they were in intimate contact while not
gpesking than if they sat slent while not close. They studied everything they could see without turning
their heads, committing everything to memory—a sniper’ smemory.

Thewaiter came back with atrio of dishes and, with aflourish, placed onein front of each of them. One
held two shelled arthropoids, the dalmans, and another a sauce neither of them recognized. The waiter
showed them how to crack the dalman shells and pluck the mesat from them. The third dish, he
demondgtrated, was for the empty shdlls.

They’d bardly had time to finish the dalmans when the entrées arrived, delivered by four waiters, one
controlled the cart, two placed empty platesin front of them, then set plates with the food within easy
reach of both, the fourth opened a bottle of wine and poured for Gossner to approve, then filled both
their glasses. Gossner said, “ Thank you,” and the quartet bowed themselves away.

Neither Gossner nor Dwan had any ideawhat it was they were eating, but both enjoyed it tremendoudly.
“Thank you, Mother Corps,” Gossner murmured when they were finished.

Dwan cocked an eyebrow and gave him asimpering smirk. “Already?’ Then she turned to the origind
waiter who was approaching with the dessert tray.

Gossner groaned when he saw the tray; he hadn’t considered the possibility of dessert while hewas
egting most of the two entrées served to them. Even so, he managed to eat adice of piefilled with some
local fruit that veguely reminded him of gpples, while Dwan had something that looked fatally chocolate.

“Nowyou can thank Mother Corps,” Dwan said softly when they finished their desserts and coffee and
the bill had been presented.

Gossner |ooked at the total and nearly blanched. He could never afford priceslike that on hisown
income, and he hoped the Marine Corps s accountants didn’t challange this particular expense too
vigoroudy. He paid, including an appropriate gratuity, with one of the creds they had been given to cover
expenses.

On the way back to their hotel, Dwan said, “When we get back to our room, it'll beyour turnto strip



down to your skivvies and take anap whilel watch.”

Gossner tightened up and stared straight ahead, not daring to speak or even ook &t her.

Shelaughed doud at hisdiscomfort.

Room 1007, New Granum Deluxe Inn

Thefirst thing they did when they got back to the hotel wasto scan for observation devices. When they
didn’t find any, Dwan checked for messages from theAdmiral Nelson while Gossner lay down for anap,
but hedidn’t strip to his skivvies. Dwan giggled at him once—damn, but if he didn’t know who that
giggle came from—then reverted to the professond shewas.

TheAdmiral Nelson had no messagesfor them.

He d eaten enough that he didn’t fed like going out again right away when Dwan woke him after a short
nap, but she had other idess.

“Upandat’em,” shesad, poking himin the ribs when herolled over after her first attempt to make him
get up.

“I rank you,” he mumbled, “you don’t tell me when to get up.”
“Do you remember what | told that customs agent at Kraken Interstellar when we got here?” she asked.
HWI,H?!

“I said | was going shopping. We ve got al those creds, and | intend to spend my share of them on
things other than finedining.”

“So go shopping.” He snuggled more comfortably into his pillow.

“Ivo,” she said sweetly, “do you know what a newlywed husband’ sjob iswhen his new bride goes

“What?’ he asked suspicioudy.

“Pack anima. Now get up and cometo lug and tote for me. 1t’'ll look very suspiciousif anybody notices
abrand new bride shopping without her hubby to carry for her.”

Gossner groaned, but he knew she wasright. Herolled over and sat up. “Y es, dear. Give me aminute
to wash the deep out of my eyes”

Shelooked at her wrigt. “One minute. I’m timing you.”

“I never would have guessed you' d turn into a nag as soon as you got married,” he grumbled as he made
hisway to the water closet.

She laughed.

* * *



They got back to the hotel four hourslater. Sergeant Ivo Gossner was loaded down with parcels. The
parcels weren't heavy—after dl, they only contained afew souvenirs and lots of clothing, mostly
women' s clothing, souvenirs which were lighter than asimilar anount of men’s cdothing would have
weighed—Dbut there were so damnedmany of them. Gossner felt like he’ d been dragged around to more
stores than there could possibly be in downtown New Granum, and something was added to his burden
in each of them.

Lance Corporad BellaDwan, on the other hand, carried only one oversize handbag dung over her
shoulder containing two small packages with what she referred to as * femae necessities that you needn’t
worry your sweet little head about.”

Gossner dropped his burden on the bed and they chatted inanely about the shopping expedition while
they scanned the room for bugs.

When they didn't find any, he said, “Y ou’ re going to get yours when we get back to Camp Howard,
Lance Corpora.”

“All these new clothes! Would you like meto model them for you, sveetheart?’

Hetried to glare at her, but was distracted by an odd crinkling at the corner of her eyes. What was that?
If those weren't the eyes of the Queen of Killers. ..

“I"'m going to find away for usto get out of here without being seen,” he said gruffly, and | eft.

“Don’'t belong,” shesad. “I’'m hungry after al that shopping.” She turned to her purchases and went
through them while he was gone.

He was back in less than twenty minutes and nodded his gpprova at how she was dressed. The colors
of her shirt and pants were muted, matte grays and blacks, yet their pattern was festive. They looked like
they’ d been designed for a conservative dresser who nonetheless wanted to ook filled with gaiety. She
had laid out smilarly patterned and colored garments for him. The patterns and colorswould make very
good camouflage at night.

“At least the whole shopping trip wasn't awaste,” he said as he picked up his clothes and headed for
the water closet to change. She made aface at his retreating back.

After egting they returned to their room, and dipped back out afew minutes|ater.
Near Ramuncho’s Restaurant, New Granum

The streets were brightly lit and noisy with lively vacationing tourists and locas out for an evening of
theeter, dining, or partying in nightclubs. People constantly brushed against and bumped into each other in
the boisterous crowds and had to shout for their companionsto hear them. But in the service and access
aleys behind and between the buildings, it was quiet and dark. There was nobody to note the two
shadows that occasionaly seemed to hump bigger than they had been and move from hereto there, and
nobody could have heard the shadows, because they were as silent as shadows should be.

Gossner and Dwan moved dowly and carefully, diding soft-shod feet over the pavement, searching for
obstructions and objects that might make noise when they stepped. They probed ahead and to the Sides
with their handsfor obstaclestheir feet wouldn't encounter. The pavement seemed to hold the usua



amount and assortment of detritusto be found on city dleys, haphazardly lined with frequently
overflowing trash receptacles. Almost anybody could be excused for tripping, kicking, or bumping into
noisemakers while negotiating them in the night—or during the day, for that maiter. But Gossner and
Dwan weren't dmost anybody, they were Force Recon Marines, and knew how to move silently though
worse places than this; unlit city aleys posed no problem for them. They didn’t speak until their

reconnai ssance was complete, and they vacated the shadows of the aleysfor the shadows of a nearby
park, where whispered male and femal e voi ces from the bushes wouldn't cause comment.

“Two places| cando it from,” Dwan said when they were huddled closein aclump of low-lying bushes.
Their backs were to awindowless wall and they could see dl gpproaches to the bushes. “But in one of
them, | have to be too close to the sireet, there' s too good a chance someone will spot my mazer.”

Gossner grunted softly in agreement. “ Civilians bother me,” he said back. “If there are people on the
dreet, someone might walk into your line of fire while you' re shooting and block enough of your shot to
just makethetarget sick.”

Now that they wereredly planning it, Jorge Liberec Lavager was no longer President Lavager, he
wasn't even aperson; hewas smply “thetarget.”

“I need ahigher place. Maybe farther back.”
“I thought | saw something while we were at lunch. Let’sgo and check it out.”
“Lead theway.”

They went back into the service dley, to abuilding that backed onto it opposite one of the access alleys
that gave aview of the front of Ramuncho’ s Restaurant. During the day, Gossner had gotten the
impression it was vacant. A broken ground-level window gave them accessto the building’ s basement.
They had to move by touch in the darkness, but that was not difficult because the basement seemed to be
empty. The sairsto the ground floor were sound and the door &t their head gjar; it squeaked dightly
when Gossner eased it open, but he lifted up on it and the squeaking stopped. They inspected the ground
floor, which was easier than finding the stairs in the basement because of the street light that came through
the front windows. The ground floor was empty. The second floor was aso empty.

Gossner sguatted and brushed hisfingers againgt the floor. “1t hasn't been vacant long,” he whispered.
“No dust.”

Dwan nodded, and went to look out the back windows. Right away, she found one she liked for the
mission. Then she wanted to check the third, top, floor. Asthey expected, it was vacant aswell.

Their ingpection of the spaces behind Ramuncho’s wasn't as successful, even though they found severa
spots from which asniper could fire through the windows of the back rooms—they didn’t knowwhich
windows were to the private room Lavager normaly used.

Reconnai ssance complete, they returned to the hotel.

CHAPTER




SIXTEEN
Near the Cabbage Patch, Forty Kilometers northeast of New Granum, Union of Margelan, Atlas

Clouds were gathering in the east when second platoon, Fourth Force Recon Company, went to ground
in adense dtretch of forest one and ahalf kilometers from the suspected weapons research
facility-manufactory.

Lieutenant Gott Tevedestransmitted adirectional burst message: “ First squad, you know what to do?’
Sergeant Jak Daly clicked histransmitter twicefor “Yes”

“Any questions?’ Tevedes transmitted.

Daly clicked once; he had no questions.

“Second squad,” Tevedes radioed, and asked the same questions of Sergeant Wil Bingh. Bingh replied
with the appropriate clicks, he dso knew what to do and had no questions.

“Doit.”

Daly and Bingh signded their men, and the eight Marines roseto their feet and headed for the former
weapons factory now called the “ Cabbage Patch.” Second squad followed behind first squad, fifty
meterstoitsleft. Daly carried a passive mapper; it would scan everything he pointed it at, but didn’t use
arange finder so its depth perception wasn't totally reliable. Bingh carried a scope with face recognition
capabilities to take a census of the personnd in the Cabbage Patch. The only data they had on who was
in the compound was arough head count of the military garrison, but that count probably was't religble.
Theidentifier would make arecord of every individud it saw and prevent any of them from being
counted twice.

Until they returned to the AstroGhogt, they were on full combat footing; it took more than an hour for the
two squads to cover the 1,300 metersto their first observation location.

The Confederation Navy string-of-pearls-generated topographic maps the platoon used weren't the
most up-to-date maps available to the Marines, but they were the most detailed. The map of the
Cabbage Patch and its environs showed ashalow dip in the side of a hill two hundred meters east of the
facility and aboveit. The buildings and roads shown on more recent maps were superimposed on the
topo map. The hollow was shalower than the decades-old topo map indicated, and many of the game
trails marked on it no longer existed; the trails that were il there showed scant sign of recent use. Nor
did al the buildings in the Cabbage Patch complex appear on the map. Several of them looked to be of
very recent construction.

Day was glad the hollow was shalower than the map showed; the Marineswould be ableto lie
comfortably on its dopes and watch in al directions with nothing but their heads exposed outsideit; if it
had been deeper, they might have had to cling to the Sides.

Using touches, Daly positioned everybody. He placed Corporal Nomonon to watch the rear; Sergeant
Kindy and Lance Corpora Wazzen had the flanks. He took his own place overlooking the Cabbage
Patch complex after Bingh signaled that second squad wasin its observation position to their south.

President Lavager of the Union of Margelan publicly claimed the Cabbage Patch was an agricultura



research station. Force Recon was sent in because it was known to have been aweapons factory, and
now its security wastighter than could be accounted for by its claimed use—it was more like the security
one would expect in atop-secret military research station. The visble and

ead ly-detected-by-other-means security the Marines observed was even tighter than intelligence reports
had |ed them to believe.

The compound was a rough rectangle with its northwest corner chopped off, truncated by the New
Granum road, which ran southwest to northeast. Inside the main gate off the road was the administration
building. Toitsright was acluster of smal buildings that |ooked to be housing; a probable dining hall was
adjacent to them. On the admin building’ sleft was avehicle barn—at least that’ swhat the map said.
During the time Daly watched, he saw severa ground cars and lorries enter and not leave, so the map
legend waslikely right.

Those buildings and amultistory structure behind the admin building were the origind buildingsin the
compound, and were oriented on the road.

Therest of the buildings were laid out on an east-west or north-south axis, though “laid out” wasn't an
accurate term—they seemed to have been thrown up wherever there was space as the need for them
arose. According to the map, the building directly south of the original |ab was another |aboratory, the
building to the south of the garage was labeled abarracks. Judging by the uniformed people Daly saw
entering and leaving it, he thought that waslikely. A smal mess hdl was south of the barracks, with a
military office building to its east. To the east of and between the two labs was alarge power plant; the
map said so, and it looked like one. Daly wondered what kind of agricultura research could require a
power plant that big.

Then there were buildings not on the map. A barracks was southwest of the second lab, another lab was
east of the power plant, an unidentifiable building was in the southwest corner, and afoundation for
another building had been laid to the barracks east. North of the new foundation was afield onwhich a
platoon of soldierswas running combat-maneuver drills. North of thedrill field wasa
short-takeoff-and-landing airfield with hangar and control tower. A tall communications tower stood in
the center of the compound.

The entire complex was surrounded by arazor-wire fence of dternating gprons and tightly wound coils.
The fence would be very difficult to penetrate without explosives or sustained bursts from a plasma-firing
assault gun. The platoon didn't have any assault guns, but it did have explosives. Unfortunately, the
platoon carried little more than the exact amount of explosives they would need to blow up the suspected
weapons buildings intelligence knew to be in the Cabbage Patch when the orders for the mission were
drawn; there wasn't any spare to use to blow holesin the defensive fence. To make mattersworse, there
was atrench outsde the wire. From his vantage on the hillside, Daly could see the trench was filled with
sharp stakes, making it extremely difficult and dangerousto traverse aswell.

It'stoo bad we left our puddle jumpers behind, Day thought,we could use them to get over the
trench and wire. The defenders would be able to see the puddle jumpers themselves, but would likely
hesitate before opening fire on the unidentified and apparently unmanned objects. When they did open
fire, they probably wouldn’t be able to shoot many—maybe none—of the invisble Marines during the
short timeit would take them to jump over the trench and wire,

The perimeter fence was backed up with fifteen reinforced guard towers and at |east fourteen bunkers,
Later, after his squad had made a complete circuit of the compound, he found there were eighteen
bunkersin dl. Each of the towers housed an assault gun.



Now, if we could manage to get the towers to fire on the fence and trenches, they could open
paths for us, he thought, though he couldn’t think of away to get the defendersto destroy their own first
line of defense.

A quick calculation told him the garrison had to be perhaps two companies strong, alowing for four
soldiers per tower and bunker, plus command and communications, and alowing for areserve. It could
eadly be larger if the bunkers held more than four men each, or the commander had a rapid-maneuver
forcein addition to areserve.

He didn’t see any communications trenchesinsde the compound, but that didn’t preclude the existence
of tunndlsfor reserves and maneuver forces to move through.

Ddy drew his men together and told them what they were going to do next. Then he and Wazzen
headed south while Kindy and Nomonon went north. They’ d move a hundred meters closer to the
perimeter and circle the compound to get acloser look. They would rendezvous on the other side of the
road opposite the main gate.

On the way around the perimeter, Daly stopped to check on second squad. Fortunately, Bingh had
positioned his men exactly where they’ d planned; between the chameleons and their skillfully hidden
positions, second squad might otherwise have been impossible for Daly to find.

Daly touched hdmetswith Bingh so they could talk without using their radios and asked, “How many
have you seen?’

“So far we veidentified seventy-five different soldiers walking around or on the drill field,” the second
squad leader answered. “| saw amgor, maybe he' sthe commander. And eighteen different peoplein lab
coats, though | wouldn't swear dl of them are scientists—some of them are probably lab techs, and |
think at least one was a cook or messman.”

“What about admin or other civilians?”’

“Two drivers parked their lorriesin the garage and went into the admin building. Nobody el se went in or
cameout.”

“Guard towers?’

“Thelight’ stoo poor for identification, but it looks like there are four peoplein each. | couldn’t detect
anyonein the bunkers.”

Seventy-five on the ground and sixty in the towers, ahundred and thirty-five. That accounted for
two-thirds of the minimum number of soldiers Daly thought werein the garrison.|f the garrison had
equa-sze watches, there were probably another sixty or seventy adeep or otherwise off duty or out of
sght. Not counting any who might be in the bunkers.

“What about the main gate?’

“It'stoo far away to make out enough detail. There are eight individuals, but the scope couldn’t pick up
enough datato identify them.”

“Good job. Keep looking.” Daly told Bingh what his squad was doing, then clapped him on the back
and touched Wazzen to let him know to continue the circuit.



Detectors the Marines carried showed them the locations of mines, both antipersonnd and antivehicle,
that were buried just under the surface of the ground between the forested hillsides and the trench, as
well asavariety of telltaesto detect infrared radiation and motion. The infrared detectors didn’t cause
them any problem, but the motion detectors forced the encircling Marines to keep farther insde the trees
than Daly wanted to. He plotted al the mines and detectors on his map.

Kindy and Nomonon were waiting for them in the trees across the road, two hundred meters from the
main gate.

“The bunkers on my sde al seem to be unmanned,” Kindy reported as he touched helmets with Daly.
That jibed with what Daly and Wazzen had seen on their circuit.

“Secondary gates?’ Daly asked.
“Nonethat are obvious.”

Day hadn’t seen aback gate either. He found it curious that the compound wouldn’t have any way in or
out other than the main gate. Every military installation he' d ever seen had at least one back gate. So did
nearly every civilian complex he' d ever seen.

“Any activity here?’
“Nothing.”
“Let’swatch for awhile”

The four Marines settled in to observe the road and the entrance to the compound, and the admin

building just ingdeit. Daly checked thetime. It was afew minutes shy of 16 hours. Most government and
military ingtallations had a shift or watch change at 16 hours. Maybe they were about to see some
activity.

Nobody came out of the admin building’ s front door, but at 1615 hours, agroup of peoplein civilian
clothes exited the side of the building and headed for the housing area, and a second group exited on the
east sSde. They joined other people, who were probably coming from the labs behind the admin building,
in entering the vehicle barn. Minutes later an air-cushion passenger carrier drove out of the garage,
through the main gate, and headed northeast, the direction of Spondu.

No night shift, Day thought.Not unless the night shift lives in the housing units . He could only see
haf of the housing areafrom his postion.

A few minutes after the bus eft, aguard sergeant marched eight soldiers up the road along the east Sde
of the admin building to the main gate where they relieved the guards on duty. The guard sergeant
marched the relieved guards back the way he' d come.

Not long after that, four lorries came from the southwest, the direction of New Granum. The guards at
the gate made them wait outside until the officer of the guard came out to admit them. The officer
directed them to follow the road to the west of the admin building, then returned to it. He wasthe only
person they’ d seen enter or leave the building through its main entrance.

When nothing el se happened for ahaf hour, Daly decided they’ d watched the front long enough.



“Look for atunnel entrance on the way back,” hetold Kindy and Nomonon. The squad again split into
two-man teams to return to the shalow hollow where they’ d started watching.

Day stopped to check with second squad again. He and Bingh touched helmets.

“We identified another hundred and fifteen soldiers, including the gate sentries during the changing of the
guard,” Bingh reported. “We d dready identified some of the guard sergeants, and we didn’t get face

shots of dl the soldierswho were heading to the gate.”
“That’ stwo hundred and fifty positives on the garrison, plus others not positively identified.”

“Right.”
“Tell me about the tech shift change.”

“We identified thirty-six individuas coming out of the labs. There were more, but we couldn’'t ID dl of
them because they were too far away, or we couldn’t seetheir faces. Wedidn't ID any of the people
who went from the admin building to the housing area. Do you want to know about the thirty-three who

left on the bus?’
“I don't think that’ Il be necessary,” Daly replied. “Whatever we do here will be done before they come
back. Anything e se?’
“Y eah. Nobody entered or |eft the power plant.”
Corpora Musica, who was using the scope while the squad |eaders conferred, poked hishelmet in and
sad, “Sx more”
Daly and Bingh looked at the compound. Soldiers were walking from the barracks to the mess hall.

“Ancther five” Muscasad.

Therewere a least two hundred and sixty soldiersin the compound, and only oneway in or out. The
platoon didn’t have the equipment or materialsit needed to breach the outer defenses. And the
compound didn’t look anything like an agricultural research station—there wasn’t agreenhouse to be

seen.
“Give mewhat you'vegot,” Daly said.
Bingh used his handsto orient himself with Daly, then tight-beamed the scope’ s datato the first squad

leader’ s comp.
“Giveit onemore hour,” Daly said when the datatransfer wasfinished, “then return to the hollow. Look
for atunnd entrance on your way back. | just can't believe there' sonly oneway in and out of that

place”

“Yougotit,” Binghsad.

On theway back to the hollow Daly divided his attention between looking for atunnel entrance and
preparing the data the recon had collected into a packet he could send to theAdmiral Nelson viaburst



transmission for relay to the platoon.

CHAPTER

SEVENTEEN
In the Trees, North of the Cabbage Patch, Union of Margdan, Atlas

Sergeant Kindy and Corporal Nomonon didn’t return to the hollow by the same route they’ d followed
ontheir firs circuit; they followed aroute seventy-five meters farther upd ope and deeper into the trees.
They did that partly because good troops never follow the same route returning as going out, and partly
because Kindy wanted to seeif there were mines and detection devices farther out from the fence and
trench.

And partly because he and Nomonon hadn’t seen anything that might be atunnel or cave entrance the
first time around. He' d looked. He hadn’t spent as much time observing the compound as Sergeant Daly
had, but he' d noticed the lack of an obvious back gate and, like Day, couldn’t accept that there wasn't
another way out.

Hafway from the New Granum road to the hillside where the hollow was, he spotted an anomaly. He
and Nomonon were pardldling agame trail that was just as neglected as every other gametrail in Sight of
the fence; the gametrails so close to the Cabbage Patch didn’t show as much use asthetrails he' d seen
farther away from it. The anomaly was, thetrail aboruptly seemed to have dightly heavier use.

“Where d they go?" he murmured, unheard insde hishelmet.

He stood erect and Nomonon came close behind to touch helmets.

“Where d they go?’ Kindy repeated, thistimeto the other Marine.

Nomonon looked around and saw the same dight-but-abrupt change in the gamertrail. “Maybe they saw
something they didn’t like and turned back,” he said facetioudy. He kept looking around.

Kindy in the meantime had concentrated his attention on adab of rock right where the gametrail
changed.

“Look for acamera,” he told Nomonon as he squatted for acloser look at the rock dab. He was careful
not to touch anything, though he wanted to brush dirt off the rock’ s surface. He did hislight gatherer and
magnifying screensinto place.

And saw faint scrape marks on the ground where the dab of rock had been swiveled asde.

Nomonon bent over to touch helmetsand said, “1 have acamera”

Kindy dowly roseto hisfeet, careful not to move his feet so they wouldn’t disturb the ground under his

boots. Nomonon put his arm around Kindy’ s shoulders and turned him to face the tree where he saw the
camera. “ Three metersup,” he said.



Kindy looked up and spotted the camera. It was small, camouflaged to look like aleaf dangling from a
branch closeto the tree' strunk. But the camouflage wasn't well maintained; if it had been, avisua search
from ten meters away wouldn't have spotted it. The camerawas aimed at the dab of rock. Unlessit was
awide-eye, except for Kindy’ sfeet they were outsdeitsfield of vison.

“Keep looking,” Kindy said. He and Nomonon stayed in position for another ten minutes|ooking for
another camerawithout seeing one. Either the others were better camouflaged, or there was only the one.
From the state of the camouflage on the camerathey saw, Kindy’s guess was there wasn't another.

A Hillsde East of the Cabbage Patch

Sergeant Daly and Lance Corpora Wazzen reached the hollow first, even though Sergeant Kindy and
Corpora Nomonon had a shorter distance to cover. Daly assumed it was because they’ d found the
tunnel, or something else of interest. Time was passing and he had to make areport, hedidn’t havetime
to wait for them to come back. He climbed atree to establish a comm connection with the orbiting
Admiral Nelson .

The navy starship hadn’t remained docked at Kraken Interstellar, but trailed it in the same orbit by two
hundred kilometersin order to facilitate communications with the covert operation of the Force Recon
platoon on the ground. Nobody on Kraken gave the separation any thought; it was Confederation Navy
policy that ships of the line didn’t remain docked to civilian starports any longer than necessary. The
difference was the degree of separation; single navy starships normdly didn’t remove themsaves much
more than one hundred kilometers from an orbital port, but Kraken didn’t know that—Atlas was seldom
vigted by an unaccompanied ship of theline.

Kraken Intersdlar was barely visible to the naked eye, nearing the horizon when Daly climbed the tree,
and theAdmiral Nelson was only afew degrees higher. He didn’t have much time to make his report,
but it was long enough for aburst transmission.

Hefound theAdmiral Nelson in the sights of his point-transceiver and activated it to lock onto the
gtarship. When the transceiver sgnaed it had alock, he touched the contact that sent the
one-and-a-half-second burst. Asafailsafe, he had the transceiver programmed to send the burst
automatically five seconds after it registered it had alock. A much longer delay, and the lock might be
broken.

Before descending the tree, Daly studied the clouds headed toward them from the east. They looked
like they were dropping rain, but the rain didn’t look so heavy that it would have an effect on their
operaionseven if it reached them. He was on the ground minutes before Kindy and Nomonon returned
with their surprise.

Five Kilometers East of the Cabbage Patch

Theradiomen intheAdmiral Nelson *s comm shack were every hit as dert asthe Marines needed them
to be, and they relayed Daly’ sburgt in plenty of time.

“Sir, wegot aburst,” Gunny Lytle reported.

Lieutenant Tevedes sucked in a deep breath. He accepted the packet Lytle tight-beamed to his comp
and called the data up on hisHUD. “ Are you looking at this, Gunny?’ he asked.

“Yesdr.



“No crop fidds, no greenhouses. What kind of agricultura research gationisthis?’
“Onewith alot of soldiers,” Lytle said pensvely.
“Too many soldiers”

“Guard towers, bunkers, razor wire, stake-filled trenches, peepers and mines all around. It lookslike
they’ re ready to repel amajor assault.”

“What kind of agricultura research station expects amgjor assault?’
Lytledidn’t bother answering, Tevedes knew the answer aswell ashedid.
“Have the men saddle up, we removingin.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Near a Game Trail, Four Hundred Meters North of the Cabbage Patch
“Let’'sgo,” Sergeant Kindy findly said.

And froze before he took a second step.

Aclick had come from the rock slab.

Kindy put out ahand and gently swept it in an arc until he found Nomonon. Using a series of tapsand
arm squeezes, hetold him what he wanted to do. Nomonon replied with areturn touch. Normal
communication between men who must maintain silence, even radio silence, and can't see each other
except asthe faintest of smudgesevenininfrared, isimpossible; Force Recon had avocabulary of
touches and squeezes to use in those ingtances when they couldn’t even touch helmets.

Kindy and Nomonon watched the rock lift afew centimeters, then pivot to expose a meter-wide hole. A
head popped through the hole and looked quickly around, then was followed by therest of amanin an
unmarked military uniform. He was unarmed. The man didn’t bother looking around again after climbing
out of the hole, but went straight to the tree with the badly camouflaged camera and flipped achunk of
rugged bark asdeto revea asmdl control pand. The control pand’s cover was far better conceded
than the security camerawas.

Kindy watched closdaly as the man tapped afive-touch pattern on the control panel, and was certain he
could repest the sequence.

The rock dab pivoted back over the hole and settled into place. Again without looking about, the man
stepped onto the better-used part of the game trail and headed northeast. Kindy touched Nomonon and
the two Marines soft-footed after him.

In fifty meters, Kindy judged enough trees were between them and the tunnel entrance to be completely
out of sight of the security camera. He touched Nomonon's arm and the two Marines sprang forward.
They were on the man in the unmarked uniform before he was fully aware of the footsteps running behind
him. Nomonon took him at the shoulders, bending him forward, while Kindy threw his shouldersinto the
back of the man’ s knees, buckling hislegs. They hit the ground hard. The force of the landing, and being



sandwi ched between the ground and Nomonon, knocked the air out of the man’ s lungs—he couldn’t
even gasp, much lessyel, before Nomonon had him in achoke hold. In seconds his eyesrolled up and
he went limp, unconscious.

“Grab him and go,” Kindy ordered, touching his helmet to Nomonon's.

Nomonon got up, then hoisted the unconscious man onto his shouldersin afireman’s carry. Thetwo
Marines sprinted.

After fifty metersthey dowed to a pace Nomonon could maintain indefinitely with his burden, then came
to acomplete stop a hundred meterslater when the prisoner began to regain consciousness.

Kindy unsheathed his combat knife and held it to the man’ sthroat. “Make noise and you' re deed,” he
sad harshly through his helmet speaker. “ Do you understand?’

The prisoner’ s eyes darted about, trying to see the source of the voice, then looked down to see what
was pressing against his neck. He couldn’t see the talker, but the blade of the knife that pressed against
histhroat was highly visble. He tried to nod, but was afraid of cutting himsdf. “Yes,” he croaked softly,
not wanting to cut himsdf by speaking, either.

Insde his helmet, Kindy smiled—he had the back of the blade against the man’ sthroat, he dso didn’t
want the prisoner to get cut accidentally.

“WEe re going to tie your hands and take you with us. Do we need to gag you, or can you keep quiet on
your own?’ He eased the pressure of the blade.

“I-I'll bequiet.”

“Good. Then maybe you don't haveto die.” Kindy jerked the knife away as the man’ s eyes popped and
he began to tremble violently. He stood and yanked the prisoner to his feet. Nomonon secured his hands
behind his back and tied alength of cord snugly around his neck, but not so tight it cut off hisair.

“WEe re going to movefast,” Kindy said. “Keep up or it'sgoing to hurt.”

The prisoner’ s eyes widened even more and he fish-mouthed, unable to speak. They searched him
before they set out. He had awallet with civilian identification and cred chips, but nothing e se. Certainly

no military documents or wegpons.

Kindy set afast enough pace to keep the prisoner worried about keeping up, but not so fast hewasin
real danger of fdling.

A Hillside, East of the Cabbage Patch

Aclick announced the return of Kindy and Nomonon. Daly whistled in surprise when he saw the bound
prisoner ssumble out of the trees.

“That’ sthe best birthday present I've gotten dl year,” he said through his helmet speaker so the prisoner
could hear him.

“We caught him coming out of atunnel,” Kindy said, so through his hemet speakers.



The prisoner looked wild-eyed for the sources of the voices, visbly upset by so many invisible men.
“What' syour name?’ Daly demanded.

The prisoner’ s mouth worked, but he couldn’t form any words.

“Answer the man,” Kindy demanded.

The prisoner flinched from the harsh voice next to his ear. He tried again and managed to gasp out,
“Nijakin—Lucyon Nijakin.”

“What’ syour rank, Lucyon?’ Day said with aglance at the unmarked uniform.
“N-No rank. I’'m a-a c-contract worker.”

“What are you working on?’

“M-Machinery.”

“What kind? What do you make with it?’

“Tools. T-Toolsand p-parts. I-I'm am-machinist.”

“What kind of machines do you make partsfor?’

“I d-don’t know.”

“You can’'t be avery good machinist if you don’t even know what kind of machines you' re making parts
for.”

“M-Manufacturing.”

“What kind of manufacturing?’

Kindy poked him and whispered harshly, “ Stop wasting time.”

Nijakin flinched again and looked around wildly. “ Th-they make t-tubes. Tubes and bl-blades.”
“Tubeslike barrels? Blades like knives?’

Nijakin looked uncertain, like he didn’t understand the question.

Wazzen reached in and gave the prisoner asharp but light tap on the back of the head. “ Speak up,” he
snarled. “ The tubes, are they barrels for weapons?’

The man jumped and looked even more frightened a being questioned by yet another unseen person.
“Y-Yes. |-l d-don't know. Th-They could be.” He nodded vigoroudy. “N-Nobody t-told me.”

This could be it,Day thought. “How big are the barrels?’



Nijakin’'s shoulders twitched as though he was going to lift his hands to show him. His expression went
from frightened to resigned sadness. “ Some are two hundred centimetersin diameter.” He a so stopped
Sammering.

Daly shook his head. Lucyon Nijakin now believed they were going to kill him. He decided to reassure
him.

“All right, everybody leave him aone, he' s cooperating. Listen to me, Lucyon—right, your nameis
Lucyon? Relax, nobody’ s going to hurt you. We just want to know what’ s being done at the Cabbage

Patch. Y ou're being very helpful, and | gppreciate that. When we' re finished here, you' Il befreeto go.
Do you understand?’

“Yes” Nijakin'svoice wasflat, obvioudy hedidn’'t believe Daly.

Daly sighed softly. “I’m telling you the truth. Now, those two-hundred-centimeter tubes, how long are
they?”

“Ten meters. Maybe longer. | don’t work on them, they’ re madein adifferent 1ab. | don’t seethem very
often.”

“What were you doing coming out of the tunnd alone?’

His mouth twitched. “ There sawoman, she' satech, shelivesin Spondu. | was going to see her.”
“Isshe going to call someone and ask where you are when you don't show up on time?’

Nijakin hung his head and shook it.

“Why didn’t you leave through the front gate with everybody ese?’

Nijakin Sghed. “ They think I’'m asecurity risk. I’'m confined to the compound.” His mouth twisted.
“That’' swhy Mari won't call when | don't show up. She knows that sometimes| can't get out.”

“Aren’'t you concerned about being reported when security saw you through the surveillance camera
when you |eft the tunnd ?” Kindy asked.

Daly glanced toward hisvoice. He knew there had to be acamerain the tunndl, but hadn’t known the
entrance was also covered by acamera.

“I haveafriend,” Nijakin said. “He puts aloop in the system when | go in and out so security doesn't
seme’”

“When are you supposed to go back in?’ Daly asked.
“An hour before sunrise.” A tear leaked out of the corner of hiseye.

Now Daly knew how they could get into the compound. “Whereisit?’ he asked Kindyon ona
tight-beam.

Kindy tight-beamed the coordinates of the tunnd entrance and the visuas he d taken of the entrance
setup. Day examined the images on hisHUD. Y es, that was how they could get in.



“What have we here?” Sergeant Bingh asked as he and his squad did into the hollow.
“Kindy, tel them.”

Kindy took the second squad |eader aside and touched helmets to catch him up on hisand Nomonon's
discovery of the tunnd entrance and their capture of a prisoner.

“I have to keep you tied up so you can’t run away,” Daly told Nijakin, “but | don’t want to gag you.
Canyou keep quiet?’

“Y es. Nobody in the compound could hear meif | yelled anyway. We retoo far away.”
“Areyou thirsty?1 can giveyou adrink if you'rethirsty.”

“No, I'm not thirsty.” Lucyon Nijakin dmost laughed. He thought it ironic that aman who was about to
kill him would be so solicitous.

CHAPTER

EIGHTEEN
A Hillside Near the Cabbage Patch Agricultura Research Facility, Union of Margelan, Atlas

“Sorry, dr,” Sergeant Daly said when Lieutenant Tevedes arrived with the rest of the platoon. * Second
squad didn’t bring himin until after | sent my report.”

“That'sdl right,” Lieutenant Tevedes said, eyeing the prisoner. He and Daly stood facing each other,
only ameter apart, talking over tight-beam radios directed at each other’ s torso pickups so nobody else
could receive.

Lucyon Nijakin knew more invisible men had arrived even though nobody had told him and he couldn’t
see anyone for himsalf. There were more minor sounds to tease his ears and taunt him—and itfelt like he
wasinthe middle of alarger crowd by then. His demeanor went from resigned sadness back to active
fear.

“What have you gotten out of him?’

Daly gave the officer the short version of hisinterrogation of Nijakin, which amounted to little more than,
“It sounds like they’ re making artillery or rocket components.”

“What' sthe place look like?” Daly transmitted his map visuds and the summary of Sergeant Bingh's
census.

Tevedes studied the materid for amoment, then said, “I hope you don’t mind, Sergeant, but | want to
question him mysdf.”

“Pleasedo, ar. | imagine you' Il come up with questions | didn't think of.”



“What' shis name?’
“Lucyon Nijekin.”
Tevedes squatted down in front of Nijakin and turned his externa speaker on at low volume.

Nijakin flinched, and pressed his back into the tree trunk he sat against. He' d been right, there were
more people, thiswas avoice he hadn’t heard before. Hislower lip trembled.

“Mr. Nijakin, how bigisyour garrison?’ wasthefirst thing Tevedes wanted to know after he asked the
same questions Daly did to establish who the prisoner was and his position in the Cabbage Patch.

“I-I"'m not asoldier, | don’t know exactly how many. There are more than two hundred soldiers. Maybe
three hundred, that’sal I'm sure of.” He visibly hesitated, then added, “ There could be even more, | just
don't know.” Hetried to shrug, but it turned into a shudder. “I don’t have much to do with the soldiers.”

“What about scientists and technicians? How many of each?’

Nijakin thought for amoment, moving hislips as though he was naming them to himsdlf. “ Thereare nine
scientists. Each of them hasthree or four |ab assstants. | guessthey’ re what you' d cal techs—wait, Dr.
Kabahl, | think he' sthe chief scientis—he' sthe scientific administrator, anyway—has six lab assgants.
Then there are twenty-five of us machinists and other skilled trades, we' ve got | think twelve helpers.”
While he talked he got control of his expression and finished by looking a where he thought Tevedes's
face was, doing his best to look helpful and cooperative.

“How are these people armed?’

“The soldiers have soldier weapons. I’ ve never been asoldier, | don't know what—"

“I mean you people, the machinists and techs,” Tevedesinterrupted. “How are you armed?’

Nijakin looked shocked by the question. “ Armed? We're civilians. We aren’t armed; we aren't
soldierd”

Tevedesdidn’t reply to Nijakin’sdenia, not that he necessarily believed him. Instead he asked,
“ Adminigtration. How many?’

“There sDr. Truque, he’ sin charge of the center. Secretaries, accounting, payroll—seven or eight
people altogether. I’ m not sure, maybe ten. | don’t have much to do with them, either, except—" He
stopped.

“Except?’ Tevedes prompted.

“Except—" Nijakin paused, “—theré sawoman.. . .”

“A woman?’
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“Doyou like her?’



Nijakin looked down to the side and nodded.
“Does shelikeyou?’
“I think s0,” he said weakly.

“Waell, Mr. Nijakin, let’stry to get you back to her quickly. Y ou're being very helpful. Now, isthere
anyone you haven't told me about?’

“Nosgr. That'severybody | can think of,” Nijakin said.

“So you'retdling methere are nearly four hundred peoplein the facility, and more than three hundred of
them are soldiers. Isthat right?”’

“Yessir, closeto four hundred, that sounds about right.”
“How many of the scientists are agronomists or biologists?’

Nijakin blinked and looked puzzled. “ All of them! What other kinds of scientists would you expect to
find at an agricultura research center?’

“If the Cabbage Patch isredlly an agricultural research facility,” Tevedes asked sarcadticaly, “why does
it need so many soldiers?’

“Atlasisan agriculturd world,” Nijakin blurted. “Food production is power here. The center needsthe
soldiersin case some other country triesto steal our secrets. The Union of Margelan has enemieswho . .
" Hiseyes and mouth suddenly formed large “ O’ s. He thought furioudly, these invisible men, they spoke
with some kind of accent. What wasit? Did it sound like—yesit did! “Y ou're from—"

Tevedes stopped Nijakin by pressing invisble fingersto hislips. “Where sthe other end of the tunnédl
you came out of 7’

“1-It'son the Side of the power plant facing I-lab three.”

“Which oneislab three?’

“It’ sthe b-building next to the p-power plant, t-to the east of the p-power plant.”

“How isthe entrance guarded?’

Nijakin shook his head. “I-It' snot g-guarded.”

“Isit locked?’

Nijakin shook hishead again. “It d-doesn’t even have a d-door.”

Tevedes cdled up Day’ s map on hisHUD and examined it. If the inside entrance to the tunnel wason
the east Side of the power plant, that put it in sight of the new barracks to the south. That shouldn't bea

problem for hisMarines, not with their chameeons. And it was only twenty meters from thereto lab
three, which meant they could easily get into the lab and see positively what was there.



“There sacommunications tower in the middle of the compound, radio and microwave. What other
communications are there?”

“Th-That' severything.”
“No other communications? No buried wires?”’

Nijakin's eyes wandered to the sde for amoment, as though he waslost in thought. Then he shook his
head. “No, n-nothing that | kn-know of.”

“What are the dimensions of the tunnel? 1 mean how wide and how high?

“It' stwo meters high and ameter wide.” Nijakin decided to seem helpful and cooperative again and his
stammering stopped again. “It's made of fused lithocrete and has motion-sensitive lighting.”

“Thank you, Mr. Nijakin. Y ou’ ve been very helpful.”
Nijakin tensed, expecting to be shot or garroted.

Tevedes did neither. Instead he asked, “ Are you hungry? If you are, | can have your hands untied long
enough for you to eat and drink something.”

Nijakin's scomach growled.

“That soundslike you missed dinner.”

Nijakin couldn’t help saying, “ The condemned man’ slast med, isthat it?’
“Nothing like that, Mr. Nijakin. When we re done here, you'll befreeto go.”

Tevedesturned off his externa speaker and toggled on his command circuit radio. “Gunny, have the
Doc check the prisoner for anything obvious, then have somebody give him amed. Keep hisfeet tied
while he egts, and secure his hands again when he' sfinished. Join me when you' ve donethat.”

Tevedes made sure his UV markers were on so Lytle could find him, and went off by himsdlf to plan the
rad.

Gunny Lytle joined him a couple of minutes later and touched hemets. “What do we have, Lieutenant?’

“Cal up your map.” Tevedeslinked Daly’ soverlay of the compound into Lytle sHUD and madea
mark on the side of the power plant.

“From what the prisoner says, it sounds like Lavager is making advanced wegpons componentsin this
supposed agricultural research facility. If anybody wantsto bdieveit’sfarm equipment, | have asolid
gold asteroid I'd like to interest them in.

“WE |l take the platoon in through the tunnd at two hours, everybody but the duty guards should be
adeep then. Thisiswhere the tunnd letsinto the compound.” He highlighted the mark on the side of the
power plant. “ Thefirst thing we' ll have to do is destroy the communicationstower.” Hemarked it. “I'll
gointolabthree,” he marked it aswell, “with one squad from first section to collect evidence—Day and



his people have done al the hard work, they should get the job of gathering the proof of what they found.
Do you agree?’

“| was going to suggest first squad if you didn’'t,” Lytle agreed.

“Once we have the evidence, you bring the rest of the platoon out of the tunndl. Therest of first section
sets the charges while second section provides security. We should bein and out in less than half an hour.
Any questions?’

“It works for me.”

“Good. How' s our prisoner doing?’

“Doc says he's okay, just more scared than he' s probably ever been before. Bos gave him aration.”
Lytle chuckled softly. “ He s eating like somebody’ sforcing him to. | believe he thinks we re going to kil
him”

Tevedes snorted. “Yeah, | know. What he doesn’'t know iswe re Confederation Marines, we only kill
people who need to be killed. Mr. Nijakin doesn’'t need to be killed.” He paused for amoment to
consder what he wanted the prisoner to know. “He thinks we' re from one of the other nation-states on
Atlas. Let’ snot disabuse him of that notion.”

“I likethe way you think, Mr. Tevedes,” Lytle said.

“Did Doc give him a sedative?’

“No. He said Nijakin would probably think it was some kind of poison pill, and didn’t want to scare him
any morethan hedready is”

“Good thinking on Doc’ s part,” Tevedes said. He paused, ooking west, toward the compound that was
looking more and more like aweapons research facility. “ One more thing I’ m thinking about.”

Lytle made an expectant noise.
“I"'m wondering if we have enough yet to justify sending the go code.”

Lytle had been wondering the same thing. He had afew more years, about three or four, experience asa
Marine than Tevedes, but the lieutenant had more training due to Officer Candidate College. While Lytle
was certain some officers would decide the strong defenses of the facility, combined with what the
machinist told them, was convincing enough to justify sending the go code, they didn’t have actua
physica proof. Assassinating a sovereign head of state was too serious for anything less. “If the
lieutenant’ s asking my advice or opinion, | think we need to get our hands on hard proof before you
make that serious adecison.”

Tevedes nodded; it was dl right that Lytle couldn’'t see the nod, it was to himsdlf more than to the other
Marine. “1 do believeyou'reright. | like thewayyou think, Gunnery Sergeant.”

Lytle chuckled. “I'll get the platoon ready to move.”

“You do that.”



Lytle stood and went to check that the platoon was ready while Tevedes prepared areport to burst
beam to theAdmiral Nelson and amessage for the starship to relay to the waiting AstroGhost. When the
Admiral Nelson was overhead he climbed atree, located her, and beamed his messages. He got the
acknowledging click, then returned to the ground. All that was left now wasto wait for the time to enter
thetunnd.

En Route to the Cabbage Patch

Sergeant Kindy and Corporal Nomonon led the way to the tunndl, the ultraviolet markers on their
shoulders alowed the others to see them to follow. Tevedes had ordered everyone to use their markers,
he thought the risk of detection was|essthan the risk of somebody getting lost. On Tevedes s order,
Kindy fingered the bark of the tree with theill-camouflaged security cameraand found the control panel
cover. It flipped open easily. Too little starlight shone through the foliage for him to see, but hisfingers
found the keypad easily enough. He looked at the pad in infrared and saw the faint outlines of the keys.
Six of the keys glowed dightly, asthough they retained heat from recent use.

Kindy hesitated. He was positive Nijakin had only touched five keysto pivot the rock dab back into
place, so why did six keyslook like they’ d been used? Did it use different combinations for opening and
closing? He remembered the prisoner had said he had afriend who put aloop in the system when
Nijakin used the tunnd. Maybe the sixth button sent asignd to hisfriend. But Nijakin was still secured to
the tree behind the hollow, so he couldn’t ask. He keyed in the sequence he' d memorized.

With afaintclick, the dab rose afew centimeters and pivoted to the side.

Corpora Nomonon immediately sat next to the opening and swiveled to lower hislegsinto it. Hisfeet
found the rungs of aladder and he climbed down. The hole was about Six meters deep. At itsfoot, usng
his light gatherer screen, Nomonon saw a control pand like the one imbedded in the tree above. He had
to turn around to face into the tunnel. He raised ahand to fed for the ceiling; it waslow enough that he
had to duck to keep from banging his helmet on it. He took a step and froze when lights came on ahead
of him.

He peered, the lit area extended thirty meters ahead of him. He took a couple more steps and the
lighting extended an equal distance aheed.

“Any problem?’ Sergeant Day asked.
“No, just checking.”
“Let’smove, we want to be well away from here by sunrise.”

Nomonon stepped out at a brisk walking pace. The tunnel was wide enough for aman to walk without
brushing thewdls.

Kindy paused a couple of secondsto look at the control pand at the foot of the hole. Ininfrared it aso
showed sign of six buttons being used. It took only afive-key sequence to open and close the entrance,
and he wondered again what the sixth key might be used for.

Watch Office, the Cabbage Patch

Private Second Class Handquok’ s head jerked up at a chime and he shook his head. He blinked at the
bank of displays. Mogt of them showed the same unchanging views that had been boring him to



deepinessfor two hours. Then he saw an unexpected red light. He checked the monitor matched to the
telltale, but saw only the expected darkness under the trees of amoonless night. He leaned forward and
tapped the light with afingernail. It stayed red.

“Hey, Sarge?’ hecalled.
“What'sup?’
“Look at this. Thetdltale saysthe tunnd’s outer door is open.”

Sergeant Oble, the sergeant of the guard, leaned over Handquok’ s shoulder and looked at his displays.
Sure enough, the indicator light for the outer tunnel door said the tunnél’ s door was open. The monitor
didn’t show anything because it was too dark.

“Hit theinfra” he ordered.

Handquok flipped the toggle that switched the exterior security camerafrom visud to infra. It waslong
enough since sundown that most of the built-up ambient heat from the ground and the rock dab door had
radiated away; the differencesin radiation were too dight for Obleto tdll if the dab wasin place.

“Try thetunnel cameras.” Oble' sjaw dropped when the monitor showed the lightsin the tunnel were on.
The lights were motion activated, but nobody was there!

“I don’t know what the hell’ sgoing on, but whatever it is, it swrong.” He rushed to his own desk and
dapped the panic button.

Alarms sounded in the barracks and the officers' quarters.
The Cabbage Patch

It was just as Nijakin had said, the inner end of the tunnel was on the east side of the power plant and
was unsecured. Unlike the outside end, which ended in avertical, theinsde end of thetunndl had a
stairway leading up to ashort corridor to the exit; eight Marineswere able to stand back to belly in the
corridor.

Corporal Nomonon looked both ways, then signaled al-clear into the al-hands circuit. Second squad
ran past him and turned sharp | eft to race to the communications tower. Nomonon stepped through the
door on the side of the power plant. Sergeant Daly followed him.

“Let’'sgo,” Day said. He and Nomonon sprinted the short distance to lab three. Sergeant Kindy and
Lance Corpora Wazzen followed right behind them, racing with Lieutenant Tevedes. Tevedes put on an
extraburst of speed at the end and reached the door to the lab just ahead of Daly.

Tevedesturned his head and grinned at the squad leader, unmindful that his grin couldn’t be seeninside
his chameleoned helmet. He reached for the doorpad and pressed. The door silently swung open and he
led theway indde.

Once the door was securely closed behind them, the Marines projected a combination of infrared and
low leve visud light to see by.

The part of lab three they were in looked like an assembly shop. Tubes of various sizes, up to



seventy-five centimetersin diameter and seven meterslong, were stacked againgt two walls—Daly didn't
see any of the two-hundred-centimeter diameter tubes Nijakin had mentioned; he wondered if the
machinist had been wrong or lied to him. Or maybe the bigger tubes had been removed. Rows of bins
ran the length of the room’s central area. Between them were matrixes, some of which held tubes and
other partsfrom the binsin partia assemblage.

Daly sucked in abreath. The partly assembled thingslooked like barrels for advanced artillery pieces or
rocket launcher tubes.

“That’sit,” Tevedes said through his speaker. “ Set your charges.” He headed for the exit to tell Gunny
Lytle to deploy second section for security and get the rest of first section ready to set their charges.
He d haveto wait until theAdmiral Nelson was back above the horizon before he could send the go
code to the sniper team in New Granum.

Daly directed hismen in setting their explosives. Nomonon and Wazzen set theirs to do the most
damage to the parts stored dong the wallswhile Kindy set histo the building’s main structural supports.
Daly set hisown under the binsin the central area.

Second sguad ran to the communi cations tower while second section poured out to take their defensive
positions; fifth and sixth squads went north to secure the areafacing Lab One, the housing area, and the
STOL field. Seventh and eighth squads went south to secure the approaches from the barracks.

Lance Corpora Thalia of seventh squad wasthe first Marine to reach the southeast corner of the power
plant. He collided with asoldier carrying an assault gun and both of them crashed to the ground.

Hoodlights sorang on in the guard towers and swiveed to probe into the compound. All they reveded
was the compound’ s own garrison; the flaming bolts from the Marines blastersdidn’t need the
floodlightsto be seen.

There was aloud explosion, followed by adrawn out crashing noise as second squad brought down the
communicationstower.

CHAPTER

NINETEEN
Office of the President, New Granum, Union of Margelan, Atlas

“Dammit, they’ re after you!” Genera Lockdey Ollween exclaimed after hel d read the message flashing
on Jorge Lavager’ s screen.

“Eh,” Lavager made adismissve gesture, “since when hasn’t someone been after me, Locker?’
“Dammit, Jorge, get security in hereto seethisthing.” Lavager only shrugged. “ Jorge, either you get
a-Rashidin hereor I'm going to do it for you! Y ou know who this Alfa Sierrais, don’t you?'Y ou know

thisisno hoax, don't you? Get himin here. Now!”

Lavager Sghed in resgnation. “Get d-Rashid in hereright now,” hetold his private secretary. Within



moments Lavager’ s security chief was standing in front of him. “Franklin, read this” Lavager leaned
away from his viewscreen so the security chief could read the brief message blinking there: Y OU' RE
NEXT. ALFA SIERRA.

“FTL Union?’ d-Rashid murmured and shook hishead. “Isit ahoax, maybe?’ Helooked questioningly
at both men. Lavager shrugged, but Ollwelen shook his head firmly. “ A threat? ThiscameviaFTL Union
using their commercia codes? They must know who sent it, sir, I'll run acheck.”

“Don’t bother. I know who sent it. Did you notice where it came from?”
“Yes, Fargo. Isthis*AlfaSierra afriend?’

“Yes Franklin, if it swho | think it is, this message comes from someone at the Centrd Intelligence
Organization, and it meansmy lifeisin danger.”

Ollween snorted.

Al-Rashid nodded. “We think Gustafferson was murdered. Paragussa too. Both probably by ahired
assassin working aone. | sent you amemo—"

“I was copied on it. Jorge, did you read the damned thing?” Ollwelen demanded.

Lavager held up ahand. “I got the memo, gentlemen. I’m not worried about me. | can take care of
myself. But what about the Cabbage Patch? If anything happensto that facility, | may aswell be dead.
I’ve been planning avist out there al week. We agreed on today, now you seem to betrying to talk me
out of it.”

“The Cabbage Patch iswell protected, sir. And under the circumstances,” he gestured at the message, “I
strongly recommend you don'’t take any rides in the country just now.”

“Convinceme.” Lavager leaned back in his chair and lit a Davidoff. He could awayswork hisway
through the mogt difficult problem if he had the help of an Anniversario. “Have one?’ Al-Rashid declined
the offer but Ollwelen, still frowning, took one. Lavager nodded at a chair and the security chief sat
down.

“The physicd security at the Cabbage Patch is Sate-of-the-art, sir. We ve taken into consideration the
vegetation, reshaped the terrain for security, and established three-hundred-and-sixty-degree boundary
barriers. The entirefacility is surrounded by fencing congsting of amix of razor wirein concertinarolls
and dud-facing aprons. The concertinaisfiverollshigh and six wide. The gpron isthree meters high and
st at aforty-five-degree angle.”

“What' sthe strength of the security detachment?’

“A light battalion of specidly trained infantry, more than three hundred and fifty troops at any given time,
depending on training, sick call—you know, the usual excuses.”

Lavager nodded as he lighted his cigar. “What do you have as anti-intruson measures?’ He offered a
light to Ollwelen.

“A layered defense. Firdt there’ s atwo-meter-deep moat al around the facility studded with
tungsten-sted spikes. Then there areinfrared sensorswith aminimum illumination of five microweatts per



square centimeter in bands up to 1.1 microns measuring three centimeters above the ground. We have
fence-mounted sensorsthat can detect bending of light waves caused by climbing, cutting, or lifting of the
fencing materiads. Thereisaso aburied sensor line that can detect changesin agenerated
electromagnetic field caused by attempts to walk, run, crawl, or legp through the sensor field. There are
clear zones that extend ten meters on both sides of the fencing. At the entry control point—there’ sonly
one—the same cleared zone both inside and outside the gate. No vegetation within aradius of a hundred
and fifty meters outside the fence is alowed to grow any higher than twenty centimeters. Even the drains
are protected, none of which offers an opening large enough for ahuman, and they are sedled with
welded grills”

“We ds0 have adrategicaly emplaced system of bunkers and towers, dl with interlocking fidds of fire,”
Ollweden interrupted. “ Then there are minefid ds, surveillance cameras, and anti-intrusion devices spread
out around the facility up to akilometer in every direction. The devices are under congtant monitoring and
maintained on aregular schedule. They’ re accessed by a secure system of tunnelsthat can be used only
by technicians who know the cipher codes, which are changed daily at different intervals.”

“What if somebody comesin from theair, using military hoppers or some sort of high-dtitude,
low-opening paraglide device?’

“No problem, sir. The grounds are studded with pylonsto impae aircraft, parachutists, and the like. And
thefacility isaso protected by continuous foot patrols of heavily armed guards, and thereisadwaysa
quick-reaction force on cdl in case of emergencies. That facility isvirtualy impenetrable by araiding
force, sr. What we need to worry about is someone on the inside. But al our people out there have
passed the most rigorous security checks. Nossir, the Cabbage Patch is secure. | guaranteeit.”

Lavager drew on hiscigar. “Franklin, nothing is secure from men who are daring or desperate enough to
get through your screens. Thereisaflaw in your syssem somewhere,” he gestured with afinger, “and |
want youtofind it.”

“Buddha sdrooling lips,” Ollwelen cursed, “that’ sjust the point I” ve been making about your persona
security al dong! Only | aready know what' swrong with it: Y ou don’t have any!”

Al-Rashid exchanged glances with Ollwelen and then said, “Very good, sr. But what about you? This
message,” he nodded to the FTL Union message still blinking on the screen, *is about you, not the
Cabbage Patch. Can't | convince you to increase your guard, to stop these late-night visitsto
Ramuncho’ sand restrict your public travel and appearances? | could arrange for adouble. It isonly
common sense for ahead of sate to take these smple precautions, sir. I'm begging you—"

“The man is spesking perfect sense, Jorge!” Ollwelen exclaimed, leaning forward in his chair and jabbing
hiscigar at Lavager.

Lavager regarded his Minister of War and his head of security carefully. “Locker, Franklin, | hear you.
But no. | am not going to be a prisoner in my own country, in my own house. Franklin, you keep up your
guard, but be discreet about it. You'll just have to adjust your security to meet my persona
idiosyncrasies, that'stheway | want it to work. Gentlemen, | repeat, there is no security system that
can't be breached, and thereisno one in any government who isindispensable either. | am expendable.
Y ou protect the Cabbage Patch and I'll protect Jorge L eberec Lavager.”

“Dammit, Jorge, you're like the man who wouldn't fix the lek in hisroof becauseit didn’t rain that
often!”



Lavager laughed. “1 know, Locker, | know, and why bother to take a bath; you' re only going to get
dirty again?’ He chuckled but was slent for along moment, looking intently into the cloud of tobacco
smokein front of hishead. Then: “Franklin, I’'m going out to the Cabbage Patch as planned. | told you
both to set this up last week. | hope neither of you called ahead and warned them | was coming. Today’s
the day. But | want to arrive there like anybody € se, unannounced, drive up to the gate and see how
dert the sentries are, that sort of thing.”

“I don't understand, in light of thiswarning, Sir. | recommend air transport if you realy must go out there
today.”

“No. We redriving. Franklin, as a security man you should know it' s always agood ideafor the bossto
pull asurprise ingpection. | want to see things for mysdlf. | want to seeif there’ sachink in your armor.”

“ BLIt_?l

“Jorge! You may beright, but leave it to Franklin here to fix the problem! No damned reason for you to
go running out therel”

“Yes, thereis. Those ingpection tunnels: They' re your Trojan horse. Now gentlemen, let’s get amove
m-ll

Al-Rashid hurried off to arrange transport. “| need to go back to my office a the ministry, Jorge,”
Ollwelen said as he stood to go. “Need to get something there before we depart. I’ [l meet you outsidein
fiveminutes.” Lavager casudly nodded his okay.

Back at hisoffice Ollwelen made acal.
The Medina Farm, Between New Granum and the Cabbage Patch, Union of Margelan, Atlas

Fifteen-year-old Gina Medina was dive because she wasn't home when the men came for her family in
the night. They took them dl, including the farmhands who lived with the Medinas, into abarn and killed
them there.

Gind slovefor the wilderness saved her life. She' d gone into the woods in the late afternoon with her
dog, Roland, entered the secluded glade deep in the forest that was her secret refuge, and smoked thule
until shefdl adeep. It waslong after dark when she awoke. Ginaloved the forest. There were no
creaturesinimical to humans on Atlas except other humans, so wandering in the woods was totally safe,
and the long walk home in the dark with Roland by her side was the perfect ending to her day. Her
parents had long ago accepted Gina s wanderings and, aslong as she pulled her weight on the farm, they
let her go with aparental shrug of the shoulders. And she did carry her weight on the farm. Next to the
forest, sheloved growing things best.

But what she discovered when she got back to the farm that night was horror beyond her wildest
nightmares. Later she could not remember much of the rest of the night, the discovery of the bodies of

her parents and the farmhands, the destruction of the vehicles and the communications system. Dimly, she
redized if shewasto find help she would have to walk the twenty kilometersto the next farmstead. And
what if whoever did this came back?

The sun was well up when she spotted the pall of smoke over her father’ s farthest cornfield. She knew
what to do about that.



En Route from New Granum to the Cabbage Patch

It was abrilliant day in New Granum, warm, sunny, clear, blue skies. “A perfect day for aridein the
country!” Jorge Liberec Lavager exclaimed, breathing in the fresh morning air. He looked at the gardens
growing around the buildings on Executive Center. “ Farmer’ sddight, eh, Locker?” he dapped Lockdey
Ollween heartily on the back.

“My dad wasadidtiller,” Ollween sad glumly.

“Yeah, | can seethat by thered in your eyes, Locker. Had abit too much of that old family bourbon last
night, did you? Bad news when you got back to your office?” Ollwelen smiled weskly. He did look a bit
peaked and shaky just now. “Y ou should haveinvited meover.” Lavager chided hisminister and then
laughed.

Lavager wasin an excellent mood that morning, despite the warning message and the opposition of both
Ollwelen and Franklin to histrip, but he' d been looking forward to it al week and the westher was
cooperating beautifully. They were sanding in the shade of the main entrance to the government building,
waiting for Franklin a-Rashid to join them with their transportation and security detachment.

“The hdl with waiting, Locker, let’ stake my car and just you and me, we'll drive on out to the Cabbage
Petch,” Lavager said suddenly.

1] BlJt_”

“Comeon, we'll show up out there like tourists, lost and asking for directions. Seeif they can recognize
us. Besides, we convoy out there and everyon€e || know we re coming. We might aswell make an
announcement in the media”

“Jorge, you can't just, jus—" He gestured in frustration.

Lavager laughed again. “I know. I’'m aprisoner in my own land. Well, | thought I'd try.”

Three heavily armored landcarsrolled to a hdt at the bottom of the steps below where the pair stood.
Severd burly security officers, followed by a-Rashid, piled out of the vehicles and rushed up to Lavager.
“Follow us, gr,” one of them said. The others surrounded Lavager, their eyes never resting on him but
roaming dl over the landscape, looking for signs of possible danger. They protected him with the bulk of
their own bodies.

“You seewhy | don't like this security business, Locker? | aready fed an attack of claustrophobia
coming on.”

“Youridein the second vehicle, Sr,” d-Rashid ordered.

“Wait aminute, Franklin, do we redlly need al this security? Nobody knows where we' re going.
Dammit, | wanted to arrive out there asinconspicuoudy as possible!” He gestured at the three large cars
and dl the guards.

“Sir, thisisjust standard security for ahead of sate.”

“Wéll, | resgn then! Asof thismoment | am plain Migter Lavager!” Al-Rashid looked a Lavager in
agtonishment, hismouth half open.



Lavager shrugged. “Oh, dl right. | know, | know. But no, if I've got to put up with thisfarce I’ m riding
shotguninthefirst vehicle. If you aren't thefirst dog in line, the view never changes, eh Locker? We
learned that on those long forced marches when we were lieutenants, right?’

Ollwden tarted. “What?’
“Locker, whatis the matter with you thismorning?’

Ollwelen grinned sheepishly. “Well, Jorge, you riding in the middle car isto protect you from roadblocks
inthe front, and vehicle attacks from the rear,” Ollwelen protested. “I need to ridein thefirst vehicleto
support the fire team.”

Lavager glanced curioudly at his defense minister. 1 was hoping we could ride together, chat and enjoy
acigar onthetrip out.” He shrugged. “But if that’ sthe way you want it, Locker, you can ridein the
second vehicle, but I'm riding up front.”

“Oh, I'll ridewith you, Jorge,” Ollween said quickly. “I wouldn't want to miss one of your cigars,” he
added, grinning.

“That'smorelikeit.” Lavager dapped Ollwelen on the back again and got into thefirst vehicle. The
officer in charge of the security detall cast a questioning glance at a-Rashid, who only shrugged asif to
say, “He sthe boss.”

“Put the windscreens down,” Lavager told hisdriver, “and takeit easy. Keep it down to forty kilometers
an hour. | want to enjoy the fresh air and the countryside. We ve got al day to get there” Lavager
produced histravel humidor and extracted two Davidoffs. “Y ou get one when we arrive,” hetold his
driver, patting the man on the shoulder, “but | don’t want anything to distract you while you' re driving.”
Despite the chances he dways took with his persond security, which gave d-Rashid fits, the bodyguards
liked being around Lavager. He was a no-nonsense type of person who always considered the comfort
of hissecurity detail first. They especialy appreciated his late-night rendezvous a placeslike
Ramuncho’s, because he never caled them out of their beds to stand watch over him on those occasions.

Beyond the city limits, the road wound through endlessfields of ripening corn. The plants stood afull
two meters high on elther sde of the road, giving the impression the convoy was driving through agreen
tunndl. A heavily armed security agent sat in the back of Lavager’ s car, monitoring various scanners that
would indicate the presence of living things up to one hundred metersto either sde of theroad. Heaso
had at hisfingertips an array of defensive weaponry that could be employed to virtualy level the corn
within that one hundred meters.

“What' s your name?’ Lavager asked, twisting around to look at the security agent.
“Ledanu Lanners, gr.”

“Areyou sure you know how to use al those wegpons?’ Lavager asked, eyeing the man’slaser rifleand
Sdearm.

Lannersgrinned tightly. “Very well, sir. I'm a pretty good shot with just about any personal weapon.”
Lannersfaced Lavager and nodded, but his eyes kept moving, watching their surroundings.

Lavager noticed Lanners s constant eye movement. “Were you ever inthearmy?’



“Yesdr, | gaveit atry. Twenty-four years. Then | decided | didn’t want to make a career of it.”
“Pity. Another sixteen years and you could have retired.”

Lanners shrugged. “My twenty-four in the army counts toward my timein the security service, soit dl
worksout.”

Lavager nodded; the army and the security service were both armed government services. He looked to
the sdes of the road and suddenly shouted, “L ook lively back there! Seedl that corn? We' re being
‘stalked'!” He laughed enormoudy and thumped the driver on his back. The man grinned but kept his
eyes on the road. Through his own onboard monitors he could both see and speak to the drivers of the
two vehicles behind him; they were dso busy scanning the terrain. With a-Rashid monitoring everything
inthethird vehicle, the other two carsin the convoy contained men totaly aert, weapons ready to deliver
immediatefire. “| fed young again!” he said suddenly. “Locker, remember that song we used to sing
back in the old days? Come on, join mein the chorus,” and he began to sing in afairly decent tenor voice
an old ditty that was popular in the army when he was ayoung officer:

“Totheladiesof our Army our cups shdl ever flow,

Companionsin our exileand our shidld ' gainst every woe;

May they seetheir hushands generds, with double pay aso,

Andjoin usin our choruses at Happy Hour, oh!”

They had been driving for about half an hour when the sensors on Lavager’ s car warned hisdriver of an
anomaly in the roadbed just ahead of them. There were no telltale Sgns from the infrared monitors, just

what appeared to be adight hump in the ferro-asphat that the computer sensed shouldn’t be there. It
was so tiny the car had driven over it before the driver redized what it was.

CHAPTER

TWENTY
On the New Granum Road, Northeast of New Granum, Atlas

A command-detonated mine exploded under the second vehicle with atremendouscraaak ! The
concussion threw everyonein Lavager’ s vehicle forward in their seats while the force of the explosion
lifted the second heavy armored car afull two metersinto the air before it came crashing down in flames
to bounce off the road and plow into the corn. When itsfuel cellsignited, the explosion threw afirebal
and agreasy column of smoke high into the air. Pieces of ferro-asphalt and parts from the destroyed
vehiclefdl to earthin lazy arcs, bouncing, smoking, and skittering over the roadway.

The driver in the third vehicle whipped around the gaping crater that appeared in front of hisvehicle.

“Floor it!” d-Rashid yelled over the comm.



Ambusherswho had lain hidden adong the | eft sde of the road then opened fire with lasers and
rocket-propelled grenades. Instead of trying to outrun the fire, Lavager’ sdriver turned his vehicle straight
into the corn at maximum acceleration, bouncing one of the assailants off his hood and over the roof of
the car. Laser beams hit the car, but most were harmlesdy bled off into the earth by itsarmor. One
lanced through the window and took the driver’ s head off in a spray of blood and shredded skulll
fragments. The dead man’ s hand remained grasping the accelerator lever. Lavager reached over, pried
the lifelessfingersloose, unfastened his seat belt, released the door mechanism, and shoved the corpse
out into the corn, which was making a thud-thud-thunking sound as the vehicle rammed across the rows.
Clutching the steering column, Lavager dewed the vehicle around. Huge gouts of rich, dark earth spouted
up from beneath the roaring vehicle. He applied the brakes and the car plowed to a stop. Suddenly it
was quiet.

“Where arethey?’ Lavager asked as he released the catch to the onboard shotrifle. He checked the
magazine, inserted around in the chamber, took the safety off.

“One hundred and fifty metersto our rear,” Lanners answered. “I make out—Good God!—a dozen!
No, more! Coming thisway.” A huge explosion from the road marked the destruction of the third
vehicle, the one d-Rashid had beenin.

“Armyoursdf,” Lavager told Ollween, who had been sitting stiffly in his seat dl thetime. “ Areyou hit,
Locker?’ he asked when the man didn’t move.

“N-No—I don’'t have aweapon!”
Lavager ignored Ollween. “How about your onboard weapons system? Can you use it?’

Lannersswore. “A bolt must’ ve taken the damned thing out, sir! We' Il have to use our persona
weapons.” Grenades began ripping through the corn over their heads and exploding behind them.
“They'reranging on ugl”

“Franklin!” Lavager was on the communications set now. “Report!” There was no answer. Lavager
didn’t expect one, because a second column of greasy, black smoke was now curling up from the road.
It spoke volumes about a-Rashid’ sfate. And if that wasn't al, the cornfield, which wasvery dry, was
caching fire.

“They're coming!” Ollwelen shouted. Sure enough, from ashort distance ahead they could hear the
sound of men crashing through the corn.

Without even considering flight, Lavager prepared to fight. “ Dismount! We Il form afiring line, usethis
car as cover, come on, moveit, Locker! Get your assin gear! What the hell’ s the matter with you?’
Before Ollwelen could answer, Lavager was outside in the corn using the hood of the vehicle asabrace
as he 9ghted the shatrifle in the direction of the oncoming attackers. Lanners, alaser riflein hishands,
took up a position on the opposite side of the car.

“No!” Ollween suddenly shouted as he jumped away from the car. “Look! Thefuel cel has ruptured!
Get away from herel”

“Into the corn! Run!” Lavager shouted and the three crashed through the rows of stalks, putting as much
distance between them and the damaged land car asthey could. It exploded in ahuge ball of flame. The
concussion knocked all three men headlong to the ground. Now fires were starting everywhere around
wherethetrio lay, gasping and panting in the hot, till air.



“What' s on the other sde of thisfidld?’ Lavager wheezed.

“I think it’ sanother road, sir,” Lanners answered. “It’s about a kilometer over that way,” he pointed
behind them, “1 think. Damn, where are they?’ he asked, meaning the ambushers.

“They’ ve got those firesto contend with,” Lavager grunted. Asif confirming this statement someone
began screaming from somewhere behind them. “Burn, you bastard, burn!” Lavager growled. “Let’s get
out of here. Come on.” He tapped Ollwelen on the shoulder and the three resumed their dash acrossthe
corn rows. It was very difficult running because they ssumbled over piping a intervals between the rows,
the farmer’ sirrigation system. Obvioudy, the farmer wasn't aware yet that his corn was on fire—or that
theirrigation system had been sabotaged.

They had gone only about two hundred meters farther when they stumbled out into agrassy pathway
about twenty meters wide running the entire length of the field pardld to the rows of corn. “We Il make
our stand on the other side,” Lavager said. He sprinted across and took up a prone firing position behind
acorn row on the other side. Ollwelen and Lanners flopped down beside him. The three lay there
panting, their bodies running with perspiration and the air was now so full of smoke from the fires that
breathing was becoming difficult. From back the way they had come they heard many voices. “We may
not stop them dl, but we' Il dow them down,” Lavager said. “ They’ re between thefiresand us. WE ll
realy screw them over when they step out into that cleared space.” He grinned at the other two, then his
grin vanished.

“Where the hell’ s your weapon, Locker?’
“1-1 didn’t have achanceto get one,” Ollwelen gasped.

Lavager shook hishead. “ Get ready,” hetold Lanners, then coughed when agust of wind swept the
increasing smokeinto hisface. “We ll be asphyxiated if we don’'t burn to death first,” he said when his
throat cleared. “When we get out of here I’ ve got ajob for you, Ledanu Lanners. So shoot like you
voted for mein thelast dection—straight and often.”

The voices of the pursuing ns drew nearer and nearer. Many men were crashing through the corn.
“They’ve got to be crazy, coming after uslikethis,” Lanners whispered.

“Not crazy, Lee, desperate. They are going to kill usor diein the attempt. Let them dl get out into the
open so we' ve got clear shots. Shoot when | do. Damnit, Locker, why didn’t you pick up—?’

The first ambusher stepped out from between two stalks of corn about twenty meters from where the
trio had crossed the cleared space. He carried a shotrifle in the low-ready position, the weapon angled at
about 45 degreesto hisbody, finger off thefiring lever. He stepped cautioudy onto the grassy areaand
held up ahand for the men behind him to stay there. Slowly, he advanced to the middle of the pathway,
glancing from sideto side, looking for asign to tell him where the three had crossed.

Thewind began to blow. It blew toward them, from the direction of the road where the ambush had
taken place. The corn was dry. Awhoosh ing roar began to makeitself heard. Lavager’ s heart
quickened. The ambushers were between two fires now!

“Coom,” the man said. Eight or ten more men—Lavager didn’t bother to count them—all heavily armed,
stepped out into the cleared area.



Thefirgt shot Lavager fired was afléchette round. It hit the first man squarely in the middle of his chest,
shredding historso and knocking him over backward. Now Lavager and Lanners pumped rounds into
the men as quickly asthey could work their wegpons' actions. The ambushers began firing back, their
first shots high, cutting off the tops of the cornstalks, but asthey got control of the Stuation their shots
began to hit al around the two, who rolled into new firing positions—but in the few secondsit took them
to reacquire targets, at least five more men emerged from the other side of the path and began sending
accuratefireinto their old positions. The remaining men began advancing, firing every step of the way.

Lavager’ s shotrifle was empty. He drew his sidearm and, using both hands to steady the wegpon,
pumped shots into the oncoming men, but they were wearing protective armor or were hopped up
because none went down!

Suddenly, from about ahundred metersto the right of where thetwo lay, rifle fire began lancing into the
advancing line of assassins and they began to fater. Lavager glanced over his shoulder. It was d-Rashid!
Hewaswalking calmly toward them, firing from the hip. The surviving attackers, about five of them, had
enough. They turned and ran back into the corn, but moments later they began screaming asthefire got

to them. One managed to stumble back out into the pathway, his body engulfed in flames. Hewhirled in
agony, every inch of him aflame. Lavager shot him in the head.

“Franklinl” Lavager embraced his chief of security. “Ugly asyou are, I’ ve never seen amore beautiful
sght!”

Lanners came up and started thumping a-Rashid on the back.

“They got our car,” a-Rashid gasped, “rocket-propelled grenade, | think. | was thrown out by theinitid
blast. They got al my men, dl of them,” he sobbed. He' d been wounded. The bleeding from cuts on his
face and neck had stopped and his|eft arm, athough he could till useit, was peppered with shell
fragments. He sat down heavily. Thefireraged in the corn just afew metersaway. “When the hell isthe
farmer going to turn on the water?’

Lavager helped a-Rashid to hisfeet. “Come on, let’ s get out of here. Lee saysthere saroad on the
other sde of thisfield. Uh, where's Ollwelen?” He looked around. He couldn’t remember when he'd last
seen the generd.

“I saw him running southwest, toward the city,” Lanners answered with a shrug.

Lavager swore. “Let’sfind that road, it' s getting too hot in here.”

They had made their way only afew hundred yards farther when theirrigation system suddenly sprang to
life.“Allah!” d-Rashid shouted, extending hisarmstoward heaven. “Y ou exist after dl!” They threw
themsdlvesinto the streams that spurted up from the pipes and drank in the cool liquid. “Isthiswater
drinkable?’ a-Rashid asked between gulps.

“Who cares, Chief?" Lanners answered. “We have medica insurance!”

“Leg” Lavager said, “1 was going to give you Franklin’sjob, until he upset my plans by miraculoudy
reappearing from the dead, but don’t worry, I’ ve got plans for anybody who's got gutslike you,” and he
filled d-Rashid in on what had happened to them.

“Where do you think Ollwelen got off to, sr?’ a-Rashid asked.



Lavager didn't answer immediady. “Maybe he went for hep?’ his voice dripped with sarcasm.
Al-Rashid didn’t reply. He knew how close the two old soldiers were, but could see something had
come between them. He didn’t want to get involved, but he sensed that he would.

They reached the road at noon. It stretched away in both directions. Nothing stirred on it. “How far are
we from the Cabbage Patch?’ Lavager asked.

“I’'m not sure, Sir. Twenty kilometers, maybe less. | think we were more than halfway there when the
ambush hit.” He shook his head and staggered astep or two. “1-1’m not sure whether thisroad runs
parald to our route or a an angleto it or evenif it joins up with the main highway. I-I think it does but
my memory’ salittle fuzzy just nown—"

Lavager sat down aong the shoulder and the other two joined him there. “How long will it take for usto
walk there?’

Lanners shrugged. “1n our condition? | don’t know. Hours anyway.”

“I can makeit,” al-Rashid protested, but he knew that Lanners hedged his estimate because it was
obviousthat hiswoundswould dow them down.

“We |l makeit,” Lavager assured them. “That guy back there, that scout, the first one to come out of the
corn? Lee, did you recognize his accent?’

“Yessir. South Solanum. That’ sthe way they talk down there. * Coom’ for ‘come.” Unmistakable. He
was from South Solanum.”

“Yes.” Lavager nodded. “ Those rotten bastards. Y ou know what they were, don’t you?’

“Yessr. They were there to ambush any relief column that might have come down the highway.
Someon€' s atacking the Cabbage Patch, sir.” He thought for amoment and then: “Or, it was
prearranged to get you. Someone must have known you' d be coming.”

Lavager didn’'t reply at once because that dark thought had aready occurred to him. “Right. Maybe.
And herewe are. No communicetions, no trangportation. Franklin? Franklin?’ he turned to al-Rashid but
his security chief had passed ouit.

On the New Granum Road, Midway Between New Granum and Spondu

By thetime Generd Lockdey Ollwelen reached the road he was exhausted. He collapsed on the
shoulder, gasping for bregth. It had al gone wrong, terribly wrong! That bastard, Germanian, had
double-crossed him! Worse, Lavager was till dive, or had been when Ollwelen had disappeared among
the corn rows. Now, behind him, the fire raged.

He got unsteadily to hisfeet and staggered dong the road back in the direction of the city. Eventudly he
would run into someone on the road, or reach one of the farmswhere he could find transportation. He
could not show up at the home of the farmer who owned the cornfield. Too close to the scene of the
crimeand if Lavager had survived, he' d head there himsdlf. The next nearest farmstead was some
kilometers from where the ambush had taken place. If no vehicles came dong he would just have to walk
there. Then, once back in the city, he' d gather hisloya generds and start the coup he knew he' d haveto
undertake to survive after what had just happened. He' d find that Germanian person too, and talk about



thetridsof Job! He'd “ Job” that sonofabitch!

From far down the road atiny speck was approaching. Ollwelen’s heart legped. He stepped into the
center of the road and waved hisarms. Gradually the speck resolved itsdlf into avehicle. Asit neared he
saw it was a passenger car, not afarm vehicle. Excdlent! He d get the driver to turn around and take him
back to New Granum. He waved hisarms furioudy and the vehicle came dowly to astop. A woman
was driving. She appeared to be done. Her hair was blond and cut very short in amasculine style.

“Thisisan emergency!” Ollwelen shouted, running to the driver’ sside.

The young woman looked out a him. He was disheveled, covered in dust and hisface streaked with
perspiration. “ Surelookslikeit,” she said. Her voice was sweetly melodious.

“1 need to get back to the city as quickly as possible, er, Miss,” Ollwelen gasped. He did not seea
wedding ring on the woman’ sddlicate fingers. “1f you will turn around and take me back there I’ ll makeit
worth your while, | really will.” He leaned againgt the frame of the vehicle. Perspiration poured off him.

“Get in,” shesad. Gratefully, Ollween crossed to the passenger’ ssde and climbed in. “1 can’'t thank
you enough,” he said, turning to face the driver. She reached across and deftly dit histhroat with thetiny
surgical blade conceded in the pam of her hand. He gasped and spasmed violently. The big woman
leaned across Ollwden’ s soasming body, placed one muscled arm firmly around his head and pulled it
back to further expose his throat while with her right hand she worked the blood-dlick blade expertly
across histhroat, making sure both carotids were completely severed. Ollwelen gurgled and thrashed
helplesdy, his hot blood spurting over the woman' s clothing asair whistled eerily through his severed
windpipe. In momentsit was al over. The woman's forearms and the front of her dresswere coveredin
gore. She put one hand to her mouth and licked the blood, then she opened the passenger door and
shoved the body out into aditch. A few kilometers down the road she pulled off onto an access road.
She cleaned hersdlf up, with a double handful of moist towel ettes, changed clothes, and transferred to her
own car after setting the time fuse on an incendiary device she placed in the stolen vehicle.

Driving back to New Granum, the windows down, the warm air rushing through the vehicle, eation
washed over her. Sheloved hands-on work. She' d drawn the town-side security team and thought it’d
be boring. She wondered how the action team had let that one dip through. Oh well, her gain! Whistling
ahappy tune, she drove on down the deserted highway.

CHAPTER

TWENTY-ONE
Command Bunker, the Cabbage Patch, Near Spondu, Union of Margelan, Atlas

Major Principale, commander of the defense garrison, gripped the comm to headquartersin his hand
though it had become usdless once the tower went down. He gaped at the one-sided fight on his
monitors.Where are they? he demanded of himsdf.How did they get in without being detected? But
he had no answers. He couldn’t see anything on his monitors that hadn’t been visible to the daughtered
troopsinvolved in the brief firefight—except for afew smudgesin infrared.

But he could tell where dl those bits of star-stuff had come from, and they came from where the faint



smudgeswere.

“Towersthree, five, saven, nine, deven,” he ordered into theloca comm. “ Saturate the ground between
Lab Three and the power plant. Now! ” Those were the only guard towersthat had aview of the area
between Lab Three and the power plant where the smudges were concentrated—the defensive layout
had been designed to defeat aforce attacking from outside, not from aforce already inside the fence.

Five assault guns began to send plunging projectile fire into the ground between the two buildings and
immediately beyond them.

Maor Principale looked at hislayout again and snapped orders to the four bunkers that aso had an
unimpeded view of thetarget area. The crewsin the bunkers manhandled their gunsto the bunker
entrances and began firing. One of the four put out grazing fire, no more than ameter above the ground,
the othersfired high enough that the Marines were easily able to stay low enough to avoid their
projectiles.

Defenders, the Cabbage Patch

The Margelan officers and sergeants yelled confused orders to the confused troops of the reaction force
from Barracks Two asthey spread out to seek cover from the plasma bolts that were burning holes
through their ragged ranks.

“Firgt squad, firetoward the Lab One door!” a sergeant bellowed, then collapsed when an ingtantly
cauterized hole appeared in his chest. Three of hissix soldiers were hit, two fatally, before they could turn
their weapons on the lab door.

A lieutenant stood, jerking his head about in near panic, straining to spot who wasfiring the bolts of
blazing fire that were daughtering his troops, but he couldn’t see anyone where the bolts seemed to come
from! All he could seein the floodlit night-turned-day was the eye-searing afterimages of the plasma
bolts—and his own men dropping with holes burned through their bodies or thighs, or with arms or lower
legs burned off.

In arage, the lieutenant screamed out for hismen to follow himin acharge into the fire to find the enemy.
Heled the charge but only haf adozen of his men followed. They lasted long enough to see him fall with
haf his neck burned away by one blaster bolt, and two others punch bloodless holes through his
torso—then they fell aswell, killed by the withering fire from seventh and eighth squads.

Theinitid ferociousfirefight lasted less than two minutes. Only three of the soldiersfrom the reaction
platoon remained aive and uninjured, and they weren't killed only because they threw their weapons
away and found cover from the Marines' blasters. Mot of their companions were dead; the rest were
severdy injured, even missing limbs.

“Section leadersreport,” Lieutenant Tevedes ordered on the open platoon circuit. The section leaders
caled for squad leaders' reports.

The only reports that meant anything were first, seventh, and eighth squads, the only squads that were
involved inthefirefight.

The lone casudty was Lance Corpord Thaia, who was bleeding where his nose hit the front of his
helmet when he collided with thefirst soldier of the reaction force.



The Marinesdidn’'t havetimeto fed any rdief, though; neither did they havetimeto begin planting the
rest of their charges as every tower and bunker that could see it began firing into the area between and

around the power plant and Lab Three.

Marines
“Movel” Tevedes shouted into the platoon circuit. “ Get out of the killing zone!” The section leaders

echoed him, the squad leaders a so snapped commands to move, move-move-MOVE !

“First squad, with me!” Tevedes ordered. He and first squad raced doubled-over due south, straight at a
bunker that was firing directly between the power plant and lab. Tevedeswasn't concerned with thefire
coming from the bunker, it was one that was firing too high. First squad sprinted with him.

When they reached the side of the barracks the reaction force had come from, Tevedes ordered, “Take
that gun out.”

Firgt squad opened fire on the assault gun visible in the bunker’ s entrance. The gun let out along burst as
its barrd swiveled skyward, then it fell slent with its crew dead.

“We have to take out the towersthat are shooting,” Tevedes gasped into first squad’ s circuit.
“Which one do you want first?” Daly asked. He understood that the plunging fire from the towerswas
more dangerous than the grazing fire from the bunkers. He was aready at the corner of the barracks,
looking around it to see which was the nearest tower firing into the kill zone,

“Gototheright,” Tevedes ordered. Then he raised Gunny Lytle on the command circuit. Lytle had gone
north. Tevedestold him to take a squad and knock out the firing tower farthest to the west, then work his

way clockwise.

“Already onit,” Lytlereplied.
Thecrack-sizze of blaster fire broke out to Tevedes sright asfirst squad opened up on afiring tower.

Thetower fel Slent.
But Tevedes wasn't satisfied, he wanted to be positive the tower was out of the fight.

“Let’sknock it down,” he ordered first squad. He fired his blaster at one of the tower’slegsaman’s
height above the grounds. The four Marines of first squad concentrated their fire on the same spot. The
five blagtersfired bolt after bolt into the plasted leg until it overheated and sagged.

“Next tower,” Tevedes said, and began sprinting toward the now-leaning tower. It crashed to the

ground seconds after they passed it.

The next tower firing was two hundred meters away when Tevedes stopped first squad. They quickly
put it out of action, but didn’t bother toppling it. By then thefire pouring into the killing zone between the
power plant and the lab was dmost stilled; Gunny Lytle and fifth squad had also knocked out two of the

towersfiringintoit.
But more fire plunged into the complex and arced above the ground as the rest of the towersand
bunkersjoinedin, their crewsfiring at every shadow and imagined movement.



“Take out that gun,” Tevedes ordered when he and first squad took cover behind abunker after taking
out athird tower. The crew in the bunker had turned their assault gun around and was Spraying grazing
fire across the compound to the | eft of the power plant, in an area where some of the Marines were.
Then, “ Section leaders, report!”

Before Daly could give ordersto his men, Lance Corporal Wazzen scooted around the front of the
bunker to gpproach its entrance from the other sde—which exposed him to fire from that direction. As
soon as he got to the opposite side of the bunker, arandomly fired burst from an assault gun on the east
sde of the compound pounded into the side of the bunker, shredding him.

Daly swore, then crawled around the corner of the bunker and jammed the muzzle of his blaster past the
firing assault gun and began firing blindly. Screamsfollowed hisfirgt three blagts; he fired afew more,
moving the barrel each time, before withdrawing his blaster. Nobody tried shooting through the aperture
in the bunker’ sfront, where it would normally fire from—they knew the bunker’ s entrance had to be a
staggered tunnd and they wouldn’t be able to hit anybody in it from the front.

Command Bunker

Mgor Principae compared the locations of the faint infrared smudges with the positionsit appeared fire
was coming from—they seemed to match one-for-one. He ordered his gun crewsto usetheir infrasto
locate and fire on the faint smudges. He began directing fire from the guns that couldn’t see the smudges
onto those he could see.

Marines

“First squad, one KIA,” Daly reported to Staff Sergeant Suptra, after taking out the bunker.

But Suptradidn’t acknowledge.

Neither did Staff Sergeant Bos, the second section leader, respond to Tevedes scal for the section
leadersto report.

“Squad leaders, report!” Tevedes ordered on the squad leaders circuit when neither of the section
leaderscdledin.

“Firgt squad, one KIA,” Day replied on the same circuit.

“Sergeant Bingh's down!” ashaky voice said. “Therest of second squad’ s pinned down.”
Sergeant Kare reported, “ Third squad’ sl right.”

Fourth squad didn’t reply.

Gunny Lytle reported for fifth squad, “ Fifth squad’ s got one KIA, one wounded. We can’'t move.”

Sixth, seventh, and eighth squads al so had casudties; only eighth squad was pinned down, the other two
were ableto move.

Tevedes resisted the urge to swear; he didn’'t have the time to waste. He needed to turn the fight around.

“Third squad, have you placed your charges?’ he asked.



“Not yet. We can't get to the admin building, but we re only afew metersfrom Lab Two,” Kare
answered.

“Canyou get into Lab Two?’

“| believe s0.”

“Get in there and set your charges.”

“Ayeaye’”

“Second squad, who'sin charge there?’

“Wehrli, gr. | think.” The squad’ smaost junior man.

Tevedesforced himsdf to speak camly. “Lance Corporal, can you see any of the towers without getting
shot?’

“I-1 think s0.”
“Isanybody esein your squad ableto fire?’
“I'm n-not sure.”

“Well, find out. If there are at least two of you, | want you to put enough fire on one of the towersto
take out its gun crew. Can you do that?’

“Yesdr, | can.” Wehrli sounded more confident now that somebody was giving him clear orders.
“Thendoit, Marine”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

“Fourth squad, can anybody in fourth squad hear me?’ Tevedes asked on the al-hands circuit. No
response.

Back to the squad leaders’ circuit. “Fifth, sixth, and seventh squads. By squads, concentrated fire on
towers, take those gunsout.” Gunny Lytle and the squad |leaders replied, “Will do.”

“Eighth squad, can you see atower without exposing yoursalvestoo much?’
“Negative,” Sergeant Pudharee said. “We can’'t move, at least two guns are concentrating on us.”
“Stand fadt, Eight.”

“Onemoredown,” Day said. While Tevedes was giving ordersto the rest of the platoon, he and his
remaining men had concentrated their fire on the next tower down the line and silenced it.

Tevedes cautioudy looked around the corner of the bunker and saw two bodies and the assault gun
dangling fromit.



“Got onel” Wehrli shouted into the dl-hands circuit.

“Got ours,” Sergeant Bgjing reported. “Moving to another.” Fifth squad had killed atower and was
moving into position to take out another.

“That makesfivefor fifth squad,” Gunny Lytle said.

The near-deafening racket of assault gunsfiring into the compound continued, but seemed lessthan it
had been.

“Where sthe gun that hit Wazzen?’ Tevedes asked Daly.

“Right . . . there,” Daly said, sending a plasmabolt downrange. The bit of star-stuff plunged into a distant
bunker’ s entrance, and the gun momentarily stopped firing. When it resumed, its fire waswild. Day
rapid-fired several more bolts, joined by Kindy and Nomonon. Severa bolts hit around the bunker
entrance, but more went true, and in amoment the gun fell slent.

Sergeant Kare suddenly brokein. “Third squad’ s charges are set and the squad is clear of the building.”

“All squads, stand clear of Labs One and Two,” Tevedes ordered on the dl-hands circuit. He made a
slent ten-count, then said, “Firein the hole!” and set off the charges.

Theroars of the explosions were muffled by the walls of the buildings, which had been constructed to
contain explosions. Stll, the wals were old enough that they’ d weakened over the years, small clouds of
dirt and pulverized plascrete puffed up from them, and cracks raced dong thewalls. A wall of Lab One
bulged out and acorner of Lab Two'sroof collapsed.

When the roar of the explosions passed, there was a brief silence in the compound as the shocked
defenders stopped shooting. Tevedes snapped an order, and the Marines took advantage of the brief
respite to move to new positions.

Command Bunker

“Resumefire!” Magor Principale shrieked into his comm when he saw his soldiers had stopped shooting
to watch the explosion of the labs. He could tell by the reduced amount of fire from the attackers that
they were being hurt by the massive firepower put out by histroops, but whoever thoseinvisible
attackers were, they were very good—they were hurting his defenders even worse than they were being
hurt, methodically knocking out the towers and bunkers. Any reduction in defensive fire could turn the
battlein favor of the attackers.

“Watch for their firel” he shouted. “ That will tel you wherethey are. Kill them! Kill them! ”

He examined the monitor images carefully; yes, those faint infrared smudges were definitely the

attackers, the fire had dackened when he directed his men’ sfire, and the dots moved during thelull in the
fighting. The movement put asmall group aong the northern perimeter in a position where asquad from
the reaction platoon could come up behind them.

He began issuing orders. Later, he could wonder about who these invisible men were.

Marines



Lieutenant Tevedes andyzed the situation. Thenitid fire had been totally wild, until the tower guns
began firing into the area between the labs. They had to befiring at the source of the blaster balts; he
doubted the defenders had any ultraviolet capability that would alow them to seethe Marines' locator
lights. There had to be acommand bunker someplace, from which the defense was being directed. He
needed to find and destroy that command bunker. The building tentatively identified asthe military
headquarters building was to hisleft—that was the most likely place to have the command bunker. Firdt,

though:
“Turn off your here-l-am’s,” he ordered on the al-hands circuit. Just in case the enemy could see them.

He holstered his hand-blaster and picked up Wazzen' s blaster and switched to first squad’ s circuit.
“First squad, we' re going to the headquarters building and find the command bunker.”

“Wait one,” Daly said. He sighted his blaster and put a bolt through the entrance of the bunker to the left
of the one that had killed Wazzen. Kindy and Nomonon saw where he fired and added their boltsto his.
That bunker went silent. “ That one could have taken us out before we got there,” Day explained.

“Good thinking,” Tevedes said. “Anyone e se shooting at us?’

Ddy snorted. Every body was shooting at them. But no fire was coming close to them now.

When Daly didn’t say anything, Tevedes said, “Let’sdoit!” He sprinted to the next bunker. The others
went with him.

They pounded the forty metersto the suspected headquarters and lined up left and right of the door.
“Wegoinhot,” Tevedes ordered. “Right, left, right, |eft. Ready?Go! ”

Daly was next to the door on the right. He reached for the handle and twisted, the door swung open. He
crashed his shoulder into it, damming it againgt thewall as he charged through and whedled to hisright,
pointing his blaster where his eyes pointed. Tevedes came next and whedled to hisleft, followed by
Nomonon and Kindy.

They werein what was obvioudy amilitary office. No onewasinit, but three doorsled out of the room.
“Daly, right door, Kindy, left door, Nomonon, center door,” Tevedes ordered.

Day was at the door on the right before Tevedes finished giving the orders, kicked it open, and dove
through it. There was asingle room beyond the door, living quarters with a hastily vacated bed. Another

door off it was open, showing alavatory.

“Clear,” Day reported, followed amost immediately by Kindy's*“clear.” The door on theleft wasa
multiunit lavatory.

“Guard quarters,” Nomonon reported from beyond the center door. “ There' s a blast-hatch on the far
wadl.”

Tevedes briskly strode through the middle door into along room. Double-deck bunks, most showing
sgnsof recent use, lined the walls; evidently the duty watch rested there rather than returning to their
barracks. To theright, against the far wall, was the solid-looking meta door that Nomonon had identified



as ablast-hatch. The lieutenant reached the door in afew long steps and examined it both visually and
manudly. His cheeks pulled his mouth wide in afera grin, the door had been designed to withstand
explosions from outsde without being knocked in. The door had ahandle, but therewasno visble
locking mechanism. Soif it wasn't barred on theingde, it should Smply swing open into the guard
quarters. He turned about and signaded first squad to gather close. They touched helmetsfor secure
communications.

“Turn your here-I-am'sback on,” Tevedes ordered. “ That hatch looks like it can just swing open. I'm
goingto giveit atry. If it opens, we go in fast and take out everybody who doesn’t surrender
immediately. | go left, Daly right, Nomonon left, Kindy right. Any questions?” No questions. “Let’sdo
it”

Tevedes reached the door in along step and grasped the handle. The door didn’t budge when he pulled,
but there was laterd givein the handle. He twisted it right and Ieft, but it didn’t movefar in either
direction, neither did the hatch move when he pulled while twisting. He pushed on the handle, and smiled
when it moved forward. With the handlein asfar asit would go, he gaveit a clockwise turn and the
thirty-centimeter-thick door siwung toward him. He pulled on it hard and squeezed through as soon asiit
was open far enough. Sergeant Day followed so closely he dmost tripped over Tevedes s hedls, and
Corpora Nomonon and Sergeant Kindy briefly got jammed together going through the narrow opening.

The blast-hatch didn’t open into the command bunker, but onto alanding at the head of a steep, narrow
stairwell. Tevedes didn’t hesitate when he got through the door, but went down the airsthree at atime.
A landing a the foot of the stairs connected to another, shorter flight of tairsthat went left to another
landing. More stairs went down |eft from that landing. There was another blast-hatch at the bottom of
those dairs.

Tevedes bounded down. The lower hatch had the same handle mechanism. He bent low, gripped the
handle, pushed, turned, and pulled. Thislower hatch was neither asthick nor as heavy asthe one a the
top of the stairs and swung open faster. Tevedes dove through to his|eft, pointing his blaster where he
looked.

Command Bunker

Private Second Class Handquok turned his attention to ablinking darm light and his blood ran cold.
“Sir!” he croaked. He gasped and tried again. “Mgor Principale, someone’ sin the stairwell!”

Maor Principae swore, and scanned the bank of controlsin front of him, searching for the switches that
would toggle the camerasin the guard quarters and stairwell. Sergeant Oble reached over and unerringly
hit the right switches. Three of the monitorsin front of Principae flickered astheir displays changed from
the battle raging outside to the interior of the headquarters. The one showing the guard quarters showed
the room was empty—and the blast-hatch at its end open. The view of the upper flight of stairswas
likewise empty, but the view of the bottom flight showed afaint smudge of infrared midway down and
another at the hatch. On the monitor, the blast-hatch began to open.

In one motion, Principale stood, turned to face the blast-hatch, and drew his sidearm. At hisside, Oble
did the same. They fired through the opening blast-haich.

Sergeant Daly amost pushed Lieutenant Tevedes out of hisway rushing through the hatch into the
command center. At thezing-zing of fléchettes flying over his back, he dove for the floor and pointed his



blaster at the source of the fire. He squeezed off three quick bolts before his eyes focused on the
shooters. Both of them fdll with holesin their chests.

“Don’t shoot, | surrender!” someone called out from behind aconsole.

“Show your hands!” Tevedes ordered through his helmet speaker. A pair of handstimidly poked up
from behind the console where the voice was. A second pair came up from behind another console.

“| seetwo pair of hands,” Tevedes said. “Isanybody elsein here?’
“JFust M-Mgor Principae and S-Sergeant Oble,” thefirst voice said. “I-1 think you killed them.”

While the platoon commander checked the two bodies, Daly checked his men over the squad circuit.
Corpora Nomonon wasdl right, but not Kindy.

“I got hitintheleg,” Sergeant Kindy reported. “ The bleeding’ s under control, but the leg won't hold
weight.”

“Arethe painkillersworking?’ Daly asked.

“I’'m not using them, except for alocal. | want to keep my mind clear.” Kindy paused, then added, “My
leg’s numb from mid-thigh down.”

“Day,” Tevedes broke into the squad circuit, “you and Nomonon check for hidden people, just in case
our prisoners are lying about how many people are here.” He looked around the command center; it had
eight gations. Where were the other four soldiers who should be on duty here? He switched to his
external speaker and asked the prisoners, who were now standing with their hands clasped on top of
their heads.

“It'snight,” Handquok said, “only Sergeant Oble and | were on duty. Mgor Principae and Private
Braser were upstairs. Nobody €l se was able to get here from the barracks.”

“Lookslike he' stelling the truth, sir,” Daly reported on the squad circuit. The stations were closeto
each other, there wasn't much to the room and it had taken little more than aminute for him and
Nomonon to searchit.

“Secure the prisoner on theright,” Tevedes ordered through his speaker. “You,” he said, stepping up to
Handguok and grabbing his shoulder, “show me how to communicate with the towers and bunkers.”

Handquok flinched from Tevedes s grip, but ssammered, “Y-Y essir. O-Over here, s-sr. H-Here, Sir,”
he said, holding out acomm he lifted from Mgor Principa€ s console. “ P-Press the button on the sdeto
talk. L-Listen here.” He pointed out the earpiece. “It'shard wired.”

The other soldier yelped in fear when invisible hands grabbed him and pulled him from the console he' d
hidden behind and dragged him to the small open areaiin front of the open blast-hatch, where he was
flung to the floor and his hands secured behind his back.

“Judt liethere and keep quiet, and you'll bedl right,” the invisble man told him.

Private Third Class Braser nodded numbly.



Tevedes studied the monitors and displays. “Which ones show the towers and bunkers?’ he asked.

“Th-These, sir.” Handquok pointed to a pair of schemeatics studded with dots. Many of the dots were
blinking, about athird of them were dark.

“What do thelights mean?’

“Th-Those are stations we h-have c-communications with, sir. W-We've lost the dark ones.”
“Why arethelights blinking?’

“Those sations aref-firing, Sr.”

“If they' re steady, then they aren't firing?’

“Y-Yessr.”

Tevedes nodded. He raised the comm to his helmet speaker, and pressed the button on its side without
bothering with the earpiece.

“Attention dl stations,” he said. “Thisisthe command bunker. Y our commander is dead and the
command bunker has been taken. About athird of you have been killed or severely wounded—" he

glanced at the time “—in the past ten minutes. Surrender now, or you will al be killed. To show good
faith on our part, we will ceasefirein one minute.

“Liveor die, thedecisonisyours.” He put the comm down and switched to the squad circuit. “Daly,
you heard how to read the boards?’

“Yessr.”

“Good. Take charge here, I'm going topside to call a cease-firefor us.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.” Then through his externd speaker, “Y ou, come here.”
“M-Me?” Handquok sgqueaked.

“Yes, you. What' s your name?’

“Handquok, sir,” he said as he sumbled toward the commanding voice of theinvisble man. “P-Private
Second Class Handquok.”

“Turn around and put your hands behind your back,” Daly ordered when the soldier reached him. He
quickly secured the soldier’ s hands with tiesand told him to Sit on thefloor. “Y ou too,” hetold Braser,
and lifted him by the collar of hisshirt. “ Just be cdm and you'll be dl right,” he told them, then walked to
where he could more easily see the schematics.

Updtairs, in the front office, Tevedestoggled on the all-hands circuit. “Now hear this. We have taken the
command bunker. I have communicated with the defenders and told them to surrender. Let’' s seeif
they’ re going to cooperate. Cease fire. Acknowledge by squads.”

The Marines stopped firing and the squads acknowledged the order, beginning with Daly’ sterse,



“One-one, acknowledged.” Thistime, fourth squad reported aswell. Outside, therattle of the defenders
gunsdiminished sharply.

“One-one,” Tevedes said, “what do the boards say?’

“Thelight for one bunker istill blinking,” Daly reported. “Wait one.” Daly told Nomonon to bring
Handquok over. “Whereisthat bunker?’ Daly asked on his externa speaker.

“Th-That’' sthef-first one north of the main gate.”

“Thanks,” Day said, then over theradio, “ Six, the first bunker north of the main gateisthe only one ill
firing.”

Tevedestried to imagine where his squads were. “ Two-five and two-six, are you in positionsto engage
the bunker just north of the main gate?” When they reported they could quickly maneuver into position,
hesad, “Kill it.”

In amoment he heard the multiplecrack-sizze of haf adozen blasters, then silence.

“I’m going to order the defendersto leave their wegpons and posts and assemble on the drill field,”
Tevedes said into the all-hands, then hurried back to the command bunker to give the order.

The Battle of the Cabbage Patch was over.

CHAPTER

TWENTY-TWO

On the New Granum Road, Union of Margelan, Atlas

Toward dusk two small, bedraggled figures, obvioudy ayoung woman accompanied by alarge dog,
stepped out of the corn onto the shoulder of the road in front of the three men. Lanners chalenged her
sharply. “Hat! Identify yoursdlf!”

Lavager lad arestraining hand on Lanners sarm. “Wewon't hurt you,” hetold thefigure. “We' reglad
to see you. We ve been in abad fight. We need help. My friend is hurt. Can you help us? What' s your
dog' sname?’

“Roland,” the girl answered in atiny voice. She came close enough to see them clearly and her eyes
searched Lavager’ sface. “1 know who you are!” she said, “You' re—"

“Yes, thesame,” Lavager sighed. “We must get to Spondu. Will this road take usthere?’

“Yes,” sheanswered as she sat heavily on the ground and began to cry. “ They killed everyone!” She
wept.

The three men sat wearily beside the girl. “What' syour name?’ Lanners asked.



“Gina—ReginaMedina. My father owns. . .” she gestured at the fields on either side of the road,
“owned thisfarm,” she corrected hersdlf, “but they killed him.” Briefly she told them what had happened.

“Bagtarddl” Lanners cursed. “ They murdered the farmer and his help so nobody would spot the ambush
or interfere once it was sprung. Sir, thisreally is beginning to look like awedl-planned setup. Gina, wasit
you who turned on the water?”

“Y&"

“Isthere afarm nearby where we can go for help?’ Lavager asked. Hefdt asharp hurt in his chest,
looking at the orphaned girl who was about the same age as his own daughter.

Ginashook her head. “Y ou're closer to Spondu than to the Y atzaina place. Sir,” shelooked up at
Lavager, “may | comewith you? -1 don't want to go back to . . . | can be your guide and Roland will
warn usif—if they come back.”

Lavager scratched Roland between his ears. He was abig dog, at least fifty kilos, amixed breed of
retriever and something ese. “Those men are never going to hurt anyone again, Gina. We d loveto have
you come with us, and we can use your help. Once I’ ve taken care of some business at Spondu, we'll
send people back to your farm to—" Heleft the rest of the thought unfinished.

It was dark when an overloaded vehicle passed them. It came out of the night without lights of any kind,
traveling at very high speed. It was upon them and past before they could react and, had they beenin the
middle of the road where they’ d been just moments before, al four would have been hit. But carrying
al-Rashid forced them to take frequent breaks and they were sprawled on the shoulder when it roared

by.

“Did you seethosefools?’ Lavager shouted. “Goddamned idiots! Probably going back to the cornfield
to assessthe damage. They took their own sweet time! Did you see dl those men hanging on?’

“They weren't from the Y atzainafarm,” Ginavolunteered.

It waswell after dark before they reached the Cabbage Patch. The last kilometer of their way was
illuminated by the burning buildings.

The Cabbage Patch, Union of Margelan, Atlas

Second platoon had five Marines killed and eight too badly wounded to walk; thirteen casuaties out of
thirty-six Marines who entered the Cabbage Patch. That was a horrendous rate—and it didn’t even
count minor wounds.

Lieutenant Tevedes put the remnants of second and fourth squads to work setting their charges and
second section to gathering their casudtiesin acollection point for Doc Natron to tend to, whilefirst and
third squads oversaw the assembling of the surviving defenders on the drill field. Tevedes checked on the
dead and wounded Marines as they were brought in. Most of them were hit during the first minute or
two, when the towers and bunkers began firing into the area between the power plant and Lab Three.
They were twenty kilometers from their puddle jumpers, there was no way twenty-three of them could
carry the severely wounded and the dead that far, not with any speed, and they weren't going to leave
anybody behind. They’ d need transportation. He toggled on first squad’ s circuit.

“How arethe prisoners doing?’ he asked when Sergeant Daly answered.



“They’ rethoroughly cowed,” Day answered. “ They see the destruction of towers and bunkers, and
hear commands from people they can’t see. They’re scared.”

“Arethey frightened enough to try anything?’

Daly looked at the gathered prisoners before replying. “I don’t think so. They don’t look like they think
we' re about to start killing them. If they did, I" d be concerned. Anyway, we' re securing them asthey
arive”

“Good. Take Nomonon and go to that vehicle building, seeif there' s anything we can useto ferry our
dead and wounded.”

“Ontheway,” Daly sad.

He and Nomonon trotted to the barnlike vehicle building. He used his HUD to review the maps of the
areathat he' d stored en route to Atlas, checking on the roads between the Cabbage Patch and where
they’ d left their puddle jumpers. There weren't many, they’ d need an off-road vehicle to cover the
distance. He hoped they wouldn't need adriver aswell.

There werefive vehiclesin the building. One was astandard landcar, probably the facility administrator’s
persond vehicle—Speaking of which, Daly wondered, Where are the administrator and the rest of
the civilian staff? Probably hiding out of the line of fire, which is the best place for themto be
—and one was a passenger bus that didn't look capable of driving cross-country. Of the threelorries,
only one looked fit for all-terrain movement. Daly wished it rode on an air cushion instead of wheels, but
it looked like it would do. Corporal Nomonon climbed into the driver’ s compartment and tried the
motor. When it whined to life he checked the dashboard instruments and declared it ready to go. Hedso
determined that he could driveit easily enough. Day climbed into the cargo compartment to see what it
held. Bencheslined the sides of the compartment, and there were shelves above. The benchesand the
shelves together were big enough to hold the casuaties and most of the able-bodied. There was enough
floor space for the dead and the able who couldn't fit on the benches. Day climbed out of thelorry and
went to the door of the vehicle barn to report in.

“Theré salorry in herethat will carry dl of us,” Daly said when heraised Tevedes. “We dso got a
present—there are two assault guns mounted in the cargo compartment, one fore and one aft.”

“Let’s hope we don't need them,” Tevedesreplied.
“Metoo. But I'm glad to have them.”
“Bring thelorry to the casualty collection point and let’ s get them aboard.”

“Roger that.” Daly went back in and climbed into thelorry’s cab. “ Find rough spotsto drive on,” hetold
Nomonon, who smply said, “Ayeaye,” and Sarted the vehicle.

Doc Natron looked up asthe lorry trundled to astop afew meters away. He had the three most
serioudy wounded in stasis bags.

“We found an ambulance for you, Doc,” Day said through his speaker, swinging down from the cab.

Natron had his chameleon gloves off to work on the wounded, he turned apalm up in a skeptical



gesture. “How arethat thing's cushions?’ he asked. “ Some of these Marines can’t take being bounced
around.”

“I figured, that’ s why we didn’t come here on the road. It'sasmooth ride.”

Natron looked across the compound toward the vehicle building and shook hishead. “ That ground' sa
lot smoother than anything we re liable to be on after we leave here,” he said.

“Sorry, Doc, but it' sthe only vehicle we found thatcan go cross-country.”

“Thenit'll haveto do.” He stood. “Let metake alook at what you' ve got, then give me a hand loading.
And take off your gloves so | can seewhat you're doing.”

While the corpsman inspected theinterior of the lorry, Daly reported to the platoon commander.

“Will it hold our goodies?” Tevedes asked. He' d had a couple Marines collect artifacts from the labs, his
hard evidence that the Cabbage Patch was a weapons research center.

“That’ saffirmative.”
“How soon will we beready to go?’
“You'll haveto ask Doc, he' s checking the lorry now.”

“| heard that,” Natron brokein. “ Give me two more Marines and | can have the casualties aboard the
lorry inten minutes”

“You've got them,” Tevedes said. He checked with Sergeant Kare, who bedlieved they could leave the
prisoners aone without the soldiers redizing they weren't being guarded and trying to bresk loose to
cause trouble. The lieutenant ordered second squad to help load the casudlties.

Doc Natron was good to hisword and the casudlties, including the dead, were loaded within the
promised ten minutes.

“Listen up,” Tevedes said on the adl-hands circuit, “Mount up on thelorry at the casuaty collection point,
we' reriding out of here”

While the platoon was gathering and Sergeant Daly, as the senior uninjured NCO remaining, supervised
their boarding the lorry, Tevedes went to the prisoners.

“Listen up,” he said when he reached the assembled prisoners. “ Some of us are leaving on that lorry
over therein afew minutes. Therest of uswill walk out when thelorry’ sfar enough away. Don’t bother
talking to us, we don't want to hear anything you haveto say.

“Sooner or later, some of your people will show up and free you. When that happens, send someone up
the hillsde to the east, one of your civiliansis up there done. He' strussed up more securdly than you are,
he' Il need help getting free.

“I’'m sorry for your casuaties, we would have preferred to get in, do what we had to do, and get out
without afight, but it didn’t work out that way.



“Don’t worry about the explosonsyou' |l hear in aminute or o, that’ Il be the last of what we came here
to do, therewon’t be any more.” With that, he turned and walked away.

“Report,” Tevedes said on the command circuit as he headed for the lorry.
“All hands present and ready to go,” Daly replied immediately.

“Stand by for thefinal boom.” Tevedeswaited until he was at the lorry before transmitting the sgnal that
st off the explosionslaid by second and fourth squads.

Mission accomplished, but at ahigh price.

Tevedes pulled himsdlf into the cab and settled next to Daly, who moved to the center of the bench sest.
“Takethe road afew klicks southwest, then turn esst,” he told Nomonon, who was still driving.

“Ayeaye, gr,” Nomonon replied with aquestion in hisinflection.

“The prisonerswill hear the direction we' re going,” Tevedes explained. “ Thisis misdirection, | don’t
want anybody to start searching for usto the east right away. Besides, | told the prisoners only some of
uswere leaving now, and the rest would guard them for awhile longer before heading out on foot.”

Daly snorted alaugh. “Thefunny part is, they probably believed you.”

“I hopethey did.” The lieutenant then twisted around to look into the cargo compartment. “Doc, how're
they doing?’

“Aswell as can be expected under the circumstances,” Natron answered. “They’ll dl live until we get
them back to theAdmiral Nelson .”

Thefive dead lay under the benches, only two of them were in bodybags, he could see the other three
by the bloodstai ns that wandered across their chameleons. The three stasis bags were on the shelves
above the benches; the corpsman thought it would be too morbid to lay the most severely wounded next
to the dead. Tevedes saw the other wounded the same way he saw the unbagged dead, by the blood on
their chameeons. Two of them, one laying on abench and the other on a shdlf, showed enough blood
that Tevedes suspected they should bein stasis bags. But they’ d been too optimistic and had only
brought three. He remembered ruefully that he had thought the two bodybags they’ d brought was a
pessmistic number.

He turned back to watch where they were going.

They barely noticed the four people sitting on the side of the road as they sped past in the dark before
dawn.

Cross-country, a Few Kilometers East-Northeast of the Cabbage Patch

Lieutenant Tevedes kept an eye on thetime asthe lorry trundled cross-country after leaving the highway.
He hoped the rain that had started a short time earlier would wash away the lorry’ stracks. He wanted to
stop and send his reports to theAdmiral Nelson as soon asthey were a safe distance from traffic and the
navy starship was visible above the horizon. Ten kilometers east of the highway and afew north of the
Cabbage Patch, he saw amodestly tall tree on top of amoderately high hill and directed Nomonon to
draw closeto it and stop. The lorry would be exposed to any possible overflights for afew minutes, but



no aircraft werevisblein the sky in visua or infrared, so the danger was dight. He got out and recorded
two messages.

One message reported mission success, casudties, and how they were returning to where they’ d left
their puddle jumpers.

The other was the go code to be forwarded to the sniper team in New Granum.
When the messages were ready, he coded them to aburst transmission and climbed the tree. He saw
Kraken Interstelar asabright dot halfway up the western sky. He aimed his point-transceiver at the

proper distance behind the station and activated it to zero in and lock on to theAdmiral Nelson . When it
beeped to say it had alock, he pressed the transmit button.

CHAPTER

TWENTY-THREE
The Cabbage Patch Agricultural Research Center, Union of Margelan, Atlas

It began to rain just asthe four foot-weary travelers topped the dight ridge that overlooked the Cabbage
Patch. What they saw made them pause. The main gate was unguarded, towers were down, parts of the
perimeter fence were destroyed, and the flames of the firesthey had seen from afar were everywhere.
Men ran about silhouetted against the burning buildings and nobody seemed in charge.

The drenching rain revived a-Rashid and he made to shake Lavager and Lannersoff. “I'm al right, | can
makeit!” he muttered.

Roland, who' d been enjoying the walk immensely, sat on his haunches by Gina slegs and barked down
at the ruined compound.

“Man-oh-man, they did ajob on the place,” Lavager whispered. It was evident even from where they
stood that Labs One and Two had been heavily damaged. That was bad but not disastrous. From where
he was standing, the Cabbage Patch illuminated by the fires now being doused by therain, Lavager could
not make out the unprepossessing building that housed the heart of what they were doing here. Well,
they’ d know soon enough. He struck afist into his palm and said, “ Friends, let’s get on down there,
organize these people, and get after the bastards who did this!” Al-Rashid staggered after him. Gina, with
Roland at her side, and Lannersfollowed.

“Good God,” Lavager muttered after they walked through the open gate, “Hieronymous Bosch couldn’t
have painted anything as horrible as this!” Everywhere was chaos. Men and women staggered about with
no evident understanding of where they were while others, in uniform, officers and noncoms, shouted
orders nobody bothered to obey.

“We were attacked by ghosts!” a soldier shouted as he rushed by. Hisface was covered in blood from
ahead wound.

Lanners stopped the man. “Whereis your commander?’ he demanded.



“Dead! All dead!” the man screamed, pulling himself awvay and running into one of the burning buildings.

Lanners made to go after him but Lavager shook his head. “ Over there.” He pointed to afigure smoking
acigarette. “Who'syour officer?’ Lavager asked, walking up to the man.

“Magor Principale, but he' sdead,” the soldier answered. By theinsigniaon his collar the man held the
rank of sergeant.

“Can you tel me what happened here?’

“We were attacked. | never saw them. It was dark, they were camouflaged, they moved too quickly, |
don’t know who they were, but they kicked our asses good. Then they piled into alorry and drove off to
the southwest. | saw thelorry go.”

Lavager turned to his companions. “Dammit,” he dapped hisforehead, “that wasn't farmerswe saw in
that truck! And I'll bet they didn’t head southwest for long. Damn! Well, who' sin charge here, then?’

The man looked disdainfully at the bedraggled figure in front of him and answered sharply, “Nobody is.
And just who the hell areyou?’ Hetook adrag on his cigarette and blew the smokein Lavager’ sface.

“He sPresdent Lavager!” Lanners said in an ominoustone.

“Awww—" The sergeant smirked and shook his head, but he leaned forward and looked closdly at
Lavager inthedim light. Suddenly it seemed an eectric shock went through him. He tossed his cigarette
away and cameto attention. “ Sergeant Drew Corfram, sir! Sorry "bout that! It' s been, um, arather
difficult day.”

“Y ou don’t need to explain anything to me, Sergeant. Now, let’s get organized here. Get somemen,” he
turned to Lanners, “you hep him with that, Lee. Franklin, Gina, | want you two to go insde the portico
of that building over there and St tight until 1 come back for you. Sergeant, you are now—you said your
nameis Corram?’

“Corfram, ar.”

“Sergeant Corfram, excuse me, you are now the ranking officer in this compound, until | can find
someone to replace you. Y ou' re operating under my persona orders. Lee here will back you up. Get as
many unwounded men together as you can find. Y ou had to have medics with the security battalion. Find
them, and if they haven’t started one, have them get atriage going for the wounded. See what you can do
to establish communications with army headquarters back in New Granum. Don't worry about security.
The people who did thisarelong gone. Set up your command post at that bunker over there. Now, have
you seen any of the civilian staff? Dr. Jullundur in particular? Y ou know who heis, don’'t you?’

“Yessir. Short brown guy, little sprouts of hair on his head, thick glasses, talks with an accent. Nossir,
haven't seen him. The civiliansal must have gone into hiding when the attack began.”

“Very good, then. I'll bewith you inaminute” With that he walked rapidly off.
Corfram looked at Lanners and shrugged. “Y ou heard the man.” In only the few seconds he had beenin

Lavager’ s presence the sergeant had gone from being a defeated and demoralized non-ranker to a
Sergeant again.



Lavager approached the nondescript building in the compound’ s southwest corner cautioudly. It
appeared undamaged and that made his breathing a bit easier. He punched in the access code and the
door swung open. Insde, the emergency lighting system cast adim red glow over everything. The
equipment resembled nothing more menacing than alarge distillery. That’ swhat it was, but not for
whiskey. Lavager breathed asigh of rdli€f. If the raiders had examined the contents of Labs One and
Two they might have gathered some idea of what wasreally going on at the Patch, but it wasthis
building, the “refinery,” that held the true secret of what Lavager’ s scientists were doing at the Cabbage
Patch. The sweet earthy smdll of fertilizer permeated the building.

“Ambaa?’ Lavager shouted. His voice echoed metalicaly off thewals. He walked carefully down the
rows of gleaming retorts, hispistol drawn. “Ambaa Come out, goddamnit, if you're here!” He grinned
wryly and thought to himself, What astupid thing to say, if he'snot herewhy am | shouting?

At the near end of the buildings was a suite of offices and changing rooms. Lavager was headed toward
them when one of the doors banged open and a short figurein awhite |ab coat appeared.

“Ambaa?’ Lavager raised the pistal.

“Isthat you, Mr. Presdent? | thought | recognized that distinctive voice of yours!” The red light reflected
off thefigure sglassesashe smiled broadly in relief.

“Ambaa, areyou dl right?’ Lavager holstered the pistol and gripped the man’ s outstretched hand.

“Fine, ar, we'redl fine. Wetook refuge in here at the first sgn of darm.” Ambaa—Dr. Ambaa
Jullundur, the scientist in charge of the secret research project at the Cabbage Patch—wiped perspiration
from hisforehead. “ There was terrible shooting and many explosons—" Severa other scientistsand
technicians emerged from the office rooms and dl began talking at once.

“Quiet! Quiet! Now listen. We ve been attacked. The raiders nearly killed mein an ambush kilometers
away, and they’ ve caused alot of damage and casudties here. But you are dl right and everything isfine
inhere.” Heturned to Dr. Jullundur. “ So that means, Ambala, we' re dill in business, right?’

“Yes, Mr. President, we are. The damage to the other buildings may cause some delay, but there has
been no harm to us or to our equipment. Mr. President, who did thisto us?’

“1 have a pretty good idea, Doctor, and I’m going to do to them as they have done to us. Now, you

people stay put in here. As soon as |’ ve gotten things stabilized and organized outside, I’1l send someone
for you.” Lavager took Dr. Jullundur’s hand again and shook it. “Stay calm, I’ [l be seeing you soon.”

Sergeant Corfram had done agood job getting things organized. “ They took one of our lorries, Sir, a
Brimmer cross-country LX6. Ident number CHO1939.” He gave Lavager a handheld communicator. “I
have Generd Olliusat army HQ, sir.”

“Good work! Y ou are now Lieutenant Corfram. Generd?’

“Yesgr,” Olliusreplied. “What is going on out there? I’ ve heard—"



“Never mind what you' ve heard. Now, | want you to do some things and do them quickly. Y ou know
that strategic intelligence platoon that worksfor your G2?1 think a Lieutenant Svetlanacek commandsit?
Get them out here at once. Next, | want Gyrfalconsin the air to the southwest of the Cabbage Peatch, |
repeat, southwest of here. They areto look for a Brimmer cross-country L X6, license CHO1939. It's
carrying alot of men, how many, | don’t know, but they areto takeit out. Got that? Take it out. If
there’ smore than one lorry out there that fits the description, and the pilots are not sureif it’ sthe one,
takeit out too, takethem all out. | don’t careif one of them isfull of missionaries going to aprayer
meeting, get every damned lorry the pilots can spot. Next, send me a motorized infantry battalion,
Genera, men who can move and shoot. What' s eft of the security battalion hereis not up to pursuing
anyone. Copy so fa?’

“Yessr.”

“Wake up your war plans people. Have them waiting for me. Call my cabinet into session at once. They
canwait for metoo. Y ou are now Army Chief of Staff with the rank of full generd effective from this
very minute. Cut the necessary orders. I'll sgn them when | get back.”

“But Generd Ollwad—7"

“He shors de combat . Forget him. Findly, get ahopper out here ten minutes ago. Have dl that stuff
cooking by thetime | get back to the city. Out.” He handed the communicator back to Corfram.
“Lieutenant, you heard what | told the General. | lost some good men here today and | need
replacements. Y ou' re one of them. Comewith me.” They spent the next few minutesralying the
survivors, organizing damage-assessment teams, and teams to search for dead and wounded. “Give me a
full report on the Situation out here before the end of the day. When the infantry and recon units get here,
work with them to organize apursuit of the raiders. The infantry battalion commander will havetactical
control of the operation, but you, Lieutenant, represent me personaly and will report to me on
everything. Onefind thing | haveto do. Y ou carry on.”

Lavager returned to the portico where he found Ginaand Roland sitting. Al-Rashid had aready been
taken to the makeshift aid gation. “Hiswounds are not life-threatening,” Ginainformed Lavager.

Lavager sat down next to her and petted Roland. The sun was just coming up. “What are you going to
do now, Gina?’

Ginashrugged. “Go home, sir. Take care of my—" She bit her lip and hung her head, but did not cry.

Lavager put hisarm around the girl. “No. Y ou' re coming to the city with me, Gina. I'll have people take
care of your family. I'll arrange everything. Do you have any other relatives or closefriendsyou'd liketo
have with you now?’ Ginanamed several people and Lavager nodded. “I’ll seethey’re notified and
brought to New Granum. I’m going to have you put up in town for afew days, Gina. Ever hear of the
Deluxe Inn? It safive-star hotd—" He paused as a thought struck him. No, thisyoung lady should not
beleft donein aluxury hotel after what had just happened to her. “ Do you know my daughter,
Candace? She' sjust about your age.”

“Yessr.” Gind sface brightened. “1’ ve seen her in the trid news, with you. She' sredly feck!” “Feck”
was aterm the Margel an teens used among themsalves to describe something wonderful and “in.”
Lavager had often heard Candace useit. Lavager had often thought if something were feck it'd naturally
be the opposite of “feckless,” so the word made some sense to him, but as with most teenage dang,
nobody was sure just whereit had come from.



“Well, if you agree, I'll take you back to my house and you and Roland here can stay with Candace for
awhile, until we get everything straightened out. Candace will like you—and Roland. What do you say?’

“Oh, yesdir, | would like that! Thank you, thank you!” She put her arms around Lavager’ s neck.

“Look, Gina, the sun’scoming up.” As he spoke, the rim of the sun poked above the treesjust beyond
the ruined perimeter fence, casting its rays through the haze of smoke upon the ruins of the Cabbage
Petch. The sght was not the most ingpiring Lavager had ever seen. He shrugged. “I’ ve always liked the
dawn, even here. It' s another day we' re above ground.” He searched insde his vest and fished out an
Anniversario, which helighted.

“That smellsgood,” Ginawhispered, her head againgt Lavager’ s shoulder.

How much she reminds me of Candace, Lavager thought. He smoked in silencefor awhile. They
didn’t need him just then; he could rest for aspell. How niceit would beto just rest, not worry about
politics, war, government, anything. He thought of Ollwelen and his heart raced in anger. After dl their
yearstogether Ollwelen turned traitor on him. Well, time enough to deal with that. “When thisisover,” he
sad softly to himsdf, “and I’ ve got everybody on my side and everything is straightened out, Candace
and | will take along, long vacation, maybe just not come back to New Granum &t all.”

From far away came the sound of approaching aircraft. Good. Generd Olliuswas on the bal. Ginahad
goneto deep beside Lavager. He smiled. “Come on, Roland, old fella, let’s get your mistress back to
town. And then I’m going to deal with some people like they’ ve never been dedt with before.”

Inthe Air, East of the Cabbage Patch

“Hometown, thisis GammaLead. Over.”

Gamma Lead sradio crackled, then avoice sad, “Gamma Lead, Hometown. Go.”

“Hometown, does Racer have aunit aa—" Gamma L ead rattled off map coordinates.

“Wait one, Gamma,” Hometown said and went off the air, but not for long. “Gamma Lead, that’sa
negative. What do you have?’

“Stand by to receive visua, Hometown.” Gamma Lead pressed a series of buttonsthat transmitted
images of the scene he was orbiting at Six thousand meters.

“Received, Gamma. Stand by.” Soft static again filled Gamma Lead’ s earphones. After alonger wait
than the previous one, Hometown came back. “ Gamma Lead, Racer requests you take a closer look.
Cando?”

“Right up the exhaust pipe, if that’ swhat you want,” Gamma Lead replied, then on theflight circuit,
“Wing, let’ stake acloser look.”

Theflight of two Gyrfacons of the Margelan air defense corps banked sharply and pointed their noses
groundward. They were at Mach 1.25, so the object on the ground had no warning of their approach
before they flashed aboveit a lessthan fifty meters.

A Hilltop Ten Kilometers East of the Cabbage Patch



Therain stopped while Lieutenant Tevedes wasin thetree, but the trunk was gill dick with dripping
water. He had just started to climb down the tree when the sonic boom from the two Gyrfa cons
dammed into him. The blast knocked him from the tree and rocked the lorry violently, throwing around
the Marinesingdeit. Tevedes landed hard on one shoulder and flipped over with an audible cracking of
bone.

“Doc!” Sergeant Day shouted, and jumped out of the cab to rush to Tevedes said. He could barely
make out the platoon commander in infra, but it looked like the lieutenant lay with his shoulders and head
at impossible angles. Daly opened Tevedes sface shields and saw the officer’ s eyes were open wide and
his mouth gaped like a beached fish gulping for water.

Natron reached him seconds after Daly and swore as soon as he saw Tevedes sface. “Don’'t touch
him,” he ordered. For the first time since they left the hidden AstroGhogt, the corpsman raised hisface
screens. He bent low over Tevedes s head and turned his own head so his ear was above the man's
mouth. Hefelt a puff of air and softly breasthed asigh of relief as he straightened back up. He removed his
gloves, then as gently as he could, felt around Tevedes s shoulders and upper body. He reached down
and sharply pinched theinsde of his patient’ sthigh, but Tevedes didn’t react.

“Canyou fed this?’ he asked as helifted Tevedes s hand and bent it back.

Tevedes croaked anoise. From the shape of his mouth, Natron was confident he' d said, “No,” though it
might have been, “Ow!”

The corpsman did a couple more quick tests, then rocked back. “All right,” he briskly said to Tevedes,
“here smy off-the-cuff diagnosis. | think your neck is broken, and your spina cord might be damaged. If
| had another stasisbag, I'd put you in it and | et the surgeons aboard theAdmiral Nelson worry about
you. But | don’t—and | can’t take any of the other Marines out of their stasis bags, because they’re
libletodieif | do.

“So what I’m going to do is brace your neck and put you on abackboard to hold you steady. 1t'll be
enough to keep you stable until we get you back aboard the ship. Do you understand?’

Tevedestried to say something, but al that came out was an dmost inaudible, “p-p-p.”
“Panes, isthat what you' re saying.”

“Y-Yeh”

Natron looked up. “Daly, where are you?’ he caled out.

“Up here” Day called back. “Hafway up thetree. I’'m looking for those aircraft.” Helooked al around
in both visud and infra, but didn’t see any sign of the two Gyrfalcons.

Directly Above Second Platoon

If Day had looked straight up, he might have seen the two fightersturning in avery high, very dow, very
tight orbit.

Gamma L ead transmitted the visuas he' d taken during hislow pass over the lorry that had been
identified as the same type as the one missing from the Cabbage Patch and was waiting for further
orders.



They came. “ Gamma, Hometown. We ve got a positive | D from the registration number on that vehicle.
It isthe one taken from the Cabbage Patch. The intruders can’t have gotten very far, so run asearch
pattern north and east of thelorry. Transmit your infrasto me, Racer saysthey areimpaossible to spot in
visud and have very good infradamping.”

“Roger, Hometown. Gammainitiating search pattern north and east of thelorry.” Gamma Lead switched
tolocal and asked, “Y ou heard, Wing?’

“That’ san affirmative, Lead.”

“Drop to two thousand meters, one thousand meters spread.”
“Two thousand dtitude, one thousand spread. Got it, Lead.”
“On my mark. One, two, three, mark.”

The Gyrfacons turned on their wing tips and dove for their search pattern dtitude, north and east of the
lorry.

Doc Natron had Lieutenant Tevedes s neck braced and his body strapped to ameta pandl he found
ingdethelorry in fifteen minutes. Once the injured platoon commander was |oaded, he turned to Daly.
Both section leaders were dead, Gunny Lytle wasin astasis bag, and Lieutenant Tevedes was strapped
to a backboard—and heavily sedated.

“Wdl, now, Sergeant Daly,” he said dowly, “it looks like you' rein command. What do we do now?’

“It looked to me like those aircraft are looking for us northeast of here,” he said. “We re going southeast
asfar aswe can, then turn straight for the puddle jumpers. Mount up.”

Natron didn’t move. “We ve got six dead, and four more so badly hurt there’ s no way they can travel
viapuddle jJumper. So what are we going to do when we get there?’

“WE re Force Recon. We |eave nothing behind, not even footprints. We re going to pick the puddle
jumpers up and take them with us. It wouldn't do to leave them behind for somebody to find later on.”

“I like your thinking, Sergeant. All aboard this Ship of Fools.” He climbed into the cargo compartment to
tend to his patients during the journey to where they’ d lft the puddle jumpers.

Day climbed back into the cab and told Nomonon to head southeast. As soon as he was sure they were
far enough away from the search area, he' d stop and send an update to theAdmiral Nelson . Maybe

he' d request that the AstroGhost meet them where the puddle jumpers were hidden. That would make
getting away from the searchers eesier and might save the lives of some of the wounded.

CHAPTER




TWENTY-FOUR
Room 1007, New Granum Del_uxe Inn

“That’sit,” Sergeant Ivo Gossner said when he' d decoded the burst transmission from theAdmiral
Nelson . “It'sago.” They were going to assassinate a sovereign head of state! He put some effort
into controlling histrembling. Sure, Jorge Liberec Lavager wasn't President of aworld, merely the head
of anation-state, one of severa on Atlas—but hewas ahead of state nonetheless.

Gossner didn’t know of another instance where Marines had carried out a political assassination. HeE d
never even heard rumors of Marines conducting a political nation, and there were rumors about
everything Marines did, and alot of thingstheydidn’t do.

Lance Corpora BellaDwan was lying on the bed in their room. She had taken off her blouse and skirt
before she lay down on top of the covers wearing just the undergarments she’ d bought on the shopping
trip the previous day. The undergarments in question were sexier than any Gossner knew her to own
back at Camp Howard, and sexier than any he’ d glimpsed on her since they’ d checked into the hotel. He
didn’t know if shewas confident he wouldn't try anything or if she was deliberately teasng him. Or he
had to admit that it was possible she had no interest whatsoever in sex and assumed that he didn't either.

He had to control histrembling again, but thistimeit was because of the sight of her scantily clad body.
When Ivo Gossner couldn’'t seeinto her eyes, he found Bella Dwan to redlly be avery attractive woman.
Heforced himself to focus on her closed eyes and ignore the rest of her.

“Bédla, did you hear me?’

She didn’'t open her eyes, but shedid say, “1 heard you.” She grinned. Dwan’s grin was that of abig cat
about to pounce on agrazing antelope. Gossner looked away so he didn’t see the look she gave him as
she curled up into agtting position with her legs crossed camp-style in front of her.

“Damn, it'sago,” she said softly. Her eyes glittered with anticipation.

“So we need to get out there and see if we can do it from that empty building. Get dressed and let’s
makeliketourists.” Herose from the chair he' d been ditting in and went into the water closet without

looking at her.

She watched him go with an expression on her face that, had he seen it, he wouldn’t have known what
to make of.

Center Boulevard, New Granum

They waked past Ramuncho’ s Restaurant on the other sde of the street. Even though it was
midafternoon on abusiness day, the street was nearly as crowded asit had been the previous evening.
Thistime most of the people about were dressed in business garb, and walked purposefully as though
they were rushing from mesting to meseting. Still, alarge minority were obvious tourists out shopping,
dining, or looking for parties. There were enough people shopping that Dwan’s oversized handbag didn’t
look out of place on the street.

Gossner saw immediately that they’ d been right when they decided they couldn’t pull off the
nation from the access dleys between the buildings; both foot and landcar traffic was far too dense

for the maser to get off afull shot at the target.



They circled the block to Ranstead Street and passed the front of the vacant building they’ d entered the
previous night. They knew neither the name nor the address of the building, but they both had agood
enough sense of spatia relationsto know whereit was. Evenif they hadn’t, they couldn’t have missed
it—it wasthe only building on the block that had a“to let” sgnonit.

A dearth of shops and restaurants meant there were far fewer tourists on Ranstead Street, but there
were nearly as many peoplein business garb as there had been on Center Boulevard.

They wouldn't be able to enter the building during the day, at least not through the front. They’ d haveto
goin a night and smply wait until the target showed up at Ramuncho's. The maitred’ had told them
Lavager dined there often enough to justify holding atable for him, but how often was that, how long
might they have to wait? And how might the raid on the Cabbage Patch affect his dining out? Would he
stop going to Ramuncho’ s until the crisis caused by the raid was over?

Gossner |ooked down the side street toward Center Boulevard and saw atourist couple duck into the
service dley that ran behind the vacant building. None of the other people on the street paid them any
attention.

“Comeon,” hesaid, and took Dwan’s hand.
She skipped aong with him. Her jauntinessjarred Gossner, but he didn’t display any discomfort.

He glanced into the service dley asthey passed it. He could barely make them out, but he saw the
tourist couple, thinking themsalves fully hidden, in atight embrace.

“Isthat how we re going to get in the building during the day, Ivo?” Dwan asked. “Playing the young
loversmakingout inan dley?’

Gossner blinked; he hadn’t thought she’ d even seen the tourist couple. “Do you have a better idea?’ he
asked in return.

“Let’stry it from the other end of thedley.”
“Whatever you say, dear.”
“You're so swest, Ivo.” She squeezed his hand and briefly lay her head on his shoulder.

Smart move, Gossner thought. If anybody followed them around and saw them duck into the service
dley, they’ d think the obvious—that they wanted privacy without having to waste time going back to
their hote—or was Dwan doing something . . . Nah, not the Queen of Killers.

When they approached the aley from the other end Dwan pulled Gossner’ s hand around her waist and
snuggled close. She looked up at him with an adoring expression and whispered something he didn’t
catch. At least, he was pretty sure he heard her wrong; something about “jump” and “bones’ and “after
thekill.”

Nobody paid them any attention when they entered the dley, and in just amoment they were dipping
through the shadows on their way to the rear of the vacant building. In the distance they could make out
the tourist couple, who seemed to be in an even more intimate embrace than before. When Gossner
looked back, he saw people passing the dley’ s entrance; none of them even glanced down it.



In daylight, he saw that dl the detritusin the service dley wasincidenta rubbish, none of it organic.
There was dso agood ded lessin the service dley than there wasin the access dleys he' d looked
down. Nothing was spilling from bins now, the sanitation department must have made a pickup since last
night. He wondered what the schedule was.

It wasn't long before they reached their destination. They both looked carefully, but neither saw any sign
that anyone had investigated the open ground-level window. In amoment, they were back in the
basement.

Dim light filtered into the basement through the two windows on the aley side. It was enough to show
them that the basement ran the length and width of the building and wasindeed empty. They saw the
stairway to the ground floor and headed for it.

They stopped halfway up at the sound of voices from above.

“—my needs exactly,” amaevoice sad.

“And how soon would you want to movein?’ afemale voice asked.

Footsteps that sounded like they were headed for the front of the building accompanied the voices.

“As soon as possible, actudly. There are those few items you need to fix. What' s your timeline on the
work?’

There was the sound of the front door opening.
“We can haveit finished within afortnight. Provided | can get acrew into get started in—"
The voiceswere cut off by the closing door.

Gossner, in thelead, turned around and sat heavily on the stairs. Dwan, a couple of steps lower, put her
hands on his knees and leaned in so her facewas closeto his.

“Let’stakealook at that second floor room anyway,” she said. “We might sill have enough time for the
shot”

“Yeah,” he said, though he thought they’ d have to do it from the rear of Ramuncho’ s or even from
someplace else. Herose and led the way.

The view from the second floor rear room was a sniper’ s dream. The room wasfilled with shadows, the
sniper could stand back from the window and be effectively invisible from Center Boulevard, even from
thefirst savera meters of the access aley leading to it. The view into Ramuncho’ swindow was a an
angle, and not dl of the interior was visble from the Ranstead Street building, but the part that was visible
included the table reserved for President Lavager.

“I likeit,” Dwan said. She stepped up to the window and examined the molding. “1t'd beasnap to
removethe glass,” she said. Shooting through an open window would be more accurate and effective
than shooting through the glass, and if the glass was removed they wouldn’t have to risk attracting
attention by opening and closing the window.



“Theworkerswill noticeif the glassis missing when they comein,” Gossner said.
“They'rejust aslikely to think it's something the bosses forgot to put on the punch list,” Dwan said.

He grunted noncommittally. As aboss himsdlf, he knew that bosses didn’t dwaysthink of
everything—but he wasn't about to admit it. Then he had to stop thinking about it and help her remove
theglass.

“Let’'sgo check out the Presidential Residence, just in case,” she said when they were finished.
“That’savery good idea”

But there were too many tourists and soldiers around the Presidential Residence for them to find a sniper
Spot.

Room 1007, New Granum Deluxe Inn

They ordered aroom service dinner so they could discusstheir optionswhilethey ate. Gossner dso
wanted to check on what the local news media had to say about the raid on the Cabbage Patch.

Thiswasn't the time to get exotic; they went for roast beef, scalloped potatoes, and broccoli with
hollandaise sauce. They skipped dessert, but did indulge in a pot of real coffee.

Gossner activated the trid and picked anews channel. A perfectly coiffed and overly sincere-looking
man in an immaculate suit was talking in front of a scene of devastation familiar to anybody who'd ever
been on a battlefield after the shooting stopped.

Gossner hit the “ repeat segment” button on thetrid’ s control and the view changed dightly. It wasthe
samelocation, just afew minutes earlier. Thistime, the view wasn't satic, rather it panned from left to
right. What had obvioudy been guard towers were tumbled to the ground. Bunkers were blackened with
the scorch marks of blaster fire. Severa buildings were shattered, the obvious victims of interna
explosions. People stood or walked about in the middle distance; most of them |looked dazed, and some
staggered.

Thistime the reporter wasn't in the scene, though he was there as avoice-over. “Y ou can see for
yourself,” he said with earnest sincerity, “the destruction wrought by unknown raiders on the Union of
Margelan’s agricultural research center called the Cabbage Patch. The destruction is horrendous to look
at, absolutely horrendous. Wordsfail me.”

Theimages panning the field reached him and stopped, as did hisvoice. He wasn't looking out at the
viewer, but to the Side, the areathe image field had just covered.

It didn’t take more than afew seconds for the reporter to find words again. He turned his earnest face to
thefront and said, “I’ ve never seen such destruction, and I’ ve seen more destruction than most people
have in my function asareporter for UXN Instant News. Nowhere in my lengthy service of bringing the
newsto you have | seen anything to maich this, not even in the aftermath of the most violent storms, or
the crash of the TGA orbita shuttle three years ago.”

“He should see some of thethings |’ ve seen,” Gossner muttered. 1’ ve been in places that make that
look like agroup of toddlers were left unsupervised for five minutes.”



“I guess he' snever been in the military,” Dwan murmured.
“Sure as shit not in the Marines,” Gossner said.
They stopped talking and listened again.

“...washerejust ashort while ago,” the reporter was saying. “| was able to speak with him for afew
moments.”

Thetrid image wavered for a second, then steadied with the reporter standing next to adirty and
obvioudy angry Jorge Liberec Lavager.

“Mr. President,” the reporter said in atone of surprised awe, “who could have done this? Do you know
yet? Has anybody been arrested?’

“Just give me one question at atime, Bil,” Lavager said, hisvoice strained. “We are certain of who the
perpetrators of this atrocity are, and are taking stepsto gather information to confirm it. Also, even aswe
speak, our army and air defense corps are conducting a pursuit of the felons who destroyed this
important agricultural research facility. Don't worry, Bil,” Lavager turned to face the cam, “and you at
home, don’t you worry either. We re going to catch the people responsible for this, and when we do,

they are going to pay the maximum pendty.”

The image wavered again and reporter Bil was once more donein theimage. “ President Lavager got
rescue and clean-up operations begun here, and headed back into New Granum shortly after my
interview with him.”

Then “Bil” took afew secondsto rearrange hisface into an expression of earnestly sincere gravity, and
said, “It hasn't been confirmed yet, but normaly reliable sources have informed UXN Instant News that
Presdent Lavager was on hisway to the Cabbage Patch for aroutine visit when his convoy was
attacked, and several members of his party werekilled. Again, thishasn't been confirmed, but Army
Chief of Staff Generd Lockdey ‘Locker’ Ollwelenissaid to be among the dead.”

“Itwasn't us,” Gossner said, surprised a hearing about the ambush.

“WEe re on this misson because of the Centrd Intelligence Organization,” Dwan said, teeth clamped and
eyesditted. “Do you think maybe they’ ve got a backup operation going here?’

Gossner considered the question for amoment, then shook his head. “No. They could screw up an
ambush that badly, but | think they want to keep their DNA out of this. Remember, the target has
enemiesin other nation-states here, so it could have been one of them.”

Dwan looked a him for along moment, before turning back to the trid. Gossner thought his answer
mollified her, but he wouldn't bewilling to bet hislifeonit.

Soon &fter, they headed out to find the target’ s current location. But it soon became clear that he wasn't
inhisusua haunts. They’ d try again the next day.

CHAPTER




TWENTY-FIVE

Fifteen Kilometers Northeast of the Cabbage Patch, Union of Margelan, Atlas

The going was dower now that someone was looking for them. Daly told Nomonon to keep thelorry to
low ground and under trees as much as possible. That meant Nomonon had to take ameandering route

that went around hills and zigged and zagged dong theirregular borders of clumps of trees.

Fearing another strike from the sky, Daly put Sergeant Kare and histhird squad on air duty, scanning the
sky in al directionsfor aircraft. Whenever they spotted one, Nomonon pulled the lorry into the degpest
shadows he could find until the plane disappeared over the horizon.

“There smore than just the pair that buzzed us, you know,” Kare said to Daly after the third timethey’ d
had to hide from aircraft they’ d seen heading in agenerdly northerly direction.

“| expect they’ ve got afull-fledged search on,” Daly acknowledged. “Once they found what we' d done
to the Cabbage Peatch, they probably started feeding everything they could into searching for us.”

Daly checked hisinertiad map and silently swore; in the two hours since dawn, they hadn’t covered much
more than haf the distance to where they’ d hidden the puddle jumpers. And the search was getting
larger, covering and re-covering more ground. If escape using the puddle jumpers hadn’t aready been
impossible because of their dead and severely wounded, now it wastotaly out of the question because
of the air search. Asit was, escape would be easier if they didn’'t go back for the puddie jumpers. But
Daly didn’t think they could leave that equipment behind; if it was discovered, the equipment would point
to the Confederation Marines asthe raiders.

At least they had thelorry. Now if the search didn’t spread too wide too quickly . . .
A Hilltop, Ten Kilometers East of the Cabbage Patch

“Hometown, Hometown, thisisWaking Man. Over,” said Lieutenant Rak Svetlanacek, commander of
the Fifth Independent Armored Cavary Platoon, which had been sent to take out the lorry.

“Waking Man, thisisHometown. Go.”

“Hometown, we are at the coordinates where Gamma Flight saw the lorry. Thelorry’ snot here. Over.”
“Waking Man, Hometown. Areyou sureyou' rein theright place?’

“Pogitive, Hometown. I'm standing in the whed! tracks where the lorry sat, but it’ s not here.”

“What are your coordinates, Walking Man?’

Svetlanacek looked at his map display and read off the coordinates.

“Confirmed,” Hometown said when he compared Svetlanacek’ s coordinates with those given by the
Gyrfacon flight when they reported seeing the lorry. “Tell me about the tracks, Waking Man.”

“They come from the southwest. | can see where the lorry stopped. Thereis evidence on the ground of
several men moving about and one man lying down, but there are no tracks of anybody walking away.



Thelorry’ stracks go southeast from here.”
“Follow thetracks, Waking Man, | will direct an air search to your southeast. Hometown out.”

Lieutenant Svetlanacek took a deep breath and let it out dowly. “Mount up!” he shouted to hissoldiers.
Thethirty cavalrymen broke off their search of the area and reboarded their three armored cars.

“Echelon formation,” Svetlanacek ordered when his men were dl back on their vehicles. Corpora
Mirko, the command vehicle sdriver, Sarted his vehicle and headed out at the commander’ ssigna. The

three armored cars headed southeast at speed, with Svetlanacek’ s car in the tracks left by the lorry, one
car fifty meters ahead of it and ahundred to itsright, the other an equd distanceto itsleft and rear.

A hundred kilometersto the west, aflight of Gyrfalcons veered from the flight path to its previoudy
assigned search area and headed due east to take up a search pattern in support of the Fifth Independent
Armored Cavary Platoon. Fifty kilometersto the north, two more Gyrfacon flights broke off their
searches, gained dtitude, and headed south to newly assigned search areas.

At the same time, amounted infantry company on the New Granum Road turned off and headed east
Ccross-country on an interception vector. Seventy-five kilometers to the south, an airborne battaion

boarded V ertical/Short-Take-Off-and-Landing aircraft and launched. The V STOL s began orbiting
severd kilometers south of the lorry’ s one known position. Once the raiders were located, the VSTOL s

would land their battalion to trap and crush theraiders.
Inthe Air, Southeast of the Hilltop
“Hometown, thisisMad Max. Over,” the leader of another flight of searching Gyrfacons said.

“Mad Max, Hometown. Go.”

“Hometown, | think | have something on the ground, we' re heading for the deck to check it out.” Mad
Max L ead transmitted hisloceation.

“I logged your location, Mad Max. Y ou are cleared for the deck.”

Mad Max Lead turned onto his right wing and dropped toward the ground, followed by hiswingman
five hundred metersto his|eft rear.

On the Ground, Southeast of the Hilltop

“Bogies, eight 0’ clock!” Corpora Pitzel shouted.

“Hideus,” Sergeant Daly ordered.

Corpora Nomonon looked for aheavier patch of trees, someplace that would offer more screening than
thethin layer of branches under which the lorry was moving. He spotted oneto hisleft and thelorry

trundled under the denser cover provided by the branches of three huge trees.

A moment later, the two Gyrfalcons shot by barely a hundred meters overhead; subsonic, the force of
their passing shook the leaves and branches, but barely rocked the lorry.

Daly couldn’'t seethe aircraft, so he listened intently to the scream of their passage. He swore when he



heard them turn about for another pass rather than climb back to their search dtitude.
“Stand by,” Daly ordered over the command circuit, “they may have spotted us.”

Thelead Gyrfdcon shot past fifty metersto their left, then a change in the second Gyrfa con’ s doppler
told Daly it was shifting to come directly at them. A line of explosive cannon shells erupted in the
tregtops, raining shattered branches and mangled leaves down onto the lorry.

“They missed!” Nomonon squawked excitedly.

“Nothey didn’t,” Daly snapped back. “That burst was to make a hole in the canopy so they can see
through it.” Then into the command circuit, “ Everybody who can, dismount. Third and sixth squads, take
the assault guns! We need to try to take them out on their next pass!”

The twenty-two Marines who were till mobile scrambled off the lorry, bringing as many of their severdly
wounded with them asthey could. Doc Natron stayed aboard with Lieutenant Tevedes, who he said
couldn’t be moved. Third and sixth squads set up the heavy fléchette guns.

“Herethey come!” Daly said more camly than hefdt. “First section, right aircraft. Second section, get
the one on the left. Wait for my command. Shoot in front of the sound.”

The overhead foliage was too thick for them to see through until the aircraft were dmost directly above
them, they’ d have to aim by sound rather than sight because when they saw the aircraft, it would be too
late to hit them.

Ddy lisened dosdly. Thistimethe arcraft on the left camefirst. When he thought it was close enough,
he ordered, “ Second Section,fire! ” He barely had time to finish before he had to order, “First Section,
fire!”

Southeast of the Hilltop

Mad Max Lead staggered as two plasmabolts and a spray of fléchettes struck the aircraft. The pilot
flipped off the damage alarm that screamed in his ears and ran his eyes over his control panel. He had no
ideawnhat had hit him, but the control dectronicsin hisleft wing were out and his engine was overheeting.
He began swesting; he had little control over the Gyrfacon now—and he had to stop the increasing
heeting of the engine. He eased the throttle back and tipped his nose up, which put him in danger of
gdling, but hewastoo low to bail out and couldn’t survive ditching in thisterrain.

“Wing, satusreport,” Mad Max Lead shouted into his comm.

An explosion to hisrear wasthe only answer. The other assault gun had ripped through the second
Gyrfacon, permitting one of the two plasmabolts that struck the fighter to reach afuel bladder.

Therewasn't much |eft of the blast wave from the exploding Gyrfacon by thetime it reached Mad Max
Lead, but it was enough to further fatigue the wing root damaged by the fléchette burst and rip it off. Mad
Max Lead barely had time to see treetops rushing up before he crashed into them.

“Mount up, now!” Sergeant Daly ordered. “We ve got to get out of here!”

“What way?’ Corpora Nomonon asked as he hauled himsdf behind the lorry’ s controls.



“Inadirection they don’t expect usto go,” Day answered. “North. Go fast, let’s get some space
between us and anybody € se who shows up here.” Both the Gyrfacon flight that attacked them and the
flight they saw afew minutes before it had come from the north. If the search was shifting from the north
to the south, they should go where it had been rather than where it was.

The crashed aircraft started aforest fire behind them.

Lieutenant Svetlanacek and the Fifth Independent Armored Cavary Platoon were thefirst ground unit to
reach the site of the brief air-ground battle. Severa acres of trees and undergrowth were still burning, but
because of the previous night’ srain, the undergrowth and canopy ignited dowly and the fire didn’t spread

rapidly.

“Two and three, search for survivorsfrom the aircraft. And watch out for theraiders! If they could take
out two fighter planes, they might have set an ambush or some other surprisefor us” Hedidn't think that
was likely, though. According to what he' d heard over the command net, the raiders hadn’t initiated the
fight; instead they tried to hide, and didn’t fire until they’ d been fired on. Mot likely, they smply fled
after knocking out the two Gyrfalcons. He set his own armored car to make acircuit of theburnto try to
pick up thetracks of the lorry.

Sevtlanacek had Corpora Mirko drive counterclockwise around the burned and burning area, checking
the south and east first because that’ s the direction the lorry had been headed in since he began following
itstracks. It wasn't until the second circuit, ahundred meters farther out from the burn than the first
circuit, that he found tracks—twosets of tracks. One set went due north, the other west of north. Which
was which? Had the raiders met up with another group?

Svetlanacek pursed hislipsin grudging respect for the raider commander. Heading into what that
commander had to know was the center of the search areawas an audacious move. But then, that
commander, whoever he was, must have guessed that the search was shifting south and east, leaving the
search area uncovered. Except, which set of tracks belonged to the raiders? He couldn’t tell, they’ d both
been made by the same kind of tires.

He ordered Mirko to make another circuit and he found the second set of tracks leading into the burn.
He plotted both sets on his map, but neither exit matched the entrance of the tracks he knew weren't
made by theraiders.

By the time Svetlanacek found the northbound tire tracks, his other cars had retrieved the mangled and
charred bodies of the Mad Max pilots.

Svetlanacek radioed in hisreport and told Hometown he wanted to follow the tracks that went due
north. Hometown approved his decison, but vehicles and people had been seen on the ground south and
west of the Cabbage Patch, and the search and pursuit were concentrating there. Svetlanacek ordered
his platoon to follow the lorry’ stracks. Hometown sent one flight of Gyrfalconsto search the areawest
of north of the burn.

Seven Kilometers Due West of the Puddle Jumper Cache
When Sergeant Daly’ s map showed they were due west of where they’ d |eft the puddle jumpers, hetold

Nomonon to turn right and go as fast as he could. Nomonon went faster than Doc Natron would have
wanted, but while the extrajouncing was uncomfortable for his patients, it didn’t cause them any



additiond injury so hedidn’t raise an objection.

Twenty Kilometers Due East of the Cabbage Paich

“Only two hundred and seventy kilometersto go,” Day said ironicaly when they reached the puddle
jumpers. He ordered second section to load the puddle jumpers, then changed the scale on hismap so
he could examine alarger area. He knew the lorry was leaving tracks on the ground, tracks that could be
followed by any ground forces following them. They needed a paved road.

The map showed aroad twenty kilometers northwest of them; he shrank the scale again and saw it was
the same southwest-northeast road that ran past the Cabbage Patch, the road they’ d first followed in the
opposite direction after theraid. The road continued northeast for twenty-five kilometers beyond its
closest point to their current position before turning to wend its way east through the foothills of a
mountain range. It passed fifty kilometers north of where the AstroGhost waited for them.

Daly thought for amoment. Maybe he could get the AstroGhost to meet them somewhere along that fifty
kilometers, closer to the road—maybe even somewhere dong the road itself.

If he could find aplace and time to contact theAdmiral Nelson , that was.

It was worth trying.

He showed Nomonon the map and asked, “How long do you think it’'ll take to get there?’
Nomonon looked at the map and shrugged. “Half an hour?’

“Doit.”

Thirty Kilometers Northeast of the Cabbage Patch

They reached the New Granum Road without incident. Sergeant Daly looked to theright, no traffic was
insight. He did see avehiclein the distance to the left, but it seemed to be going away rather than toward
them.

“Turnleft,” he ordered.
Corpora Nomonon looked at him. “Don’t you mean right? L eft takes us back where we started.”

“ Anybody following us on the ground will see where we turned onto the road. Let’s go far enough for
the dirt on thetiresto besat off, then turn around without leaving the road and head the way we want to
go. Nobody following the way we turn onto the road will catch up to us.”

Nomonon grinned. “Y ou're pretty smart, boss.” He turned lft.

A kilometer and a hdf after they turned onto the New Granum road, Corpora Pitzel reported they were
no longer leaving dirty tire tracksin their wake. Nomonon stopped dowly enough to not leave marks on
the pavement, then backed and filled without leaving the roadway until they were pointed northeast. He
moved out at speed.

A couple of kilometers beyond where they’ d turned onto the road, Daly saw avehicle gpproaching from
ahead of them.



“Take off your hedmet and gloves,” he told Nomonon.
“What?’

“That driver up ahead might not redlize that he doesn’t see your body, but he' Il certainly noticeif he
doesn't seeadriver a dl inthislorry.”

“Good idea.”

Daly reached across and controlled the steering so Nomonon could use both hands to remove his helmet
and gloves.

The driver of the other lorry waved as they passed. Nomonon raised ahand in reply, but low enough it
wasn't obvious his hand wasn't visibly attached to an arm. The other driver didn’t seem to notice

anythingamiss

When the Fifth Independent Armored Cavary Platoon reached the New Granum Road, Lieutenant
Svetlanacek stopped hisdriver from turning left onto the road.

“But, Sir, that’ swhere the lorry we re following went,” Corpora Mirko objected.

“I know,” Svetlanacek replied as he looked up and down the road. One lorry wasin sight in each
direction. The oneto theright was farther awvay, he thought both of them were too closeto bethelorry
they’ d been following. Could their quarry aready be out of sight to the left? Moreover, asdick asthe
raider commander was, would he gtill head directly back to the scene of hisraid? That didn’t make
sense. But if the enemy commander had gone |eft as a misdirection and then turned back . . .

Y es, that' swhat Svetlanacek thought he would have done.

Svetlanacek decided to err on the side of caution. He got on the radio and requested afly-by up the
New Granum Road to check the registration number on the lorry headed toward the Cabbage Patch,
and to seeif the road held any other vehicles between his position and the Cabbage Patch. It took almost
fifteen minutes for aflight to break off from its search pattern and fly up the road from the Cabbage
Patch. Thelorry Svetlanacek saw was the only one on the road. It took a couple more minutes for the
flight to drop low and buzz the vehicle to record its registration number before an urgent command sent it
heading back southwest.

Thelorry’ sregistration number didn’t match that of the one they were following.

“That'sit!” Svetlanacek exclaimed, thumping the dashboard. “He' s dlick, but he's not as smart aswe
are, eh, Mirko?’

“Not nearly as smart, gir,” Corpora Mirko said, returning the grin. He turned right, to follow the other
lorry, which had now vanished beyond aturn to the northeast. The other two armored carsfell in behind.

“How long do you think it’ [l taketo catch him?” the lieutenant asked.

Mirko thought it over, then said, “The M-40 armored car has a higher top road-speed than the C-18



cargo lorry does, sir. We can do better than a hundred kph, he can't.”
“What is histop road-speed?’

Mirko shook his head. “ Empty, about ninety or so. | don’t know how much weight he' s carrying, but
anything more than adriver and navigator will dow him down.”

“Then let’ s hope he' s carrying alot of troops—and casudties,” Svetlanacek said grimly.
“Don't worry, sr. We Il catch him.”

Corpora Mirko speeded up. So did the platoon’ s other two armored cars.

The New Granum Road, Forty-Five Kilometers Northeast of the Cabbage Patch

“He' sgaining on us,” Corporal Nomonon said, looking at the rearview screen.

“I seeit,” Sergeant Daly said, dso looking at the rearview. Helooked at his map, calculating how much
longer it would be before they pulled off to head south to the waiting AstroGhost. He dso calculated
when theAdmiral Nelson would be above the horizon so he could transmit arequest for the AstroGhost
to meet them dong theway.

Hedidn't like the results of his caculations—the chasing vehicleswould catch up with them too soon
after they left the road.

“Brigo,” he said into the command circuit, “are there any arcraft in sght?’

“Negative, Jak,” Sergeant Kare answered. “We haven't seen any flyers since theflight that buzzed that
southbound lorry.”

“Thanks,” Day said absently, and went back to his map. There, seven kilometers ahead, the New
Granum cut through alow hill instead of going over it. The topo lines showed the Sdes of the hill were
steep, which was probably why the road cut through instead of climbing over it... They could pull off the
road on the other Sde of the cut and lay an ambush on itstop. If the vehicles had open bodies, the
Marines could lay plunging fireinto them and wipe out the infantry they had to be carrying before they
could react to the ambush. If not they might not be ableto kill them.

“Listen up,” Day said into the dl-hands circuit, and told the platoon what they were going to do. He
made another time check and saw he' d be able to contact theAdmiral Nelson whilethey werein their
ambush position.

Lieutenant Rak Svetlanacek tensed as his armored car approached the cut hill. 1t was exactly the kind of
place he' d set an ambush himself if he was being followed. The hill to the Sdes of the cut were
steep—almost, but not quite too steep for hisarmored carsto climb. But the raiders had never stopped
to fight. He didn’t know why they’ d stopped thefirgt time and abandoned their lorry only to return toit,
but the only other time he knew they stopped was when they killed the Mad Max fighter. He was pretty
sure they’ d stopped then to hide from the Gyrfalcons. They might have stopped right before they turned
toward the New Granum Road, but that could have been to communicate with their headquarters or to
decide what to do next.



Soit was unlikedly the raiders stopped to set an ambush at the cut. Nonetheless:
“Mirko, top speed. | want to get through that cut asfast as possible.”

“Metoo, sr. Metoo.” Mirko accelerated as fast as the armored car would go. Thetrailing armored
cars also maxed their speed.

Daly nodded to himself when he saw the approaching armored cars speed up; he’ d probably do the
samething himself if their positions were reversed. He swore softly when he saw the cars were covered
instead of open; he didn’t know if the fléchettes of the two assault guns could penetrate the armor. He
waited until the lead car was dmost through the cut, then gave the order over the dl-hands circuiit,
“Firel”

On the ambugh’ sright flank, third squad let loose with its fléchette gun. Sergeant Kare, on the gun, fired
infront of the vehicle, and let it run into the stream of armor-piercing darts. The darts dug divots out of
the road’ s surface, then chewed gouges in the hood and top of the armored car—but not deeply enough
to penetrate the car’ stop. Next to him, feeding the gun, Lance Corpora Ilon suddenly cheered when he
saw the fléchettes grind a hole through the thinly armored rear of the car and shred itsrear whedls. The
armored car fishtailed wildly, out of control.

Kareturned his attention to the second vehicle, which was dready heavily damaged by the other
fléchette gun. Hisfléchettesjoined amass of blaster bolts damming into and through agrowing holein the
rear of the armored car. It swerved violently and dowed, and the third armored car dammed into its rear,
sending it spinning and bouncing off thewalls of the cut before it screeched to astop. After hitting the
second armored car, the third flipped and rolled over severa times until it settled, rocking, on itstop.

After amoment, hatches dammed open on the two cars and afew soldiers began scrambling out. The
Marines poured blaster and fléchette fire into them. The cavalrymen were dl killed or severely wounded
before any of them had a chanceto return fire.

* * *

Corpord Mirko worked the controls of his car, but the road was too narrow for him to regain control of
the damaged vehiclein time. It dewed off the road to the right, then crashed into atree.

Lieutenant Svetlanacek’ s head dammed forward and hit the navigator’ s control panel. He was knocked
out by the blow, but regained consciousness quickly.

Mirko was dazed. At Svetlanacek’ s command, he fumbled with the car’ s controls, but couldn’t restart
itsmotor.

Redlizing the armored car wouldn't start, Svetlanacek wrestled with his door and wrenched it open with
difficulty. “ Get out,” he snarled at Mirko. The corpora’s door opened more easily, but he was groggy
enough that he fell to his knees when he stepped out.

The lieutenant stumbled around to the back of the vehicle. He was so surprised to find the rear door il
closed he didn’t immediately see the hole knocked through it by the fléchette gun and blasters. He
gasped in near despair when he did. But he didn’t givein; he grabbed the handle and yanked the door



open.

A horrendous sight greeted him—abl ood-and-gore-spattered bodies were piled at the front of the troop
compartment! Were dl the soldiers dead?

No! Someone moaned. Someone € se twitched afoot.

Svetlanacek didn't notice Mirko scramble into the troop compartment with him until the corpora began
hel ping him sort the bodies out. Three of the ten soldiers were dead and another was dying. Two were
wounded, but would be ambulatory once their wounds were bandaged. The others were only dazed
from the shock of the crash.

The platoon commander of the Fifth Independent Armored Cavalry Platoon now had acommand of
only eight men, including the wounded, hisdriver, and himsdlf. He didn’t know how large theraiding
party was, but he knew there had to be more of them than he had. The raiders were aso far better
armed than his men—he hadn’t known they had guns powerful enough to bresk through an armored
car’sskin.

He grabbed Mirko and ran back to the cab. Inside, hetried the radio, but it didn’t work—he couldn’t
report the ambush! After amoment’ s thought, he climbed to the commander’ s cupola and detached the
fléchette gun mounted in it. He handed the gun down to Mirko, then hoisted the ammunition tank. The
gun was awvkward to carry, and the tank was heavy enough that it required two men to carry it, but they
were going to need the firepower if any of them were to survive the encounter.

“Thisway,” Svetlanacek ordered when he dismounted. He gave the ammunition tank to two of the least
injured men. Heled the way into the trees—and stopped aoruptly. Directly in front of him wasthelorry
the raiders had escaped in.

CHAPTER

TWENTY-SIX
The Presdent’ s Conference Room, Adminigirative Center, New Granum, Union of Margelan, Atlas

“Thisisawar council,” Jorge Lavager began. *Y esterday morning, as many of you know, troopsfrom
South Solanum, possibly with assistance from other nations, attempted to assassinate me while
smultaneoudy launching an atack on the agriculturd research facility at Spondu, commonly known asthe
Cabbage Patch.”

Lavager stood before his cabinet and other top advisorsin the same clothes he had worn when he left
the government buildings twenty-four hours before. Since then he had fought for hislife, waked nearly
twenty kilometersto safety, organized the demoralized troops at the Cabbage Patch, initiated a pursuit of
the raiders, and not dept awink. Now he was before his cabinet, looking asorry sight in his rumpled,
torn, swesat-stained clothing. But as he spoke it was asif he'd just gotten out of bed after agood night’s
rest.

“Generd Ollius,” he gestured at the new Chief of Staff, * has dusted off and revised a battle plan the
army staff prepared sometime ago asaresponse to just this sort of overt aggressive act. A complete



report of the eventsisin front of you. Mr. Goumeray.” He nodded at the Minister of Information.

“Gentlemen,” Goumeray, ashort, balding, bespectacled manin hisearly sixties, began in his high-pitched
voice, “when we are done here this report will be released to the citizens of the Union of Margelan. At
the sametimeit will be released to the other nation-states of Atlas, aswell asto the Confederation of
Human Worlds at its headquarters on Earth. It isasfactua and complete as we have been able to make
it up to now. Please take afew momentsto read through it, and then Generd Olliuswill brief you on our

response plan.”
“Whereis Generd Ollwden?’ the Minister of Health asked.

“Heis” Lavager hestated for just an ingtant but that hesitation spoke volumesto the cabinet ministers
stting around the table, “no longer with us. Generd Ollius has replaced him.”

“That’ struly shocking!” someone remarked. “I mean that Generd Ollweenis—is—" The minister
nodded apologeticdly at Generd Ollius.

“Yes, but no surprise,” Lavager responded quickly. “Asyou can see from the report Mr. Goumeray has
given you, Genera Ollween waswith me during the ambush. | have every reason to believe he knew of
the attacks. He fled while we were defending ourselvesin acornfield. For al any of us know, he perished
there in the fire though we haven't found a body today. Now, Generd Ollius, give usthe details of the
war plan.”

Olliusstood. “Thisiscaled Operation SeaLion. It will be acombined air, land, and sea attack against
themgjor citiesand agricultura facilities of South Solanum. H Hour is oh-four hundred our time
tomorrow, oh-seven hundred when thefirg targets, the enemy’ s military ingtdlations, will be struck by
satdllite wegpons. Our forces are maneuvering into position even as| speak.” The room had gone
completely silent. “Thiswill be followed up with coordinated attacks by combined forces, which will
complete the destruction of South Solanum'’ s defensive capabiilities, and culminate with the occupation of
their capitd and the seizure and arrest of their government officids.” As he spoke, graphic images of
maps and troop movements flashed across the large screen at one end of the room.

“Isthere no chance for anegotiated settlement?’ Minister of Education Uhura Lunguna asked. Hewas
farly new in hisjob. Helooked plaintively around the table. Some of the ministers shrugged, others
refused to look at him. When Jorge Lavager said something was to be done, it was adecree, not up for a
vote.

“No, Mr. Lunguna,” the Foreign Minister answered at once, casting asideward glance at Lavager.
“They launched avicious and unprovoked attack againgt us, against the person of our leading citizen, and
we shdl ded with them in the same manner.”

“Sir,” Education Minister Lungunaaddressed himself directly to Lavager, “we are going to war, just like
that?’

“Y ou weren't with methismorning,” Lavager responded drily.
“But, gr, thisreport,” he held up the Information Minister’ s press release, “ doesn’t even present any
strong evidence that the South Solanians were responsible for the attacksl How do we know it was

them? We are going to be asked that by everyone.”

“Tel them we have the confession of someone who wasin on the attack, Mr. Lunguna. The identity of



that sourceis confidentia, that’ swhy hisnameis not mentioned.”

Lungunalooked again for support from the other officials at the table. None was forthcoming, so he
sood. “Sir,” he bowed dightly toward Lavager, “1 am an educator. | explain, | enlighten, | direct
attention toward facts, and when | cannot do that, | am honest about it and let people form their own
opinions. On the basis of the very dim facts you have presented, | have formed my own opinion about
what you are proposing.”

“Andthat iS?’

“Thisisan unjustified war of aggression that will lead only to tragedy for al concerned.” He paused and
took abreath. “1 hereby resgn my post in your government—agovernment | cannot support under the
present circumstances.” He turned to leave, but stopped when Lavager held up ahand and pointed at the
minister’ schair. Lungunasat down heavily.

Lavager didn't reply for along moment. “Y our resignation is accepted without prejudice, Mr. Lunguna,”
hesaid at last. “1 deeply regret your decision to resign. Y ou are an excellent educator and the children of
Atlas could benefit from your talents. No, | did not misspeak. What we are doing out at Spondu will
have far-reaching effects on our world, and in due course | will unite al the governments of Atlas under
one, and you will have aplacein that government, Mr. Lunguna, if you should change your mind.”

Lungunastared a Lavager in disbelief. Hefdt sick at the thought that what Lavager had just said
announced his megadomania. The devadtating thought flashed through his mind that perhaps the attacks on
the President and the Cabbage Patch that morning had been conducted by patriots, not enemies. Worse,
nobody €l sein the room seemed aware of that possibility.

“| appreciate your honesty and mora courage,” Lavager continued. “If anyone elsein this cabinet wishes
to withdraw from my government, now isthetimeto do it.” He looked at the other ministers, but none
sad anything. “Generd Ollius, the attack shall begin on my command and only on my command.

Marshdl the forces and have them ready.

“Gentlemen, thank you very much for your support in thistime of crigs. | have one more announcement
to make and we are done here.” Lavager paused and produced an Anniversario. He clipped it expertly
and lit the cigar. When thetip glowed red he smiled affably at his cabinet minigters. “ All of you except
Generd Ollius are confined to this room, without communications with the outsde world, until the attack
isunderway.”

At firdg there was disbelieving silence and then al the ministers began shouting at once. Lavager held up
hisarmsfor slence and eventualy it was restored. “ Just a precaution, gentlemen, just a precaution. No
one hereisunder suspicion. Y ou will be accommodated very comfortably while you're here. At
oh-seven hundred tomorrow you will be alowed to leave, none the worse for a night spent at the office, |
assureyou.”

“Jorge!” It wasthe Minister of the Interior. “1 want a bottle of bourbon and adeck of cards! If you're
going to confine us here until tomorrow morning, | want to get old Henri thereinto agame of poker and
steal some of that money he' s been lifting out of the treasury!” Henri Parrot was Lavager’ s minister of
finance and no more honest officia ever lived, but he was a notorious poker player.

Lavager just nodded and made hisway to the door. Lunguna caught up to him.

“Jorge, please, just one moreword?’ Lavager paused and nodded. “Donot do thid If unification of the



nation-states of Atlasisyour goal, you do not haveto do it by war! Please, aggressive wars dways end
tragicdly. Do not inflict thison our people!” He looked imploringly into Lavager’ sface. “I’m begging you
tolisen to mel”

Lavager sghed. “What we' re going to do to South Solanum tomorrow is not aggressvewar. | am
punishing those people for what they didhere, this morning, pureand smple. | will unite the nations of
thisworld, but not by force. Thismorning's attack was designed to thwart the unification plan. What
we' re doing out a Spondu will definitely change the balance of power in thisworld and some people
don’t want that to happen. But it will, and soon.”

Lunguna' s shoulders drooped. “ A super weapon,” he sighed.

“ *Super’ ?Yes, aweapon? Yes, a‘wegpon’ of sorts.” Lavager laid ahand on Lunguna’ s shoulder. “Let
people think what they may, you' | seethe results of my plan soon enough. Now, have something to e,
get somerest. It'salong time until tomorrow, and for me, | need refreshment and rest aswell.” Lavager
smiled and, accompanied by his security detail, |eft the room.

Annie Hdl, the Presidentid Retreat, Outsde New Granum

Lavager arrived at Annie Hall, the Presidentia Retreat in the mountains outside New Granum, before
noon. He introduced Ginato Candace, excused himself, and went to bed. The two young women
became friends at once. Candace possessed a sophisticated outlook on politics and government that was
complemented by Gina s experience of life on afarm among working people. Ginaaso had an intimate
knowledge of the forests, plants, and animals native to Margelan that Candace found fascinating. They
sat in Candace sroom, listening to music and talking.

“Isthat Barrabas Monk and the Abbots?’ Ginaasked, “| just adore them!”

“Yed” Candace turned up the volume and the music filled the room. * Father just deteststhem.” She
laughed and added, “He just likes the old stuff.” The two rocked to the rhythm as the music blared from
Candace’ s sound system.

For afew minutes, Candace watched Gina, who seemed happy and unconcerned, then asked, “How
can you be so—so—7?" she began, then faltered. “1 mean, after what happened at your farm, you just
seem—"

“Tobetaking it sowell?” Ginafinished the sentence. “1 put it in the back of my mind, Candie. I'm good
at doing that, you know? My parents used to get on me dl the time about my wandering in the woods, so
when Mother or Father—,” now she fatered, but quickly pulled hersdalf together and continued, “—when
Mother or Father would get on me about wandering off from my chores |’ d just concentrate on the
chores, and when | was alonein the forest I’ d concentrate on the trees.” She laughed. “ So now |
concentrate on you and what we' re doing right now, and that way | can amost forget about what . . .
what happened. Besides, your father promised me he' d make the bastards who did that pay, and | trust
your father. Everyone does. Y our own mother was nated. Y ou must know what I’'m talking
about.”

“| was very young, Gina.” Candace didn’t speak for amoment. Then, to get away from such depressing
talk, asked, “ So what will you do now?’

Ginashrugged. “Run thefarm. | know dl about the machines my father and his hands worked. | know
the planting cycles, dl about fertilizer and how to breed farm animas. | turned on the water that saved



your father and hisfriends,” she added proudly. “I'll hire people to help me and eventudly I’ll get
married.” She laughed again. Gina had a pleasant laugh that made Candace fed good to hear. “ And how
about you, Candie, what will you do with the rest of your life?”

“Oh, I’'m going to universty somewhere. Somewhere offworld, father says. Have you ever been
off-world, Gina?’

“No, but I'd liketo go! I'd love to see Earth. My father was there once when he was young, and he told
usdl about the place.”

“Wouldn'’t that be nice—I mean if we could go to university together? I’ d love to have someone | like
aong, to bemy friend and help me study. Don’t you want a university education? Father could arrangeit,
I’'m sure,” Candace' s cheeks flushed with excitement at the thought of her and Ginagoing off to college
on another world.

“I don’'t know, Candie, | guess| was born to be afarmer.” She shrugged. “I never thought much about
it. My parents wanted to send me to agriculture college here on Atlas. But you know, | might liketo bea
forest ranger. Can your dad arrange that for me?’

There was aknock at the door and when they turned, Lavagar stood there. “1 sure can,” he said. His
voice boomed through the music, which Candace quickly turned down. Her father frowned theatrically
and then grinned. “ But right now, how about something to eat?’ He stood there, rested, changed, looking
fresh and eager. “We'll have dinner at Ramuncho’s. How about it, ladies? My tredt. | hear he's got fresh
ddmans”

Candace blanched at the suggestion and struggled to find words. “ Father, do you think you should go
out? After what' s happened, | mean.” Gina caught the note of anxiety in Candace s voice. She'd stood
up out of respect for Lavager, but he motioned her to be seated.

“Sure. Lightning never strikesin the same place twice. Come on, ladies, be my dates for the evening!”

“Daddy!” Candace sounded desperate to Gina, who was embarrassed to witness what seemed to be
developing into afamily feud, but she certainly understood how Candacefdt. A smdl knot of fear began
forming in the pit of Gina s somach. “We can have the cook prepare anice med right here at home!”
Candace said. “ Father, please, |et’s stay home tonight.”

Lavager cameinto the room, took some of his daughter’ s discarded clothing off achair, and sat down
carefully. “Y ou never could keep aneat room.” He smiled wryly a Gina. “Ladies,” he began, “I want to
tell you something, so listen carefully. Asthe head of State, | have an obligation to our peopleto aways
be before them, to set an example, the example | wish everyoneto follow. That duty always trumps
persond convenience. The people expect meto lead them and you don't lead from inside abunker! So |
am not going to hide here on this mountaintop. Thisismy country and | will not | et fear make a prisoner
of mein my own land. What kind of aman would | beto do that?”’

The two young women were slent; what could they say in response? Candace was desperately afraid
that sooner or later she' d lose her father and she was ashamed because she knew that fear was based on
sdfishness. Still, Lavager was her father, how else could she fed? Ginaknew nothing about politics or
military affairs, but she had been brought up to believe that when work had to be done, it smply had to
be done. Lavager wasjust telling her what her own father had said using similar words when the wegther
was bad and there was work to be done on the farm. She put her arm around Candace.



“So what do you say, ladies? A night out on the town with me?’

Candace nodded reluctantly. If something were to happen to her father, she wanted to be there. She'd
remain aert too. Maybe she couldn’t prevent something from happening but she would bethere, at his
Sde

“I"d be happy to go with you, sir,” Ginasaid.

Lavager amiled and got to hisfeet. “ Tl you what, Candie, I'll even take security with me. While
Franklin’srecovering, my new chief of security isamanyou cancdl Lee. You'll likehim.” Hehdd out
his hand and helped both girlsto their feet. “ Bring Roland too,” he said to Gina, putting an arm around
her waist and guiding her to the door. “ Ramuncho can put him up in the kitchen.”

Outside, two security guards made to enter Lavager’slandcar. “No,” hetold them, “you ride with
Lanners, I'm driving this crate myself. Get in, ladied” They started off at great speed down the twisting
one-lane road that was the only way up to Annie Hall. Two-way traffic was not permitted and guards
stationed along the way saw to it that no intruders were allowed up the mountain. Lavager, who knew the
road by heart, took the curves at eighty kilometers per hour.

“Daddy, dow down!” Candace shouted.

“I'll dow down when I’'m dead!” he shouted back over the wind rushing through the open windows and
laughed. Behind them the security men were having atough time keeping up with him. He laughed again
and, steering with one hand, jammed a Davidoff into his mouth. But he did dow down when heredlized
his driving redlly was frightening his young companions. “It’ sredly fun taking thisroad after you' ve had a
few liters of beer,” hesad, lighting the cigar.

“Father,” Candace leaned toward Lavager to be heard over the roar of thewind, “the newsisfull of
what happened yesterday. They’ re saying there’ s going to be another war.”

“Ah, there are dways rumors of war. Don't listen to what you hear about that. See, Gina, what a
worrywart my Candaceis?’

“But Father—!”

Lavager pulled the vehicleinto a turnaround and dammed on the brakes. Dust billowed up around the
vehiclg, filtering the afternoon sun flooding the interior of the vehicle with warm, golden light. The view of
the valley below was breethtaking at this dtitude.

“Fether, we' re gtting targets from below! What if—?’

“I'm dwaysin someone ssghts,” Lavager grunted. He turned to face both girlsand jabbed hiscigar at
them. “ There’ s not going to be awar. But 1am going to punish the people who killed Gina' s family and
attacked the Cabbage Patch.” His voice had grown hard and Gina could see clearly the deadly
expression that had come over Lavager’ sface and into hiseyes. “1’m going to punish them so badly they
will never think of doing anything like that again. And once I’ m through with those people, I'm going to
kick every goddamned politician’ sasson Atlas. And | don’t need awar to do that. You'll see.”

But before they reached Ramuncho’s, Lavager gavein to Ledlanu Lanners s entreaties and made a stop
at theformal Presdentid Residencein the city to join up with astrong security detail.



The Presidentid Residence, New Granum

They saw immediately that Presdent Lavager wasin. A limousine with the presidentia sedl on its door
and asmdll presidentid flag on its bumper was parked in front of the main entrance.

And afull company of soldiersin battle gear was arrayed in front of the house.

Gossner and Dwan couldn'’t tell from where they stood in the midst of agaggle of tourists gawking &t the
building, but they suspected at least two hundred soldiers weretightly surrounding the building. They
were casud about looking around in imitation of the rubbernecking tourists, and spotted dmost adozen
firing pogitions on top of and insde nearby buildings. Some of the firing positions had sniper teams, but at
least two had assault guns.

Activity at the entrance of the residence drew their attention. A hard-looking man with abandaged arm
held in ading came out and softly shut the door behind him. An officer, probably the commander of the
troops surrounding the residence, marched up to him. The two conferred briefly, then the hard-looking
man went back insde. He moved Hiffly, asif hewasin somepain.

“That was him,” someone whispered excitedly near Gossner and Dwan, “Franklin a-Rashid!”

“The head of the President’ s security?’ someone else asked. “Wasn't heinjured in the ambush?’

“Yes” afrightened whisper.

“But he seems better now!” an excited squedl.

The officer caled the troopsin front of the residence into formation and marched them around the Sde
of the building. After amoment there was the sound of landcar motors starting up. Soon, severa smdll

troop carriers drove out from behind the residence and took positionsin the streets around it.

Gossner took Dwan'’s hand and drew her away.

When they reached a safe enough distance that he couldn’t be overheard, he said, “I think thetarget is
about to go somewhere.”

That was confirmed amoment later when President Lavager came out of the front door. Two teenage
girlswere with him. So was Franklin d-Rashid. The security chief looked distinctly unhappy about
something.

Lavager was clean and looked far more refreshed and in control than he had on the trid. He stopped in
the portico to smile and wave at the crowd across the strest.

“I don’t know about you folks,” he said in aloud enough voice to carry to the crowd, “but my stomach
istdling meit’stimeto eet; I’ m taking my daughter and her friend out to dinner.”

Al-Rashid’ sgrimace was visible dl the way to where Gossner and Dwan stood.
Dwan nudged Gossner. “Let’'sgo,” shesaid.

They hurried to aparale street and caught ataxi back to their hotel to get what they needed.



Ramuncho’ s Restaurant, New Granum
Ramuncho greeted them effusively. “Y our dining roomisready, Sr.” He bowed politdly.

“Y ou know my daughter, Candace, I’ d like you to meet her friend, GinaMedina. No, Ramuncho,
tonight | want the window table in the main dining room. | want everyone to see these fine young ladies
who have agreed to dine with me this afternoon.” Dinersin the main hal paused at their meals and stared
at Lavager and his party. Severa stood and applauded. Lavager bowed toward them.

Candace dmost shrieked when she saw the sze of the window, but controlled hersalf and hissed,
“Daddy, it's safer in the back.” She tugged hisarm as hard as she could.

Ramuncho, who was a so nervous about his head of state Sitting in front of the windows onto Center
Boulevard, reluctantly gestured a atable in afar corner of the room.

“No, my usud table, in front of thewindows! | want the citizens of the Union of Margelan to see me, to
see me dive and enjoying amed like anyone ese. | want them to see thereis no cause for fear! Damans
for everyone, Ramuncho! Beer for me, whatever the boys here want for them,” he gestured &t his
security detail, “and winefor the ladies, your finest, say a Katzenwasser white, a bottle of that excellent
Feinherb would do for their discriminating palates! Eat, drink, and be merry!” And with that he guided
the two young women toward the table by the window. “Whatever Fate hasin storefor us, we'll face it
with full somachs.” Hisjoyouslaughter filled the room.

CHAPTER

TWENTY-SEVEN
A Cut, Twenty-Five Kilometers Northeast of the Cabbage Patch, Union of Margelan, Atlas

A slence, disturbed only by afaint whimper, descended over the gap after the soldierswho tried to get
out of the second and third armored cars were shot.

Sergeant Daly watched and listened for amoment, then asked over the al-hands circuit, “Where d that
first car go?’

“It crashed into the trees,” Sergeant Kare answered. 1 haven't seen any movement near where it
disappeared.”

“Take second squad and check it out,” Daly ordered. “ Everybody else, keep dert; we don’t know who
esemight bearound.” Or if they got a signal out , he mentaly added. After afew seconds
congderation, he continued, “First squad, get aposition with air cover and watch the road to the
northeast. Eighth squad, do the same southeast. Sergeant Bgjing, get the rest of the platoon ready to
return to the lorry and mount up.”

He got out his map and examined it. They il had thirty kilometersto go before heading cross-country
to the AstroGhost. But if the convoy had gotten off amessage, they didn't have timeto go thirty klicks
before the search came down hard on this part of the road, they had to get away from it fast. He plotted
aroute that kept to covered waterways and the fringes of deep woods, where they might find



concedment from searching aircraft.

“Nomonon, turn on your lightsso | can find you.” Nomonon did, and Daly started toward him. He'd
only taken afew steps before the sound of gunfire erupted from the direction of thelorry.

“Report!” he snapped into the all-hands circuit.

“We caught a squad of localstrying to board the lorry,” Sergeant Kare panted as he reported—he
sounded like he was running. “We took out half of them, and arein pursuit of the others.”

“Let them go,” Daly ordered. “We don’t have time to run them down. Get your people back to the
lorry.” He switched to the al-hands circuit and ordered, “ Sergeant Bgjing, get the platoon to thelorry,
double-time, let’ sget out of here now.”

He reached Nomonon in afew more steps and handed him the map. “ Study thisaong theway. I’ll guide
you.” Hetook Nomonon'sarm to lead him to the lorry. They’ d just started when along burst from a
fléchette assault gun, followed by thecrack-sizze of blaster fire made them stop.

“Report!” Day caled on the dl-hands circuit.

“They circled back and tore up the lorry!” Kare reported.

“Kill them!”

“Already did, boss”

“Let’'sgo,” Day snapped a Nomonon. “Y ou can read the map later.”

They ran.

Daly found second and third squads forty meters east of the lorry. Sergeant Kare stood over eight dead
soldiers. His men were arrayed in adefensve position facing deeper into the trees.

“I believe that’ sthe last of the soldiers from the armored cars,” Kare said when Daly joined him. “Want
usto search them?’

“No,” Daly said; they wereleaving so they didn’t have intelligence need for any documentsthe soldiers
might be carrying. He shook his head. Why had they come back? The dumb fucks would il be diveif
they’ d kept going. But they hadn’t known who they were going up againgt, had they? That kind of
ignorance, not knowing who one' s opponents were, had killed countless soldiers since the beginning of
warfare. He turned to go back to the lorry, where he saw Nomonon opening the hood and removing his
helmet and glovesto examinethe vehicle sengine.

“Here, at least takethis,” Kare said. He bent down and took a sidearm from one of the soldiers.
Between that and the shiny tabs on his collars, he must have been an officer, even though he died with a
fléchetteriflein hishands.

Daly looked at the handgun. “No, you keep it. Thiswas your kill, it's your souvenir.”

“Jak,” Kare said solomnly, “it’san officer’ sweapon. Y ou’ re our acting lieutenant, you should have an
officer’ swegpon.”



Reluctantly, Day accepted the handgun. “ Thanks, Brigo.”

“Can’'tdoit.” Day could see the helmetless Nomonon shake his head as he looked under the hood at
the ruined motor. “We can’t fix it even if we had replacement boards; the block is cracked and the motor
mount isfractured.” Helooked at Daly, who had his chameleon screen up so hisface could be seen.
“We're onfoot, boss.”

Daly turned away so none of his Marines could see the dismayed expression on hisface. They couldn’t
get very far without trangportation, and there was ssmply no way they could leave their wounded and
dead. So what could he do? TheAdmiral Nelson had to send the AstroGhost to pick them up.

Daly climbed atree and locked his point-transmitter onto theAdmiral Nelson . He got areply to the
message he' d sent before the armored cars reached the ambush. As he expected, the reply to his request
for the AstroGhost to pick them up was aterse, “No.” He prepared a fresh message, telling the starship
that the platoon no longer had transportation, then sent it. He settled down to wait for areply, hoping no
reinforcements or enemy aircraft were on their way.

It took twenty minutes for theAdmiral Nelson to get back to him with aresponseto his request.

“Mudman,” the burst transmission said when he decoded it, “ bad news. There' stoo much traffic coming
your way, and too many aircraft south and west of your position. We can't risk exposing the Ghost to
discovery. Y ou're on your own to rendezvous.”

“What' swrong with you?" he demanded. “Don’t you understand wecan't travd fifty kilometers
cross-country with our casudties?” But he said it to himsdlf and didn’t record it for aburst transmission.
The captain of theAdmiral Nelson was right that he couldn’t expose the AstroGhost to
discovery—Confederation involvement in the raid on the Cabbage Patch had to be kept secret.

But that did nothing for the Marines stranded planetside. It wasn't thefirst time, he knew, that the navy
had abandoned Marinesin a precarious position. But he couldn’t think of an instance where the Marines
hadn’t been able to salvage an untenable Stuation.

Wait a minute! What did that message say?Daly read it again.
“There stoo much traffic coming your way . . .”

Did that mean on the road? What direction was it coming from? Daly turned up hishemet’searsand
heard the distant rumble of alorry—to the east, not the west. He looked at the road, which was
effectively blocked by the two armored carsthat had crashed into each other. Thinking as he spoke, he
issued ordersto set an ambush and take the approaching lorry.

* * %

Ronson Gampan had been driving for thirty-three of hisfifty-five years, most of that for Margelan
Universal Trucking. Heliked driving, and he liked his employer. He was twice married and twice
divorced. All three of his children gpproved of Bountie Quadril, whom he intended to make the third
Mrs. Gampan. One of the things Ronson liked about Bountie, and there were agreat many things he
liked about her, was she was young enough to make one or two more little Gampans with him. When he



reached New Granum at the end of this run, he was scheduled for aweek’ s holiday. He planned to ask
for Bounti€' s hand during that week.

Yes, life was good.

But wait, what' sthis? A wreck! Someone had an accident and the road was blocked.

All thoughts of Bountie vanished from Gampan’s mind as he braked hislorry and jumped out of the cab
to give aid to anybody injured. As soon as he determined the casudties, he dradio in acdl for
assistance. His eyes widened as he ran toward the two vehicles and saw they were mili—

Something hit him in the side—hard—and knocked him to the ground. Unseen hands grabbed hisarms
and jerked him back to hisfeet; they didn’t let go, but held him tightly and yanked his hands behind his
back. Something went around hiswrists and held his hands securely together.

Then avoicein front of him said, “ Sorry about that, pal, but we need your lorry.” But there was nobody
standing where the voice came from! Gampan gaped, his breath came in shdlow pants, hefelt faint.

The hands holding him hustled him to the sde of the road and sat him againgt atree trunk. Something
went around his chest and under hisarms, binding him to the tree.

“Don’t worry,” another voice said, “ somebody’ |l be along shortly and set you free.”

Gampan looked around manically for the source of the voice, but nobody was there!

He heard hislorry’ sengine grind and saw it buck as some unseen person tried to turn the wheels. Then
he heard araised voice curse, and another voice—was it the first voice he' d heard?—taking, followed

by asoft curse.

The footsteps of someone he couldn’t see gpproached him from the lorry, then a voice asked,
“Anti-hijacking device?’

“Y-Yes” Therewasn't much hijacking in the Union of Margelan, but Margelan Universal Trucking
thought any hijacking was too much, and Ronson Gampan agreed; al of MUT’ strucks could only be
driven by their assgned drivers.

“Canyou unlock it?’

“Nossir. The digpatcher isthe only person who has the locking codes.”

“Damn. All right, you' re going with us.” The voice turned to speak to someone else. “Untiehim, he's
going to haveto drive.”

Unseen hands quickly stripped off the binding that held Gampan to the tree trunk and hauled him to his
feet. They left his hands bound behind his back until they got him to the lorry and he was boosted into the
cab.

Someone was aready in the cab. He didn’t see anyone but he did see the handgun that was pointed at
him from midair.

“You'regoing to drivewhere| tell you to. Do you understand?’



Gampan might not have understood invisible men, but he understood the handgun pointed at him.

“Yessr,” hesad.

“Fine. When | tell you to, back up until you see abregk in thetrees on the lft, then turninto it.”

Gampan nodded rapidly.

The voicetold him to stop near adamaged lorry. Now he knew why they wanted his. He heard noises
and fdt thelorry shift onits springs asinvisible men unloaded his cargo and loaded something into it he
couldn’t see. He thought he heard the groans of men in pain.

Metsa Forest, Three Hundred Kilometers East of New Granum

Fifty kilometerswith adriver he wasn't sure he could rely on. Farther than that, actualy—Daly hadn’t
factored in the additional distance caused by their early departure from the road. He didn’t even want to
think about how much farther they’ d have to go sticking to whatever air cover they could find.

But Ronson Gampan wanted to live, and hefollowed Daly’ singtructions to the letter, even suggesting
better linesto follow once he redized what the invisible man wanted.

Thetrip was ninety kilometersall told, but Second Force Recon Platoon finally reached the
AgtroGhost’s hiding place without further incident. Gampan’ s jaw dropped when the strange-looking
shuttle levitated and dipped out from under its cover.

Sergeant Bgjing was the senior unwounded squad leader in second section, which made him the acting
section commander, just as Sergeant Bingh filled that rolein first section since Sergeant Daly had
assumed command of the platoon. He approached Daly while Bingh and Kare saw to loading the
wounded and dead on the AstroGhost.

“You know what we haveto do, don’t you?’ he asked the acting platoon commander.

Daly didn’'t answer, he' d been grappling with that question for the past haf hour. He was till holding the
handgun Kare had given him, the one he had held on the civilian teamster during the cross-country drive.
He couldn’t see Bgjing' sface, but he knew where his senior sergeant had to be looking.

Bajing sighed. “I’ll doit if you don't want to.”

Dady dso sghed. “No,” hesad. “I’m in command here. | won't order anybody to do something | won't
do mysdif.”

“Y ou're not ordering me, I’ m volunteering.”

“I can't let you do it for me. If everybody elseis mounted up, you get aboard the AstroGhogt, too. I'll
joinyou in acouple of minutes.”

“Okay, boss.” Bgjing reached out to one of the UV lightsin front of him and patted Daly on the
shoulder, then turned to the shuitle.



Day stood where he was for amoment, then turned and waked to Ronson Gampan, who was again
secured to atree. He removed his helmet and went to one kneein front of the lorry driver.

“Ligten, man,” he said after searching the other’ seyes. “I’m redlly sorry about this, but if wejust leave
you, you'll be ableto tell who we are, and that will cause more trouble than anybody wants.”

“But, but—I don’tknow who you are! | can't tell anybody anything!”

Daly turned his head to look at the AstroGhost, then back at Gampan—the one thing anybody knew
about that would identify them as off-worlders. “Y ou can tell them more than you redlize. I'm sorry, |
redly am.” Hardly anybody in Human Space other than Confederation troops, mostly Confederation
Marines, wore chameleons. And the AstroGhost was so secret, most nobody who wasn't involved in
its design, manufacture, or use, even knew it existed. Thelittle bit Gampan could tdll anybody would tdll
his interrogators that the raid was conducted by the Confederation, and there would be hell to pay.

Invisble men: Some armies used chameleon field uniforms, but mostly chameleons were worn by
Confederation Marines, and nobody was supposed to know the raid on the Cabbage Patch was

conducted by Marines.

A sedthed and highly maneuverable shuttle that didn’t look al that dissmilar to an Essay: Once word of
that got out, potentia opponents would begin trying to find ways of defeating it, which would
unnecessarily cost Marinelives.

Bottom line: When it comesto a choice between my life, or thelives of my people, and your life—you
die
Nothing persond, that’ s just the way the world works.

“Mr. Gampan, please believe mewhen | say I'mredly sorry | haveto do this. But | really havetodoit.”

“Bu—" Gampan's objection was cut off when Daly raised the handgun he till held and shot himinthe
heart.

Ronson Gampan jerked againgt his bonds, then Sumped and died.

“l am so damn sorry | had to do that to you,” Daly murmured. “Rest in peace.” He placed ahand on the
driver’ s shoulder for amoment, then stood and walked dowly to the AstroGhost.

Nobody said anything about the blood and bone that speckled Daly’ s shirt and face.

Launch from Atlas

The chief petty officer who coxswained the AstroGhost took off south, in the direction of the
nation-state of South Solanum. Ground sensors detected the AstroGhost, but no aircraft could intercept
it beforeit flew beyond the horizon and out of range. Once past the horizon from their launch point, the
coxswain dropped dtitude and flew at treetop level until he reached the equator, then turned on every
masking device in the AstroGhost’ s arsena and shot east at ahigh angle. Fifteen minuteslater, the shuttle
wasin the same orbit astheAdmiral Nelson , which blocked view of it from the Kraken Interstellar
Starport in front of her. An hour later, the AstroGhost docked, undetected by anybody in space or
planetside, and the wounded Marines were being sped to the starship’ s hospital, where surgical teams



were standing by.

Mission Objective One of Second Force Recon Platoon’ s extraordinarily sensitive mission to Atlaswas
accomplished.

CHAPTER

TWENTY-EIGHT
En Route to Ramuncho’ s Restaurant, New Granum, Atlas

They spent hardly any timein the hotel. Lance Corporal Dwan rechecked the contents of the oversize
bag in which she was going to carry the maser and visited the water closet while Sergeant Gossner
checked for new messages from theAdmiral Nelson . There were no messages.

When they |eft the hotel, they were dressed in the same festively muted garments they wore the second
time they entered the vacant building. Gossner didn’t pay any attention to the bag Dwan carried dung
over her shoulder; she'd frequently carried it since the shopping trip on which he' d been her pack animd.
The bag was bigger than she needed to carry the disassembled maser in, but he took her word when she
told him, “A lady needsto carry many thingsin her handbag”—though he thought caling that thing a
“handbag” was stretching matters pretty far—"and the bigger the bag, the more things she' s expected to
cary. Soif | go out with my handbag mostly empty, people will notice and wonder. Do you want people
wondering why I’m carrying an d most-empty handbag?’

Of course, hedidn’t, so he stopped concerning himself about the * handbag's’ size and contents. Hey, at
least shewas't using him as her gun-bearer, which was abig improvement over when she dragged him
out on the shopping expedition as her pack anima and he'd had to lug dl of her purchases back to the
hotdl.

Asthey had twice daily, they sauntered dong Center Boulevard, ostensibly window shopping and on
occasion briefly stepping into stores.

They saw the military staff cars parked in front of Ramuncho’ s Restaurant while they were sill two
blocks away—and the many soldiers posted along the street.

“I knew he' d come here when he said he was going out to est,” Dwan said excitedly.

“Sodidl,” Gossner said, controlling his excitement alittle better. “Let’ s make sure. But let’ s be coal,
and not go too fast.”

“I'll try.”

They continued to stop frequently to look in shop windows, but didn’t enter any until they were dmost at
the intersection before the restaurant.

There was a checkpoint on the corner. Nobody was alowed past until 1D was checked and parcels
searched.



Gossner and Dwan entered a convenient shop before the checkpoint.

Gossner blushed and tried to back out when he saw what the shop was; it was an emporium of erotica.

Dwan laughed at his discomfort, she' d seen what the store was before she entered it. “Come on, big
man,” she said, patting the shoulder of the arm she had herslinked through, “there snothing in here
neither of us has never seen before.”

“Y eah, but not together,” he muttered. Normally, he wouldn't have had any problem with entering, even
in the company of women. But he' d been having sexud thoughts about Bella Dwan and that just wouldn't
do—hewas her immediate superior, after dl. And Dwanwas the Queen of Killers.

Dwan laughed again, looking around with bright and curious eyes. “Asmuch asl’d liketo ddly and
maybe even sample, we have ajob to do. There’' s what I’ m looking for.” She pointed at an exit ign
toward the shop’ s rear and gave hisarm atug.

Gossner eagerly headed for the exit.

Unlike mogt of the other shops aong Center Boulevard, the emporium had a customer entrance at the
rear for the convenience of customers who might not want to be seen entering from the front.

“| was sure there would be prudesin thistown,” Dwan murmured when they reached the service dley
behind the shop. They turned back in the direction of their hotel, then took the first Sde street to
Ranstead Street and back toward the vacant building they’ d scouted twice before.

“Got aproblem,” Gossner said when they reached the street before the vacant building.

Dwan looked. Two soldiers were at the entrance to the service dley between the buildings on Center
Boulevard and those on Ranstead Street.

“Let’s check the other end,” Gossner said.

“It’ s probably guarded, too.”

“Maybe security’ salittle bit dack,” he said. “Not everybody’ s sharp enough to cover all approaches.”
Dwan sniffed. “ After yesterday, they’ re pretty sharp.”

Gossner grunted. He didn’t hold out any real hope that the other end of the alley wouldn’t likewise be
guarded. “If the security detail isn’t smart enough to have the army cover the other entranceto the dley,”

he said, “the target and the security chief both deserveto die”

They reached the other end of the block. Nobody was standing at that end of the service dley. The
buildings cast degp shadowsin the dley, but it didn’t ook like anybody wasinit.

“ Someone point out the security chief,” Dwan purred. “He s dacking off onthejob. I'll do two for the
price of one.”

They’d only gotten hafway from the service dley to the back of the vacant building when they saw a
patrol walking toward them from the guarded end. The patrol carried eectric torches, which they shone
into the refuse barrdl's, aswell as the shadowy spaces between them.



“Thisiswhere we find out how good these clothes redlly are as camouflage,” Gossner whispered as he
hoisted Dwan into a high-sded refuse bin. Hefollowed her intoit.

Fortunately, the bin wasfilled with discarded packaging materids, dl dry goods. As quietly asthey
could, they burrowed into it. Just about the time Gossner was convinced they were completely covered,
Dwan grabbed him and pulled hersdlf close.

“What are you doing?’ he whispered when her hands began jerking at his clothing.
“Just in casethey spot us,” she said. “Now shut up and put your arms around me.”
Then they had to stop making noise, the footsteps and voices of the patrol were nearly on them.

Gossner tried to ignore what he felt; Dwan’ s blouse was pulled out in the back and his hand was on her
skin. She'd pulled his shirt open and hefelt her braand belly pressed againgt his bare front. Somehow,
she’ d managed to undo the closures on his pants. It felt like she' d a so undone the closures on her own.
Thisisthe Queen of Killers here , heforceably reminded himsdf. I'm herteam leader, we can't be
doing this! Still, he had to bite hislip to keep from groaning.Damn, but who would have thought the
Queen of Killerswould feel so good?

The footsteps stopped next to their bin. A growly voice ordered two soldiersto shinether lights behind
the bins and for two othersto boost another high enough to seeinto the one the two snipers were hiding
in. There was scrabbling on the side of the bin, then alight swept through it, paused, and swept back
over them.

“Boost me higher,” afemale voice said. There were grunts from outside, then the light seemed brighter.

Dwan mashed her mouth against Gossner’ s just before ahand reached in and moved some plastic
wrapping asde. Thelight shone directly in their faces, Gossner squinted so hiseyeswouldn't reflect the
light as he peered at the silhouetted head above them.

The light moved on. “Nothing in here but packing and other trash,” the woman soldier said. The hand
and light moved away. “Let me down.”

There was more scrabbling, then the growly voice ordered the patrol to move on. In afew more minutes
the footsteps and voices | eft the dley. Gossner cautioudy raised himsdlf up and looked toward the open
end. Two soldierswere now stationed there. Neither was awoman, neither was looking into the aley.

“Let’sgo,” he whispered. He could have sworn Dwan was smiling when he helped her out of the trash
bin. They straightened their clothing as they went. There were no more incidents as they made their way
to the rear of the vacant building and climbed through the basement window.

The building was unoccupied, though they saw signsthat workers had been there. They went to the
second-floor room overlooking Ramuncho’ s and found the window pane they’ d removed on their
previous vist was undisturbed.

“See?| told you nobody would notice,” Dwan murmured. She took a position and peered out. “ Got
him,” she said. Lavager was Stting with two young women &t the table just insde Ramuncho’ sfront



window, theonethey’d sat in.

Then she surprised Gossner by stripping down to her undergarments. He tried not to look, but couldn’t
help himsdlf, especidly after the trash bin, so it took him amoment to redlize what she was wearing under
her outer clothes; then he was surprised again when he realized she was wearing her Marine-issue
skiwvies

He abruptly cameto his senses and softly demanded, “Bella, what are you doing?’

Shedidn’'t look at him as she squatted to open her over-sized bag and pulled out—air? No—she pulled
out aset of chameleons!

“The ClOishbehind this” she said, “but we got tapped for the job because I’ m the best sniper in the
Corps. That means|’m making thiskill for the Marines. And if I'm making akill for Mother Corps, I'm
doing it asaMarine, not as acommon murderer.”

She dressed with Gossner gaping at her. How had she managed to sneak a set of chameleons past the
security checksthey’ d gone through on their way to Atlas? How had she managed to keep them hidden
from himintheir hote room? They were effectively invisble, sure, but just as surely, acustoms ingpector
could have stuck hisor her handsinto her luggage and noticed they felt something they couldn’t see. Of
course, chameleonsweren't readlly invisible, they picked up the color and pattern of whatever they were
closest to. Depending on how she packed them, her chameleons might have looked like other clothing in
her luggage, and felt the same aswell.

He shook his head sharply. Bella Dwan had shown him aspects of hersaf he’ d never guessed at, that
she was smarter and more resourceful than anybody gave her credit for. He decided smply to accept
there were things she could do and let it go at that.

Dwan's chameleonsdidn’t include ahelmet. “1 couldn’t figure out how to snesk ahelmet through
customs,” she said when she was dressed again and saw Gossner staring at her. “But thiswill do.”

Her head bobbed down. Had she been in norma clothing, he would have seen her bending over her
bag. He watched as the components of her maser rose and assembled themselves. Then, except for its
sghts, the weapon vanished from hisview.

Dwan turned her floating face to him and smiled. “| draped chameleon cloth over it.” She stepped to
where shewould have aclear line of sight to the target and her head shifted to a position that told
Gossner shewassghting it.

“Damn!” she swore. “Where d hego?’

Gossner held out ahand to locate her body and looked over her shoulder. He saw the table with the
two girls, but the target was no longer there.

“He |l be back,” he murmured into Dwan’ sear, “just relax.” The muscles of her shoulders shifted under
his hand and he knew she was lowering the maser.

“I hatefiring from the offhand pogition,” she muttered.

Gossner didn't reply. The standing position was the least stable, and the hardest in which to hold alock
on the target. But given the angle of the shot from the second-floor room, the only dternative to standing



back and firing offhand was for her to rest her maser on the window ledge and fire knedling behind it. But
doing that presented the danger that someone below might look up and see the weapon, or its
chameleoned form againgt the sky.

Ramuncho’' s Restaurant, in Front of the Windows

“The dalmans were magnificent asdways,” Jorge Liberec Lavager said to Ramuncho when he and his
two dates had finished their entrées, “and your chef outdid himsdlf with the bokspring &lamaize”

“Thank you, Mr. President,” Ramuncho said, bowing magnificently. “Might | interest youinred
Colombian coffee from Earth with your dessert? Complimentary, of course.”

“Y ou certainly may, my good sir. But first there is something | must do, someone | must seefor a
moment.” Lavager stood and bowed to Candace and Gina. “With your leave, ladies?’

Sixteen-year-old Gina glanced wide-eyed at Candace—thePresident was asking her permisson to
leave the table! Candace saw the ook from the corner of her eye and nodded solemnly at her father,
who looked to Ginafor her permission to leave. Still wide-eyed, she mimicked Candace s nod, and
Lavager strode from the table toward the rear of the restaurant. The girlslooked at each other, leaned
closetogether, and burst into afit of giggles. Severa people at nearby tables |ooked at them, saw
Ramuncho beaming at them avuncularly, and returned their attention to their own companions.

Lavager was gone for the length of time it normally takes aman to visit the facilities and was dmost back
to the table when he noticed Franklin a-Rashid standing by the maitre d' slectern, looking at him.
Lavager stopped with his back to the table where his daughter and her new friend awaited hisreturn and
looked a question at a-Rashid, who gave a barely perceptable shake of his head, but came toward him

anyway.

“How’syour am, Franklin?’ Lavager asked with apointed look at a-Rashid’ s ding when his security
chief was close enough. “1 know you won’t obey the doctors when they say you need to bein the
hospital. But should you be standing?’

“I’'mfine, Sir. I’ve been hurt worse than this and stayed on the job.”

Lavager shook his head. Some peoplejust wouldn't relax their vigilance—or elsethey let their loyalty
overrule their common sense,

“Anything to report?’ he asked.

Al-Rashid shook hishead. “It’sjust another business day out there,” he said just as softly as Lavager
had spoken. “I’ ve had army patrols and my own people everywhere within a three-block radius.
Nobody has detected anything out of the ordinary.”

“See, Franklin?1 told you there was nothing to be concerned about. Now, since you won't stop
working long enough to let your arm and other wounds hedl, | want you at least to find someplace
comfortableto st and rest while you mother hen me. | promise not to go running off and make you stress
yourself by chasing me. Redlly,” he added when he saw a-Rashid’ s skepticd 1ook, “I promise. My
daughter’ sworried, and | don’t want to upset her any morethan shealready . . "

Rear of aVacant Building on Ranstead Street



“Thereheis,” Sergeant Gossner said. “Must have gone to the men’sroom.”

Lance Corpora Dwan raised her maser to her shoulder and took aim. Lavager conveniently stopped to
talk to someone, and his back presented as good atarget as she' d ever seen.

“What's he doing?’ Gossner asked when he saw Lavager stop instead of returning to histable.

Dwan didn’t answer immediately; she was pressng the maser’ sfiring lever. When she saw her target
drop and released the firing lever, she said, “ Going the way of al flesh,” then stripped out of her
chameleons and pulled her clothes back on. Gossner broke the maser down and stuffed it back insde the

bag while she changed.

“Comeon, let’sget out of here,” Dwan said breathlesdy when she finished dressing. Gossner was
surprised to see the normally sharp-looking Dwan’s clothing was doppily adjusted, asthough she'd
pulled it onin ahurry. Which she had, but still he would have expected her to have managed to be neater
about her dress. Dwan dung her bag over one shoulder and grabbed Gossner’ s hand, pulling him out of
the rear room and down the gairs.

They exited the building viathe front door and Dwan hustled them straight to their hotel. Gossner dmost
had to trot to keep up with her.

We must ook like we started something and arein a hurry to get to a bedroom, Gossner thought,
glancing a her dightly disheveled clothes.

They heard excited shouts coming from the direction of the restaurant and the wailing of sirens drawing
near. But no soldiers or police were running about establishing a cordon or stopping people. Nobody
had any reason to think Lavager had just been shot.

Ramuncho’ s Restaurant

A drange, faraway expression suddenly came over Jorge Lavager’ s face and sweat beaded his brow
and cheeks. He swayed.

“Areyou dl right, Sr?’ Franklin al-Rashid asked, and reached for Lavager’ s elbow. Before his hand got
there, Lavager collapsed.

GinaMeding, till in awe of having been taken in by President Lavager, watched him returning from the
rear of the restaurant. Her eyes sparkled as she watched him stop to talk with Franklin al-Rashid. She
gasped when Lavager collapsed. Candace Lavager looked at her, saw where she was |ooking, looked
hersdlf, and screamed.

Al-Rashid managed to catch Lavager enough to ease him to the floor. He knelt over the falen President
and quickly examined him for woundswhile he caled out, “Call emergency medicd. Tell them the
President has collapsed.” There were no obvious wounds so a-Rashid checked for vital Sgns. Lavager
wasn't breathing and had no detectable pulse. Al-Rashid began cardiopulmonary resuscitation.

By then, Candace and Gina had reached him.

“Get them out of here,” d-Rashid said.

Sobbing, Ginalet herself beled away, but a security agent had to pick Candace up and carry her.



Candace Lavager kicked and screamed, fighting to break freeto rush to her father’ s side.
Room 1007, New Granum Del_uxe Inn

Dwan dragged Gossner into the room, tossed her bag into a corner, then twisted around and shoved
past him to turn on the “Do Not Disturb” sign and make sure the door was secure. Then she threw
hersdf on him and kissed him hard enough to bruise hislips.

“What—7" Gossner leaned back and reached for Dwan’ swriststo pull her armsfrom around his neck.

Dwan et go before his hands reached hers and shoved him in the chest, hard, staggering him back. She
stepped forward as he moved backward and shoved again.

“D-Dwan—" Gossner was baffled by her behavior and was beginning to wonder if he should be
defending himself from an atack.

She shoved athird time and the backs of his knees hit the bed. Hefell on it hard enough to bounce.
Before he could roll aside, shelegped full on him and kissed him again.

“Shut up!” she rasped and began tearing at his clotheswith one hand and her own with the other. “Kiss
me!” Shethrust her tongue between hislips. Tears flowed from her eyes onto his cheeks.

Gossner finally began to respond. Uncertainly and cautioudly, but he responded. It wasn't until they were
naked, her body pressed againgt hisand her hips grinding against him, that he realized her body was
wracked by her sobs and his face was running with her tears. It was one of those moments when aman
doesn't know what to do. So he hugged her and gently stroked her, while making gentling noises.

“Don’t hug me, take mel” she gasped, and rolled over onto her back, pulling him with her. “ Take me
hard!” Shekissed him violently again.

Gossner’ smind ran riot with thoughts of violated regulations; asenior having sex with asubordinate,
them going counter to the notein their ordersthat their cover of anewlywed couple was not to extend to
when they werein private, conduct unbecoming, and whatever other regulation they—and more
particularly he—might be violating. And he was breaking the regulations with the Queen of Killers, a
woman who was known to severely injure men who touched her; and he was doing more than merely
touching her.

Her hipsbucked againgt him. “ Take me, dammit!”

S0 he pushed away other thoughts and did what shetold him.

Later, after the roughest sex Gossner had ever had, he rolled off Dwan. She sighed contentedly and
curled hersdlf into hissde. He couldn’t see her face clearly, but he thought she was smiling. He lightly
brushed hisfingertips ong her arm, her side, and her flank. He blinked, he could have sworn the Queen
of Killers purred in response.

CHAPTER



TWENTY-NINE

Fast Frigate CNSSAdmiral Nelson

Within hours after the AstroGhost bearing second platoon, Fourth Force Recon Company, docked with
the CNSSAdmiral Nelson , the starship broke orbit and headed system-north to ajump point. Two
dayslater, theAdmiral Nelson made her first jJump into Beamspace, headed back to Halfway, again via
New Genesee.

The wounded Marines who were brought aboard in stasis bags were I eft in them; the ship’smedica
department had enough work tending to the other wounded Marinesin addition to their norma run of
underway injuries.

“Attention Marines,” the carefully modulated female voice said over the ship’s PA system shortly after
the ship secured from the jump. “ Sergeant Daly to the Captain’ s quarters.”

Sergeants Bingh and Bgjing, who were sharing a cabin with Day, looked at him. He shrugged.

“I guessit’sroutine for the ship’s captain to entertain the Marine commander as soon as possible after a
misson,” Day said. Hetook amoment to make sure his garrison utilities were shipshape, then headed
for the cagptain’s quarters.

Daly identified himsdlf to the petty officer third class standing guard outside the open hatch of Captain
Emmert’ s stateroom. The petty officer rapped his knuckles on ashiny brass plate set into the cowling of
the watertight hatch and announced loudly, “Marine Sergeant DAy reporting, Sr!”

“Enter.”

Daly had to stoop dightly as he stepped through the hatch. Inside, he drew himsdlf to attention and faced
the captain, who was examining something on ascreen at asmall desk set againg the bulkhead.

“Sergeant Daly reporting as ordered, sir.”
Captain Emmert swiveled to look at Daly. “ At ease, Sergeant,” he said after a second’ s scrutiny.
Ddy relaxed to an easy parade rest and kept his eyes straight ahead.

Emmert turned his screen so Day could easily read it if he shifted hiseyes. Ddy did. The screen showed
the medica department’ sreport on the Marine casualties.

“Y ou had a pretty rough time down there, didn’t you?’

“Yessr.” Heknew that Emmert wasn't probing for details of the mission; Emmert didn’t have the need
to know.

“I had achanceto talk with Lieutenant Tevedes before the ship’s surgeon put him in astasis bag.”

“Yessr.” Tevedes had goneinto the stasis bag before theAdmiral Nelson broke orbit and Daly hadn't
had a chance to speak with him.



“Hetold meyou performed extremely well after he wasinjured. ‘ Outstanding’ was the word he used.”
Daly didn’t respond; there was't redlly anything he could say.

“Areyou aware that the ship’s captain on a Force Recon mission aso files an afteraction report on the
misson?’

“Nosdgr, | wasn't aware of that.”

“Now you know. | think you should aso know something of what is going into my report. I'm going to
include Lieutenant Tevedes s remarks on your conduct after everyone above you in the chain of
command was killed or incapacitated. From everything | know about it, | want to add my own hearty
‘wdl done” Mr. Day.”

Ddy blinked. “Mister” was a proper address to use with company grade officers, not sergeants. “ Thank
you, Sir.”

Emmert smiled briefly at Daly’ sblink. “Y ou did an officer’ sjob, and you did it wdll. If | need anything
esefromyou, I'll let you know. Now rest and recuperate. Did you take care of that other matter?’

“Yesgr. | gave them to the ship’s quartermaster as per orders.” The * other matter” was orders he was
given as soon as he reported aboard: to collect the chamel eons the Marines had worn on the mission and
bag them without laundering, so they could be examined for traces of chemicals picked up during the
misson.

Emmert nodded and turned back to his desk.

Daly snapped to attention. “ Aye aye, sir. Thank you.” He executed a parade-ground about-face and
stepped out of the captain’s quarters. His step was light on hisway back to his own stateroom.

When theAdmiral Nelson ported at New Genesee, the ship’s quartermaster handed over the sedled
bag with the worn chameleons, dong with al the image-crystals and physical evidence the platoon had
collected at the Cabbage Patch, to another navy ship headed for Earth.

Onboard the SpacefFun Lines Tour ShipBlue Ocean , En Route from Atlasto New Genesee

The stateroom Sergeant 1vo Gossner and Lance Corpora Bella Dwan shared on theBlue Ocean was
much smaller than the hotel room they’ d shared with little problem in New Granum. Actudly, it was
within cubic centimeters of the size of the stateroom they’ d shared on theCrimson Seas on their way to
Atlas,

But it fdt much,much amdler.

Onthe way out, they’ d been team leader and sniper. Generdly, they both had done their best to ignore
the fact that they were aman and awoman sharing tight quarters, just asthey’ d ignored the fact that they
were aman and awoman sharing abed in the hotel room after they made planetfal on Atlas. At least,
Gossner knew he' d donehis best to ignore the fact that Bella Dwan was avery attractive woman. Now
he wasn't so sure she' d been ignoring the man-woman business al that time. In retrospect, he wondered
if the apparent sexua signas he' d noticed had been ddliberate.



On the other hand, after the one powerful bout of sex, Bella Dwan had been prim and proper to the
point of prudishness. Wherethey' d previoudy shared abed, during their remaining three nightsin New
Granum, one or the other had dept on a blanket on thefloor, or curled in an easy chair.

Their stateroom on theBlue Ocean was tourist class and had two narrow berths, one above the other.
Dwan had immediately claimed the upper. She didn’t invite him to join her, nor did she ever descend to
his berth during the journey to New Genesee. Her nightclothes were more modest than she’d wornin
New Granum, and she always changed in the stateroom’ s minuscule lavatory with the door tightly
secured.

She did, though, rumple one or the other berth every morning in such amanner that any maid who
happened to comein to clean would think they’ d spent time together overnight.

Daly wasn't sure how hefdt about Dwan’s physical remoteness. He found her physically more attractive
than he had before, and now he knew how satisfyingly wild she could be in bed. He hadn’t had a serious
relationship with awoman back on Halfway, just an intermittent series of casud relationships, mosily with
civilian women. The most recent was with a charming petty officer in the navy supply depot. Thewomen
he connected with usually broke the relationship off after he' d gone on acouple of missions; they had too
many difficultieswith the frequency of his deployments, or theideathat he could come back froma
mission maimed or crippled—or not come back at al—to stay with him.

But Dwan was awoman who could understand and accept the fact that he was a Force Recon Marine
and there were risks that had to be accepted. And, as she was a Force Recon Marine hersdlf, he could
understand her better than he could the safe-and-secure women as well.

Of course, if they had an ongoing relationship, one of them would haveto trandfer, it smply wouldn't do
for them to remain in their current supervisor-subordinate positions. Not to mention that such a
relationship was aviolation of Marine Corpsregulations. It wouldn’t be amgjor disruption of the
company if one of them transferred into one of the other platoons. If avacancy came up in one of the
other sniper squads, no disruption at dl. They’ d have frequent separations being in different platoons, one
would be deployed on amission thistime, another the other time. But they were Force Recon Marines,
and accustomed to being away from their friends, so neither should that creste any problem.

All of which ideas he could entertain so long as he didn’t look into her eyes. He did once, and the soul
that looked back at him wasthat of the Queen of Killers, the woman who frightened men. When the
Queen of Killerslooked at him, he didn’'t even want to be in the same stateroom, much lesshave a
persond and sexua partnership with her.

He backed off on dl thoughts of resuming whet they had done together after thekill.

It wasn't until they were supercargo on the Wayfaring Freight Lines ore carrier theHigh Tide that Dwan
findly said something on the subject.

Onboard theHigh Tide , En Route from New Genesee to Hafway

Their cabin on theHigh Tide was even smdler than the stateroom they shared on theBlue Ocean . There
was only one bunk, just wide enough for two people to lie spooned together, so they took turns deeping
gtting on afolded blanket on the small square of deck that was al there was between the bunk, the
waterproof door, and the clothing locker. The cabin didn’'t have its own lavatory, they shared a head with
the occupants of the other seven so-called supercargo cabins. The head could only accommodate four
people a atime, so it was fortunate that only two of the other supercargo cabins were occupied on that



trip.

Dwan broke the avkward silence that had fallen over them since Atlas. “1t wasthekill, you know,” she
sad flatly. “Nothing persond, just thekill.” She didn’t look at Gossner when she spoke.

Helooked at her, then away. “1 know,” he said just as unemationally. “I know that happens. But you'd
never given any indication before. So you caught me by surprise.”

“Thiswasmy first solo team misson,” Dwan continued with no more inflection than before. “ Other times
| had other outlets. It won't happen again.” Shelooked at him during the last sentence.

Gossner met her eyes. The Queen of Killers stared back. He also saw something else he couldn’t
identify, and didn’t think he wanted to.

“I don'timagineit will,” hesad.
Gossner looked away firgt.

After that, the silence between them was less avkward, and by the time they made planetfall on
Hafway, they were back to normal. Or at least as normal asthey’ d been before they walked into
Commander Obannion’ s office and were given the misson orders.

Fourth Force Recon Company, Fourth Fleet Marines, Camp Howard, MCB Camp Basilone, Hafway

Commander Obannion looked over hiscompany at morning formation. Not many of his one hundred
and eighty-six Marines and sailors were present. Firgt platoon was still on atraining mission to Carhart’s
World. Most of the squads from third platoon that had been on deployment when second platoon left for
Atlaswere il out and those that hadn’t been gone then were now, aong with three of fourth platoon’s
squads. Second platoon itsalf, with six dead and as many more too badly injured in its most recent
mission to be available for duty, was truncated.

Obannion’ s gaze paused when it reached Sergeant Jak Daly, standing in the platoon commander’s
position at the head of second platoon. He' d need to do some reorganizing before replacements camein.
And he had other ideasfor what to do with Daly.

Other company business completed, Obannion finished with, “When | dismiss the company from
formation, there will be platoon-level ingpectionsin the squad bays. Everyone who passes inspection will
be given aninety-sx hour shoreliberty.”

Theonly visble reaction to the news within the platoon was an dmost imperceptible shifting asthe
Marines stood alittle bit taller and Straighter.

Obannion looked over the company one more time, then filled hislungs and shouted out, “COMP-ney,
dis-missed!” He turned about and headed toward his office. Sergeant Mgor Periz walked with him, one

paceto hisleft and rear.

“Sergeant Mgjor,” Obannion said out of the side of hismouth, “tell Sergeant Daly that | ingpected
second platoon and they al passed, they' re free to take off. And tell him to stand by, I'm going to want
toseehiminmy office”

“Ayeaye, Sr,” Periz said and broke formation to head Daly off. On hisway he eyeballed Sergeant



Gossner and Lance Corpora Dwan. He hadn’t been able to find out what that mission of theirs was, but
now that they were back, he' d find a chance to corner them one at atime and find out.

Inside the barracks, Obannion signaed Captains Qindall and Wainwright to join himin his office. When
Periz returned from passing the word to Day, Obannion signded him to comein aswell and closethe
door. Heindicated that the others should sit, and they did as soon as he took his place behind his desk.

“I've had my eye on Daly for some time now,” Obannion said as soon as everybody was segted. “But
you know that. Well, he just had quite a baptism of fire as acting platoon commander. According to al
reports, he acquitted himsaf well.” Helooked at the others; they’ d dl had time to study the debriefing of
the members of second platoon, including that of Doc Natron. They had aso seen the deposition of
Lieutenant Tevedes, taken onboard theAdmiral Nelson before he was put in the stasis bag, and read the
afteraction report filed by Captain Emmert of theAdmiral Nelson .

“Can any of you think of areason | shouldn’t ask him to put in for commissioning?’

There was amoment of silence before Captain Qindall, the Executive Officer, said, “I’'m not so sure,
sometimes he gets pretty arrogant. That’ s not a particularly good quality in an officer.”

Periz barked out a sharp laugh. “ Arrogance, not desirable in aMarine? Captain, arrogance isaquality
thatdistinguishes Marines!” He leaned forward, and put his elbows on histhighs. “With al due respect,
gr, Day’snot arrogant, he saMarine. A lot of people, mostly the army, think Marines are arrogant. But
we aren't arrogant, it’sjust that we know we' re the best at what we do—and we don’'t see any reason
to hide that fact.” He snorted, then continued, “Most Marinesthink Force Recon isarrogant. We aren't,
though. It’ s just that we can do things nobody else can do, and we' re proud of it. If Day seems arrogant
to us, it'sjust because he' s one of the best of us—and doesn’t see any reason to hideit.”

There was amoment of uncomfortable silence, which Obannion findly broke.
“He sgot you there, XO. From where most people stand, Marinesare arrogant. Us more than most.”
Captain Wainwright, the operations officer, chuckled. “ Skipper, | can just imagine writing an operation

order for aplatoon-size misson for Day. The afteraction report wouldn’t much resemble the origina
mission order.” He shook his head. “Not that afteraction reports are dl that close to operation ordersto

begin with, especidly for us”

“ *No plan, no matter how well designed, ever survivesthefirst shot, ” Obannion quoted the ancient
military gphorism. “But for us, they should.”

Qindall looked reflective for amoment, then said, “ An officer does need to beflexible. Daly’ s proven
that he' s capable of flexihility in stressful circumstances.”

“If nobody has any further objection,” Obannion said after giving the others a moment more to speak up,
“Sergeant Mgor, would you get Sergeant Daly, please.”

Periz pulled out his personal comm and punched one button. “ Skipper wantsto see you. Now,” he
growled into it when Daly answered. Without being told to, he got up and opened the office door.

Daly appeared quickly. Evidently he’ d been waiting outside the company office for the call.

“What took you so long?’ Periz growled.



“At ease, Sergeant,” Obannion said.
Daly assumed arelaxed parade rest.

“You did quiteagood job,” the company commander said. “Lieutenant Tevedes said you were
outstanding after he was injured. So did everyone else in the platoon. And we al know how hard Force
Recon Marines areto impress.” He gave Daly an expectant |ook.

Day didn't know what to say, so he merdly said, “ Y essir.”

“You've had ataste of being a platoon commander,” Obannion went on. “How would you like to have
platoon commander be your usual job?’

“Sr?’ The question caught Daly by surprise.

“If youwould like to apply for Officer Training College, | will give my endorsement to your request. I'm
sure Captains Qindal and Wainwright, and Sergeant Mg or Periz would add theirs aswell.”

“Sir, I—I hadn’t given gpplying for commissioning any thought,” Daly said, dightly flustered by the
question.

“Wadll, | have. And s0 have these gentlemen. We bedlieve you would make an outstanding officer. Of
course, we' d likefor you to come right back to Force Recon after your commissioning.” He turned and
looked out the window for amoment, then turned back. “I believe that when Lieutenant General Indrus
reads the afteraction report of the mission, he'll be happy to add his endorsement aswell. So what do
you say, Sergeant, would you like to be an officer?’

“Sir, if I gofor acommission, I’ d become an ensign. Force Recon platoon commanders are lieutenants.
I’d have to go somewhere dsefird. | like being in Force Recon.”

“Force Recon has staff positions open to ensigns with prior Force Recon experience. And apromotion
can comefast for asharp ensign.”

“Sir.” Day wasvisbly dazed; heredly had never given any seriousthought to gpplying for a
commisson.

“Y ou don’t have to make adecision right now,” Obannion said. “Seegp on it. Go out with some other
sguad leaders and discussit over adrunken night. Whatever you need to do. When you report back for
duty four daysfrom now, I’ll have an application filled out and waiting for your sgnature.” He stood, o
did the others. “That’sdl, Sergeant. Enjoy your liberty. That was agood job you did on Atlas.”

“Ayeaye, Sr. Thank you, Sir.” Daly snapped to attention, about-faced, and marched from the company
office.

When Sergeant Daly reported back for duty four days later, the application for commissioning was
waiting for him. Endorsements from Commander Obannion, Captain Qindall, Captain Wainwright, and
Sergeant Mgjor Periz were dready attached to it. So was an endorsement from Lieutenant General
Indrus. Daly sgned the application.



That afternoon, orders arrived for him to report to Officer Training College on Arsenault. He left the next
day.

CHAPTER

THIRTY
Office of the Director, CIO Laboratories, Hunter, Earth

The lab was busy. Anyawasintrigued by what she saw going on in the main area of the laboratory,
particularly adevice atechnician wastesting, alaser gun disguised as an eyebrow highlighter. “You've
miniaturized these things since | wasinthefied,” she remarked to Dr. Blogetta O’ Bygne. “We thought
the laser pen was the hottest new thing in defensive wegpons.”

Severd technicians waved in afriendly way to Anyaas she and Dr. O’ Bygne made their way to the rear
of the laboratory. “Comein here, Anya.” O’ Bygne swiped her access card through the security device
st into amassive door that dowly swung open to let the women into asmall lab area crowded with
instruments. Pieces of equipment Anya could not identify lay scattered on tables. On one of thetables
were two huge flowerpots each containing a plant. Both pots contained what looked like rich, dark soil.
Each plant had extended runners down to the floor and al the way to the opposite wall, a distance of
perhaps six meters. One was obvioudy dead, itsthick tendrils shriveled and brittlelooking. At intervals
aong the tendrils were shriveled green things that looked like tiny pepper plants. But the other plant was
thriving and it was obvioudy a cucumber plant. But—the cucumbers! They were huge!

“Y ou should water your cukes more often,” Anyaremarked wryly, nodding at the dead plant. It seemed
odd to Anyathat O’ Bygne or someone was growing vegetablesin thelab, but she and her staff were
known to be abit oddbal. “ Are these artifacts the Marines brought back from Atlas?’

“Yesthey are, and no, lack of water had nothing to do with that cucumber plant’ s untimely and lamented
demise. | have the answer in hereto what Lavager was up to in those labs of his.” She paused and
looked frankly at Anya, who nodded and waited patiently for the scientist to announce what she'd
discovered.

“Wdl?" Anyaasked @t last.

“Let me show you something,” O’ Bygneflicked on a2-D viewer. “ These are images the Marines took
during their raid on the Cabbage Patch. These are shots one of them took inside a building they
concluded was not being used to devel op wegpons components, so they eft it alone. Look.”

All Anyacould see were huge vats. “ Y es. Well? What' sin those vats?”

“Those arefertilizer vats, Annie. Everything the Marines brought back from Atlas, even the uniformsthey
wore on the reconnaissance and raid, were shipped here for andysis. Often in wegpons |abs chemicas
get into the environment and by subjecting impregnated clothing to microscopic examination we can tell
what kind of explosives are being manufactured in them. We even collected the soil and dirt on their
boots and analyzed that. Y ou will be surprised at what we found.” She nodded at the cucumber plants.
“Comeover here”



O’ Bygne guided Anyato the table where the two plants, one drooping, the other flourshing, sat in their
pots. O’ Bygne lifted a petri dish and shook it. Insdewasdirt. “ Thisis soil that came from the building
with dl thevatsinit. We ve analyzed it carefully. Would you like to guesswhat it contains?” Anya shook
her head. “ It contains refined plant nutrients like boron, calcium, magnesium, phosphorus, awhole array
of nutrientsand,” here she paused, “a catalyst we haven't yet been able to identify, probably becauseit's
an artificial agent developed in Lavager’ s Cabbage Patch. Ah, what an appropriate namel” She opened
another dish and took out aseed. “ Thisisan ordinary cucumber seed, Cucumis sativus . This particular
seed is of the gherkin variety. They usudly grow to only two to seven centimetersin length. Remember
that. Those two plants came from seeds like this one. Oneis dead, the other thriving. Do you know how
long it took usto grow those plants, Annie?’

Anyashook her head. “1’ d guess weeks, but | know you haven't had the seeds here but what, only a
few days?’

“Now you' re catching on! They were both planted forty-eight hours ago.”
HWI,.H! ”

O’ Bygne nodded. “ Forty-eight hours ago, dearie. Wetook only apinch of this soil from the boots, put it
in the big pots, added alittle water, and voild Take alook at the live one. Go on, examine the leaves,
pick up one of the cucumbers.”

Cautiousy Anya bent and took hold of a cucumber and, with some effort, she detached it fromits
runner. It was hard and solid to the touch but blotched, as were the leaves and the stems. But it was
about sxty centimetersin length! “My God, it weighs at least akilo!” she exclamed. “What is happening
here, Bloggie?”

“Coffee?’ O'Bygne asked, offering her a cup and pouring hot kaff out of abeaker. “ Sip some of this
coffee. That plant isdready dying. Seethe wilt? By the end of the day it'Il be as shriveled up as number
one over there.” O’ Bgyne grinned. “ Dearie, your old buddy, Lavager, he' s not building aweapon, he's
developing amiraclefertilizer. Either he hasn't yet figured out how to stabilize the growth process, or we
just haven't found out whet it isbut, Anya, if he hasfound out, thet fertilizer will totaly revolutionize
agriculture on every world in the Confederation. If those plants were regular cucumbers, not gherkins, the
cukeswould be two meterslong.”

“My God,” Anyawhispered, setting her coffee cup down gently. “Cucumbers sixty centimeterslong?
Why—"

“Thefertilizer in that petri dish could grow tomatoes as big asahouse.” She finished her coffee and
poured moreinto Anya s cup.

“Food for everyonein Human Space! Instant crops! Lavager is—"

“An agricultura genius, Annie. The old man just wantsto be afarmer. But there' sadownside.”

O Bygne held up aforefinger. She changed the images on the viewscreen. “Do you know whét thet little
sucker is?’

Anyastared at theimage on the screen. “ Some kind of microscopic germ?’

“Bacillus postii,Annie. It's been around for ages. It'saform of bacteria wilt. At least that' swhat it was.



We' renot sureif thisisamutated variety or not. We sent a sample to Dakota University’ s agronomy lab
and should have areport in afew days. But this bacterium is deadly when it comesto cucumbers. No,
no, it' s been safely isolated so it had nothing to do with what you just saw. Those plantsdied of ‘old
age,’ | guess. But do you know where thislittle devil on the screen here came from?’

Anyashook her head.

“Off theMarines uniforms. Bacillus postii isnot native to Atlas. The Marineswent in clandestinely. Get
the picture?’

“Oh, Allah’s pointed teeth!” Anyawailed. “ They couldn’t have been sanitized! Atlashasadtrict
decontamination procedure. They brought this bacterium in with them.”

“Y es. Have you seen the Board of Trade reports lately? There was a sudden dip in Atlas' s crop exports
yesterday. It’'ll get worse, much worse before they figure out whet hit them.”

“Doesthe Director know any of this?” Anya svoice had gonetight and dightly high-pitched.
“Sure. Wefiled afull report. He has dl the data.”

“Canyou do mearedly big favor? Can you download this data onto a crystal for me? 1 havethe
necessary need-to-know.”

O Bygne waved ahand. “Don't pull that crap with me, dearie. We ve been friendstoo long. Y ou bet
your Swest ass you can have the data.”

R-76 Quadrant Desk, CIO Headquarters

Back in her cubicle Anya Smiler rested her head in her hands. Shefélt like crying. She had just checked
the outgoing messages, and so far Adams had not reported O’ Bygne' sfindings to anyone. Would he?
Weéll, that was the question. What advantage would there be to withhold something like this? Anya
thought she knew.

It was then she was summoned to the Director’ s office.
Office of the Director, Centrd Intelligence Organization

Anya Smiler sood hesitantly in the middle of the Director’ sinner sanctum, anervous smile on her face,
and after the briefest hesitation, gave his proffered hand a perfunctory squeeze. J. Murchison Adams
beamed bestifically at the young woman. “Please, have a seat, Anya. My, my, my, we haven't had a chat
inalong time,” he said as he guided her to the coffee table arrangement where he entertained vistorsin a
relaxed atmosphere.

They took seats in ortho-sofa armchairs opposite each other. Anya had never sat in one of the things
before. They were too expensivefor her. Besides, she'd heard too many stories of them mafunctioning,
particularly the one about the senator who' d been assassinated when someone rigged her chair to crush
her to death. AImost asif he read her mind, Adams grinned and said, “Wonderful things, aren’t they?’
He adjusted his position and moved his chair closer to Anya, to where their knees amost touched.
“Perfectly safe, these conveniences,” he amiled. “ Anya, excuse me, but some caviar?’ Hegestured &t a
sideboard containing crackers and cloacaian caviar. Anyashook her head. “When wasthe last timewe
hed atalk, my dear?’



“Uh, we never redly have, sr.” Anyafdt faintly uneasy, being this close to Adams, whom she' d never
redlly liked but had grown to hate. The director wastoo thin for one thing and hisface too narrow; to
Anya, he dwayslooked asif he were hunting for something to eat. When he grinned at her, ashewas
doing now continuoudy, showing hislong, yellow teeth, she had the uncomfortable impression hewas
regarding her as—prey. She longed for that highlighter she' d just seen being tested in the lab. She
imagined what it would be like to direct alaser beam into Adams s Adam’ s apple, watching him die
screaming, blood spurting from his ruptured aortas. Oh, it would be so nicel!

“Well, more sthe pity, my dear. Vaued employees such as yoursdlf, Anya, deserve more attention.” He
waved afinger, asif to forestall contradiction. “Yes, ‘vaued employee,” Anya, that'syou! | know alot
about you, my dear! Y ou are atop-notch analyst! That iswhy | personally—persondly, Anya—sdected
you to replace old Whatssname in R-76. Y ou’ re on your way up now, my girl!” He beamed.

“Thank you, Sr—"

Adams held up ahand. *Y ou are disappointed at the transfer, | know. What professional wouldn't be?
Y ou know your sector, you' ve spent time on one of the worldsthere, you are experienced in field work,
wonderful combination of talent and practical knowledge, Anya. But | am thinking of bigger things,
Anya”

“Sr—7

“I am thinking of the future of the Confederation Intelligence Organization, Anya. Oh,” he shrugged,

“ Atlases come and they go; political and military crises boil up dl the time everywhere in Human Space.
Dedling with such thingsisthe price we pay as professond servants of the Confederation, Anyal But the
crisis of the moment passes and we move on. My job isto see that we al remain sharp and engaged and
that | have the best possible peoplein the right positions to deal with things.” He leaned close and placed
ahand on her knee. The hand was cold.

“Sir, | appreciate that you took the time out of your busy schedule to see me. But—"
“Never too busy for one of my best analysts, Anyal” His hand remained on her knee.
“—Dbut | would like to ask to be sent back to the Atlas desk, sr—"

Adams leaned back in his chair. As soon as he removed his hand from her knee, Anyalet out her
breath. Hetilted his head to one side and regarded her with one eye haf closed, asif he were ahuge bird
eyeing apotentid med. “Um,” he sad, steepling hisfingers, “impossble”

“But, sir, now you need me on that desk more than ever! 1-1 know that sector better than anybody. | see
atrend in the reports coming from Atlasthat is very disturbing, sr, and—"

“Yes, very disturbing, Anya, so disturbing that | have persondly taken over monitoring the eventson
Atlas. Asyou know, I’ ve dready had two conferences with Madam Chang-Sturdevant about events
there. But Atlasisin good hands, and o isR-76. The former because | am closely watching thingsthere
and the latter because you are now on the job. And | might add, Anya, that my job ismade all the easier
because of the finework you did down there. Y ou really know what' s up, and your profile of this
Lavager fellow has been most helpful.”

So far, no mention of O’ Bygne' sreport. Anyafdt aflush of anger. And was he saying to her now that



her profiles on Lavager were being used to portray the man as a threat to the Confederation? How
monstrous! Her face reddened and thinking it was modesty on her part, Adams hurried on. “But Anya,
that wasthen, thisisnow. Must | point out to you, my dear, the substantia increasein pay that your new
job carrieswith it?'Y our base pay rises by three thousand credits per annum and your locality alowance
by an equa amount. Now, my dear, you can afford one of these.” He thumped the ortho-sofa he was
gtting on and grinned. The grin bore no warmth and Anya detected a hint of impatience in the way
Adamsinflected the words. Clearly, the interview was near an end.

“Yesdir, thank you. Uh, sir, hasthe lab reported yet on the materias brought back from Atlas?’

“No, no, net yet, my dear. Maybein acouple of days.” Adamssmiled again, thistime more relaxed. “I
think we should have these talks more often, Anya.”

“Yessr. May | ask one question, Sr?’
“Certanly.”
Anyahestated. “Wdl, what are we going to do about Atlas, Sr?’

Adamsdid not let his expression show what he wasthinking: This goddamned meddiesomelittle bitch!
Another one of these dedicated foolswho refused to see the Big Picture. It'sagood thing | got her in
here and felt her out like this. She' strouble. Timeto send her little assfar, far away. “Well, Anya, of
course we need to know more about what Lavager isredly up to out there. We' ve sent our own team,
undercover, of course, to investigate. One can never redly trust these military folks completely, you
know.” He moved his chair back to itsorigina position and stood.

Anyafdt sck. A “team”? Did that mean someone like Wellers Henrico? Among Anya Smiler’ s many
fine qudities, stupidity was not one. “Well, | understand, sir, but | only thought | could be of more
immediate serviceif | volunteered to return to my old job. Thank you very much for explaining thingsto
me, and thank you very much for taking the timeto talk to me.”

Adams guided Anyato the door, one hand resting gently on her shoulder. “Come and see me anytime
you like, Anya, ways a pleasureto talk to a professiona of your caiber,” the director said. Ashe
spoke his hand did gently down to the lower part of Anya s back. “Do come back, Anya” The hand did
down even farther.

Twenty years of training, experience, dedicated service, concern about the security of the
Confederation, her career prospects, al that vanished in aflash of red-hot anger. Anyawhirled suddenly,
her eyesflashing with indignation and disgust. “I don’t think so!” She gritted in avoice so loud that
Adams, a sudden expression of darm, amost fear on hisface, started and stepped back from her.

Back in her cubicle Anyasat at her station and tried to cdm herself. Her hands were shaking and she
was nearly in tears. Shetook severa deep breaths. All right, al right, shetold hersdf, Takeit easy! With
effort she managed to control her breathing. Cautioudy she fingered the crystal in her pocket. The
information on that crystal had to get to President Chang-Sturdevant. After afew moments her hands
stopped shaking. What to do? Well, first priority was get hersalf out of the CIO! It was clear to Anya
Smiler that she would be persona non grata a Hunter, and the sooner she got out the better it would be
for her. Besides, she couldn’t continue working for swine like Adams. Anyahad afriend at the Ministry
of War. Tha ministry hated the CIO.

She knew what she had to do.



CHAPTER

THIRTY-ONE
Office of the Deputy Minister for Intelligence, Ministry of War, Fargo, Earth

Anyawaited three days before asking for an interview with Adams' s counterpart at the Confederation’s
Ministry of War, Jeremy Boast, Marcus Berentus s Deputy Minister for Intelligence. Anyahad known
Boast (“J. B.” to everyonein the intelligence community) for some years and he had frequently tried to
entice her away from the CIO. She had politely declined those offers, but the seed had been planted.
When she asked for an gppointment it had been granted immediately.

“Cometo spy on us, Anya?’ Boast asked, laughing, as she was ushered into his office. She could not
help contrasting J. B.’ s office with Adams's. The furniture consisted of ol d-fashioned straight-backed
padded chairs and plain tables. On onewall hung an artist’ s rendition of the Battle of New Reading that
had taken place in 2253, where an understrength Marine infantry division had succeeded in holding off an
entire army trying to force astrategic passin the Gondular Mountains. The action was known as* New
Thermopylae,” only with ahappy ending. On the opposite wal hung avery old painting depicting
Cugter'sLast Stand at the Little Big Horn. “ The Alphaand Omega of military tactics,” Boast was fond of
remarking. On thewall directly behind his desk—amassive affair made of rea wood with a polished top
covered by ahuge piece of glass—hung hismilitary award certificates engraved on vellum and trid
images of Boadt’ s career asaMarine intelligence officer. “1’m adouble-dipper,” he'd tdl vistors,
meaning he was drawing both hismilitary penson and acivil service dary.

Boast himsdlf wasin hisearly nineties, spare, energetic, aman who never minced words. The office
décor matched his personality perfectly. As soon as Anya entered the place she knew she would be
taken serioudy there.

“Sass?’ Boast asked. Sass was a popular soft drink. Anya, who for the past several days had spent
too much time communing with a bottle of bourbon, accepted gratefully. Boast served her himsdlf from a
cooler that sat in one corner of the office.

“Areyou ill onthe Atlas desk?’

“Until afew weeksago, Sr.”

“Promoted?’

“Yes, kicked upgtairs, so | quit that fucking disaster, gir,” she said bitterly.

“Umm. | see. What you been up to these past weeks, then?’

“Spending too much of it getting drunk, sir, washing my caresaway,” she sad lightly.

“That' s an honorable enough pastime, Anya, | used to do a bit of that myself.” Anyacould not possibly
imagine J. Murchison Adams drunk.



“You don't by any chance have an ortho-sofa, do you, Sir?’

“What?' Boast laughed, imagining one of the monstrous devicesin his Spartan surroundings. “No, |
don’t trust the hedonigtic things, Annie. We had a senator squashed to death in one of them awhile back.
Maybe you heard about it? | don't trust anything | can’t ingtall and fix myself. All those outrageous
technicians, they’ re becoming the new priesthood, know what | mean?’ He handed her the Sasg, which
he expected her to drink right out of the bottle. “Besides,” he continued, sitting behind his desk and
putting his feet up, “those damned conveniences make a man—or awoman—soft, too comfortable,
takes the edge off.” He drank from his bottle of Sass. “I have ajob opening, if that’ swhy you're here,
Anya”

“Nossir, that isnot why I’'m here.” Shetook the crystal out of her pocket and held it up. “1 havethis,
and I'd likeyou to read it and tell me what | should do withit. Uh,” shelooked around, “you do have a
reader, don't you?’

“Yes” helaughed, “some of thisrazzle-dazzle technology redly isworthwhile” He pressed a button and
atiny reader emerged on a platform from somewhere under his desk.

Anyalaughed as she handed over the small plastic container; most people at hislevel had desksthat
could morph consoles out of their tops.

“What'sin here?’ Boast asked, holding up the container.

“A lab report on the analyses of the material brought back from Atlas, sir, and other information about
what the CIO isup to on Atlas”

Boast regarded the crystd initslittle box. “Y ou know you could get fired if anybody over there at
Hunter knew you were sharing this stuff with me? Hell, girl, you could even face crimina prosecution for
givingthistome!”

Anyasighed and her shoulders dumped. “Frankly, sir, | just don’t give adamn. Besides, they can't fire
me, | dready resgned.”

“Um. Wel, if thisisof any useto us, we ll giveyou amedd. I’ ve got awhole box of them over there”
Boast inserted the crystal and pressed a button. What popped up on his screen kept him engrossed for
about twenty minutes. Findly he closed hiseyes asif getting control of himself. “ Anya, come here, around
behind me, so0 you can seethisscreen.” A questioning look on her face, Anya complied. “1 want you to
read this. It's an Ultra Secret backchannel message from J. Murchison Adamsto President
Chang-Sturdevant. Shein turn shared it with Minister Berentus and he with me. Read what it says.” He
exited the crystal report and entered a password. Anyatook in her breath as a short message popped up
on the screen. Sheread:

ULTRA SECRET

FLASH

EYESONLY, CHANG-STURDEVANT

LAB ANALYSESREVEAL LAVAGER BUILDING A “PLANET-BUSTING” NUCLEAR

DEVICE. PRECISE TRIGGERING AND DELIVERY SYSTEM UNKNOWN AT THISTIME
BUT UNDER STUDY. ESTIMATED YIELD BASED ON ANALY SISOF SAMPLES



RECOVERED FROM LABSON ATLAS @ 1,000 (ONE THOUSAND) MEGATONS PLUS.
URGENTLY RECOMMEND SPECIAL TEAM IN PLACE @ NEW GRANUM BE GIVEN
CLEARANCE TO PROCEED IMMEDIATELY.

ADAMS.

EXCLUDED FROM AUTOMATIC DOWNGRADING

PER ADAMS

ULTRA SECRET

“Thisisdl liesd” Anyashouted. “Thisisnot what Dr. O’ Bygne' steam discovered! We haveto stop
thig”

Boast sighed. “Look in the header, Anya. It was dated last week.”
“Last week!” Anyaexclamed.

“Please st down, Anya.” He got up and guided her back to her chair. “We can't stop this, Anya. It's
too late. Lavager isdead.”

Anya s body went rigid. Theword “No” formed on her lips but when shetried to say it only air came
out. “My—" she gasped, “my fault,” she whispered. She mumbled something ending in “sooner.”

“I don’t think it would' ve done any good, Anya,” Boast whispered, laying ahand on her shoulder.
Anya sgrief turned ingtantly to white-hot anger. “ Goddamn you! Goddamn al you meddling,
power-hungry motherfucking bastardsl Goddamn you!” she shouted, half rising out of her chair and
banging her fists on its arms as she screamed curses at Boast and through him at the entire Confederation
government.

Boast bowed his head slently and let Anyarage on.

“Sr? Sir?Iseverything dl right?” Boast’ s secretary asked over the intercom. She had heard Anya
cursing and screaming through thewall.

“Yes, Judie, everything'sdl right. Would you get Marcusfor me? Tel him I’ ve got to see him at once?”’
“Hé sin aconference with the Chief of Staff, r. He'stold usto hold al calls until he says otherwise.”
“Judie, you get his goddamned secretary right now and tell him to tell Marcusthat I’ m on my way to his
office, and I’ m bringing someone with me who has something he' s got to know about right away.” He
turned back to Anya “Anya, you' re right, we are abunch of meddling, power-hungry idiots and worse,
much worse. But by God, somebody’ s going pay for thismess, | swear, Annig, | swear it.”

Anya Smiler’ sanger turned as suddenly to grief and she began to weep in long, wracking sobs, likea
person whose heart has been broken. Hers had.



“Annie, will you come with meto see Marcus Berentus, and then the President? Can you do that? Are
you up toit?’ Hetook her gently by the shouldersto steady her shaking.

Anya caught her breath and wiped her eyes. They were bright blue, Boast noted. Y essir, | will.
Goddamned right | will!”

Office of the Minister of War

“What have we done, what have we done?’ Marcus Berentus muttered after viewing the crystal Jeremy
Boast had given him. As he read hisface had gone white and then turned red with anger. “ Thisisnothing
but catastrophic!”

Berentus soffice, like Boast’ s, was Spartan, if dightly larger than hisintelligence chief’ s. He often hosted
private conferences there, so aong one wall was along table equipped with individua viewersfor
participants. But Berentus had invited Boast and Anyato St at asmal coffee table arrangement where
they could talk more intimately. “I ought to kill that bastard,” Berentus said of J. Murchison Adams.
“Anya, | guarantee you, nothing shall hagppen to you for blowing the whistle on the people at Hunter.”

“I know that, sir. Mr. Boast promised me the same and | know | can trust you.”

“Y ou're absolutely right that you can. And the reason | can say that is because when the President sees
what I've just reed, J. Murchison Adams and that whole crew he' singtaled over there will be out on
their pinstriped asses! Y ou can work herefor usfrom now on. I’ [l match the grade they gave you at
ClO.”

“Thank you, dr, but I’ d like to think about it for awhile, if you don’'t mind. Right now I'm just—well, |
need sometime off. And—and if the President is going to clean things up over at ClO, well, maybe | can
go back to my old job?’

“I understand, Anya. Think about my offer.” He sighed and shook his head. “What was this man,
Lavager, redly like, Anya?’

Anyafdt tears coming to her eyes again. She struggled to get agrip on hersdf. “Hewas afine man, gr.
Anybody could st down and talk with him. He treated everyone the same. He was direct, open, and
honest with everyone. And he enjoyed life, more than anyone I’ ve ever known.” In her imagination she
could sméll therich aromaof Lavager’ s Anniversarios again. For the rest of her lifethe smell of cigar
smoke would remind her of the man. She struggled again to control her emotions. She focused for a
moment on a holograph image on onewall of Marcus Berentus stlanding beside what looked like afighter
arcraft, ahuge grin on his youthful face. He was pointing to severa large holesin the fusdage of the
fighter. Anyathought, Lavager would have liked these men. “He was no dictator, Sir,” she concluded.

“We played God and came up short,” Jeremy Boast said.

“Sir, what happened to his daughter, Candace?’ Anyaasked suddenly.

“She' sfine. She'll be going to an off-world university, Anya. I'll seetoiit that she' |l be looked out for
from now on. She’ sgot afuture.” He paused and drummed hisfingers on thearm of hischair. “I don't
need an appointment to see the President.” He got to hisfeet. “ Anya, will you comewith meto see
Madam President?’ He held out his hand to help her up.

“Yessr, | will.”



Anyasmiled on her way home after meeting the President—such a gracious woman. Maybe Anya
would cal Tim tonight, try to patch thingsup . ..

EPILOGUE

“I’'mdrunk,” Madam Chang-Sturdevant said with drunken gravity. “And | don’t giveadamn.” Shelay
stretched out on the old-fashioned leather couch in her private office, aglass of bourbon in one hand and
asmoldering Davidoff Ambassadrice Senoritain the other. She drew on the cigar and dowly exhaed the
aromatic smoke.

“Oh, I wouldn’'t say you're ‘drunk,” Suelee,” Marcus Berentus said. He sat enfolded in an overstuffed
armchair, hisown drink in one hand and an Anniversario in the other. Nobody in government had ever
caled Madam President Suel ee except, recently, for Marcus, and then only in private, intimate Stuations,
such asthe one they werein now.

“Oh, yeah?’
“Jugt alittlelit, Suelee. Y ou deserveit, after what we ve just been through.”

Suelee drew again on the cigarillo, sucked the smoke deep into her lungs and expelled it dowly through
her nose. She sipped at the bourbon. “ After what we' ve been through, Marcus?’ she asked hitterly.
“Don’t you mean after what we' ve put the people on Atlas through, not to mention that poor man,
Lavager? We made his daughter an orphan, Marcus. No, correction! | did al that, me, the fucking
President of the fucking Confederation of Human-fucking-Worlds. | did dl that.” Shefinished her drink in
one gulp. “Marcus, would you be a perfect dear and plour, pour me another?” She held out her glass.

“Suelee, you' ve beenin politicsdl your life,” Berentus said over his shoulder as herefilled
Chang-Sturdevant’ s glass, “and you know that even the best leaders are only as good asthe advice
they’ re given. Y ou got bad advice that you thought was reliable and you acted onit.” He handed her the
glass. Yes, there were some new linesin that still-handsome face, and maybe another strand or two of
gray hair on her head, but Cynthia Chang-Sturdevant still turned heads when she walked into aroom.

“Oh, bullshit, Marcus! Pure bullshit! Don’t try to soften the blow! | made the decision, | gave the orders,
the disaster on Atlasisall on my shoulders, nobody ese's.”

“We ve sent people to Atlasto help out with this crop disaster. Lavager’ s scientists never did discover
that stabilizing element, but we have our best people working onit. And I’ ve persondly seento it that
Lavager’ s daughter istaken care of. The Smiler woman is now on my staff, Suelee. Nothing will happen
to her now.”

“I find mysalf wishing she'd never cometo us, Marcus. Ignoranceis such bliss.”

“Sudee, thisisal thefault of Adams and that crowd—"



“Screw them! | can’t put what happened off on them! | should have known, | shouldn’t have trusted
him! | knew he had his own agenda. | should have replaced him months ago, ordered a reorganization of
the ClO top to bottom. By Chrigt, that’swhat’ s going to happen now—nhe' s going to resign and the
whole mess || be swept under therug.” She smiled bitterly and sipped her drink. “We can’t have my
adminigiration embarrassed by any of this, can we? And while dl thiswas shaping up dl | did was Sit
here on my ass and do nothing.” She made agesture of frustration with her cigar. “Marcus, those
Marines who went to Atlas and did the dirty deed on my direction. They are never to be told the truth
about the mission, about how they committed murder and half destroyed an entire world’ s economy
because of someone’ slying persona agenda, and because of my rank stupidity.”

“To the best of my ability, they will never know. Though, Sudeg, if they learn on their own about the
crop damage, they’ re smart enough to figure out at least part of it for themsalves.”

She sighed deeply. “I know,” shesaid inasmadl voice.

They were sllent for several moments, then she sat upright, put her glass on asideboard and her cigar
into an ashtray.

“Marcus, I've cometo adecision. | am not running for reglection.”

“What? Suelee, you can't be serious!” Marcus leaned forward in hisarmchair. The leasther squesked
pleasantly as he shifted hisweight.

“Yes| am. I’'mtired of other peopl€ s problems, Marcus. I’ m tired of running other peopl€ slives, too.
I’'m tired of being polite to other paliticians, of begging the Senate to do what any decent person would
do. And most of al, I amtired, | am sick, of sending other peopleto their degths.” She held up ahand.
“Do not argue with me, Marcus.” She was not drunk now and her voice carried steely determination as
she spoke. “I’ve made up my mind.” She sat back on the couch and sighed. “It’ sthe price | haveto
pay.” She sat slently for along moment, then, “Marcus, | think | shall haveacry.”

Berentus moved quickly to her sde and put hisarm around her. Shelay her head againgt his. Heran a
hand through her hair. It smelled of aromatic cigar smoke and |otus blossoms. People referred to
Chang-Sturdevant as“ The lron Lady,” “The Dragon Lady,” and so on, the sobriquets normaly applied
to awoman of power, but to Marcus Berentus she was a soft and warmly human person and when he
was closeto her, like now, heimagined warm summer nightsin afragrant Chinese garden. “Marcus,
when I’'m no longer President, when I’ m retired and alonely old maid again, will you still love me?’

“Y ou bet, more than ever! If you go, | go, and wherever you go, that’ swhereI’ll be.” He kissed her
forehead and smiled. He didn’t know if she had heard him. She wasfast adeep.

There was something Marcus Berentus would never tell the handsome woman deeping on the couch.
He' d aready told the whole sorry tale to Hugyens Long. If he knew the Attorney General, one day, not
too far in the future, when J. Murchison Adams was out of the public eye, he would quietly vanish, dong
with his deputy Pamer Quincy Lowdl, and never be seen again—except by the other denizens of
Darkside.

AnnieHdl, theformer Presdentiad Residence, outsde New Granum, Atlas

“Ladies, hurry with your packing,” Franklin ad-Rashid said from the doorway, “your flight leavesin an
hour. It sawonderful morning, just right for adrive into town. I’ll be outside when you' re reedy.”



The heavy luggage had already been sent ahead, but neither girl had much to take with her. Candace
was leaving Annie Hall forever. Soon the next president and hisfamily would move in—the government
of the Union of Margelan had leased it from the Lavager etate. All of the Lavager possessions, the
accumulations of lifetimes, had been put in storage and Candace would take with her only the things
she’ d need on the long journey to university. She planned to mgjor in politica scienceasan
undergraduate and then law. She would return to Atlas. Her father’ s name would carry her far in
Margelan palitics, and she would achieve the unification of Atlas her father had only dreamed of. That
was her plan, anyway.

“WEe re both orphans now, adrift in the cold, crud world,” GinaMedinaremarked and smiled. She
hefted the little bag of toiletries she was taking with her. She would mgjor in agronomy and someday
return to Atlas and her family’ sfarm. It had no mortgage and her parents' insurance was enough to pay
the taxes until she could finish her education and get the place running again.

“Actudly, I'm excited, Gina. We regoing far, far away from here, and we' Il be friends now for the rest
of our lives! Just think, we can get aroom together at the university.” An endowment had been
established for the two young women, neither knew by whom, to pay for their education and get them
darted in their lives. Candace assumed the money came from friends of her father. The lawyer who
managed the fundswould not tell either girl how the trust was financed.

“Wél, I’'m going down now, Candace,” Ginaannounced, “1 want to get agood seet in the car. And say
good-bye to Roland for me.”

Candace Lavager picked up her bag and walked dowly out onto the landing at the head of the Staircase.
For aslong as she could remember, she had lived in Annie Hall. The sméll of her father’ s cigarswas il
prevalent everywhere and even though she' d pretended not to like them, sheloved their aroma; all the
rest of her life cigar smoke would remind her of him. Sheloved this old house, the floorboards benesth
her feet; every inch of the place was somehow a part of her. She looked down the stairs and
remembered thetime asalittle girl she'd did down the banister and cracked her head on the floor at the
bottom. The house was quiet now. She stood there listening intently. In her own mind she could hear the
voices of her parents, her mother’ s, soft and tender, her father’ srich tenor. She would never hear them
again. “Mommy, Daddy,” shewhispered, “I’ll dwaysloveyou.” She walked down the stairs, out into the
sunshine and therest of her life.

The Queen of Killers

First sniper team’ s Bella Dwan broke formation and came to stand one pace to Athon’ sleft. She
showed her teeth to the Marines of second platoon in agrin. Her grin was no more friendly than that of a
hungry shark.

“Lance Corpora Dwan,” Athon said to second platoon, “will explain to you the operation and
capabilities of the M 14A5 sniper maser. Shewon’t go into any great detail about how it functions; none
of you have the advanced degreesin physics you' d need to understand them.



“Lance Corpora.” He stepped aside.

Bela Dwan was petite and had what on another woman might be caled an fin face—aslong as one
didn’'t look into her eyes. They were cold and hard, and had made many a strong man excuse himsalf and
depart for other environs. They caled her the “Queen of Killers.”
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