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Chapter 1 

  

Near the jump gate of planet Hardy 

 

"If I show you, you'll be in." 

Alissa Lim, the woman in the holo floating in the still air in front of me, paused and stared intently ahead, confident I would be listening, sure I would be focusing on her. 

She was right. I was. 

"I don't know where you are," she continued, "or when you'll find one of these messages, so maybe it'll be too late, and you won't have to make this decision." 

Another long pause. Another focused stare. 

"But if it's not, and if you watch any of the attachments, you'll find me, and you'll argue with me, but in the end you'll join me. That's even what I want, obviously, or I wouldn't have planted these recordings on every planet I could manage, but I guess I felt—" she hung her head "—I felt that you should know I have a sense of what getting involved might cost you. If I didn't think we needed you, I wouldn't ask, but we do. We need you, and we need Lobo." 

"Freeze it," I said. 

"Done," Lobo said, his voice coming from everywhere and nowhere, "but all that remains is a few seconds of her standing there." 

I got out of the pilot couch and approached the holo slowly, as if Lim might spring from it and attack me. Lobo had positioned it exactly in the center of his front cabin command area and angled her face toward me. He rotated it as I moved, until I said, "Leave it." I walked around it, examining the image from all sides. 

"There's nothing else to learn," Lobo said. "If someone made Alissa do this, they were wise enough to rinse this part of the recording of everything except her." 

Lim wore a plain black jumpsuit, no visible pockets, no logos, almost certainly armored. On most people it would have faded into the kind of bland garment you pass in a crowd and never notice. On her, it accented perfectly the richer, darker black of her long, straight hair, the almost glowing mellow golden tone of her skin, her full and wide and ever so slightly reddish lips. She was as astonishingly beautiful as the last time I'd seen her, a bit over three years ago. 

When she'd rescued me from a torturer. 

When she'd gotten shot helping me save a girl I'd inadvertently placed in harm's way. I owed her, and she knew it. 

I settled back into the pilot's couch. 

"Turn off the lights," I said. 

"You could heed her warning and stop watching," Lobo said. "We could jump to another planet and pretend we never saw this." 

"You know better," I said. Lobo wasn't just my ship, nor was he simply the most capable artificial intelligence ever created. He was also, after three years together, my closest friend. 

"Yes, I do," he said. 

The lights winked out. 

For a moment, I sat in total blackness. The soft couch gave me the illusion of floating in a silent, dark, and still nothingness, much as Lobo and I were suspended in space near the jump gate for Hardy, the planet where I'd spent the last six months staying as far from the attention of any planetary coalition as I could and wondering what to do next. 

"Play the first one," I said. 

  

Chapter 2 

  

Rebel jungle base, outside Ventura, planet Tumani 

"This devil helped the Tumani government kill your parents," the large man said. Easily the same two meters tall that I am, but at least twenty kilos heavier than my own hundred, the copper-skinned man spoke in a booming voice that matched well with his size. 

"Are you going to let him get away with that crime—with all those crimes?" No one answered. 

The man paced back and forth in front of a pale gray tree whose half-meter-diameter trunk stretched limbless from the ground to far above what I could see. The entire image shook slightly, as if the person recording it was trembling in fear. Whoever had edited this holo had left in panting that further suggested the recorder had been terrified. 

Tied to the tree with quick-clasp cables around his neck, waist, wrists, knees, and ankles was a darker man at least a head shorter and no more than half the weight of his captor. The man shook his head back and forth, his eyes bulging with effort, but the rag in his mouth stifled his attempts to scream. Strangled, unintelligible sounds emerged, more animal cries than words. 

"Are you?" the larger man screamed. 

The image jerked right and left as the recorder scanned the clearing. On both sides stood boys, at least two dozen of them, dressed in dirt-streaked and torn gray and green and tan and brown shorts and shirts, few with shoes, all at least as thin as the man tied to the tree, all visibly hungry, afraid, and angry, their faces tight with tension. The smallest couldn't have been a whole meter and a half tall, while the biggest was no taller than the terrified captive. They all looked younger than eighteen. Many appeared to be prepubescent. All were just kids, kids who should have been spending their days growing up with their families, climbing in trees, not watching the useless struggling of a man bound to one. 

"We are soldiers," the captor said, waving his arm to take in people on either side of him, people I could not see, "soldiers who rescued you before this man and his fellow criminals could kill you as they killed your families." He lowered his voice. "And now you are soldiers, too, safe with us, your new brothers." He spoke louder again as he added, "Does a brother let anyone who hurts his brother go unpunished?" He stared at each of them in turn, pausing a second on each face, his expression calm and resolute and strong. When he finished sweeping across the boys, he faced forward and screamed, his mouth twisting with rage, "No!" 

Wordless murmuring all around. 

He pointed again at the prisoner, who was now straining so hard against his bonds that muscles and veins stood out all over his body. "So I ask you, brothers, soldiers, men of the families this man stole from you: Will you let him get away with his crime?" 

"No!" a boy screamed. The image jerked to focus on one of the tallest of the kids. "No!" he said again. The large man nodded in satisfaction. 

"No," a small, pale boy standing next to the first responder said, his voice barely audible, tears making his eyes glisten. "My family is gone." 

The large man approached the little boy, kneeled in front of him, and put his hand on the boy's shoulder. 

"Yes," he said, "the government devils—this demon" he pointed at the captive without taking his eyes off the boy "and his evil friends took away your loved ones." He stood, keeping his hand on the child's shoulder. "But now you have a new family. You have all of us." He turned the boy to face the others as his hand again swept through the air to encompass them all. "And will we let your suffering go unavenged?" 

"No!" several boys yelled. 

"Will we let the demons get away with murdering his family?" 

"No!" more voices screamed. 

"With killing all of your families?" 

"No! No! No!" The others joined, and the answer became a chant. 

The captor held up his hand. 

The boys quieted. 

"Who will be the first," the man said, "to show this government demon that he cannot break us, that no matter what he does to us or to our families, our brotherhood will prove too strong for him? Who will be first?" He looked down at the small boy standing next to him. He removed his hand from the boy's shoulder. "Who will it be?" 

The boy wiped his eyes and looked up at the man. "I will," he said, his voice quavering. The large man smiled and rubbed the top of the boy's head. "We have a warrior!" he said. "Size and age mean nothing to a soldier as strong and brave as this one." He ran his hand over the boy's head again, but this time he let it linger there long enough to turn the boy to face the captive. He advanced on the prisoner, his hand still guiding the boy, the boy trailing him with the unsure motion of one walking while not yet quite awake. 

When he and the boy were so close to the captive that they were almost touching the now sobbing man, he stopped and stepped away from the boy. 

"Hit him," the large man said. "Hit him for your family, for yourself, for all of us." The boy raised his fist but looked into the eyes of the captive and paused. 

"Hit him!" the large man screamed. "For your new brothers! So they all, all of the government demons, all of the people who killed your parents and brothers and sisters understand that we will stand together against them!" The boy looked at him for a moment. The man nodded and said, "Hit him!" The boy punched the prisoner in the stomach with the tentative, weak blow of a young child, his fist not even fully balled, the strike barely moving the writhing captive's shirt. 

The other boys whooped and yelled and cheered. 

"Who will join this warrior," the large man screamed, "in carrying our message to those who would hurt us, who would hurt our brothers?" 

"I will," said the tall boy who had first responded. He ran forward without prompting and hit the captive hard in the gut. 

The prisoner sagged as much as he could against his bonds. 

The boys cheered again. 

The little boy stared at the bigger boy and hit the prisoner again, this time harder. The boys yelled, wordless animal sounds. 

"Join them!" the large man screamed. "All of you! Show them your power as soldiers, as brothers!" One boy stepped forward, then another, and another, and in seconds all of them were racing forward, yelling and waving their fists. They fell upon the prisoner like a tsunami breaking on a shore. The recorder rushed after them, lagging most of the boys but now with them, a fist waving in front of the image, one more fist to join the barrage pummeling the captive, who no longer moved. The crowd parted long enough for me to see the blood-soaked prisoner, small bloodied fists pounding over and over and over into him, and then it froze, the frenzied beating boys and the tree-tied corpse motionless in the air in front of me. 

  

Chapter 3 

  

Near the jump gate of planet Hardy 

"Clear it," I whispered. "Leave the lights off." 

Blackness surrounded me. In Lobo's soundless interior, sitting in complete darkness, I still closed my eyes, as if doing so could somehow wipe away the traces of what I'd just watched. Dampness squeezed from under my eyelids and wetted my cheeks. I don't cry. I haven't since the day on Dump when I swore I'd never again give anyone the satisfaction of watching me sob, but sometimes I tear up, usually not knowing I've done so until I feel the moisture on my cheeks or realize that the world in front of me has blurred. 

I shook my head slightly. Either Lim's recording was real and she needed my help, or someone was playing me. The first order of business was to determine which. 

"You've checked the entire recording—not just what I watched, but all of it—for remnants?" I said. 

"Please," Lobo said, the sarcasm in his voice turning the word into two syllables, "what do you think I am? Some household comm antique with hundred-year-old software stupid enough to let a virus-laden message inside its firewall? Surely—" 

I cut him off. "I know, I know," I said. "You're a hyper-intelligent Predator-Class Assault Vehicle whose every molecule is a nano-enhanced computing system. Sometimes, though, it helps me to understand a problem if I work through the obvious questions." 

"If that's easier for you than thinking intelligently," Lobo said, "who am I to ask you to strain yourself simply to spare me annoyance? Why worry about my psychological well-being? Sure, if I were to snap, I could destroy an entire planet in the throes of my justifiable rage, but you don't need to worry about that. I'll be fine." 

"What has gotten into you?" I said. "You're normally dramatic, but suicide talk? Since when have you considered suicide or even come close to losing control?" 

"I didn't say I was considering killing myself," he said, "and my control is, as you are well aware, perfect, like so much of the rest of me. I was merely pointing out the risks should I—" 

"Ah, I understand." I shook my head again, this time at my own slowness, knowing he could see me in IR. "You've already watched the other attachments, and you're distracting me from them." He said nothing. 

"I don't need you to protect me," I said, "and I sure don't want you deciding what I should and should not see." 

"Are you sure?" he said. This time, there was no sarcasm, no irony in his tone. "How do you imagine this can end?" 

"Maybe we can help Lim," I said. Only in the silence did I realize how loudly I'd spoken, how tight my jaw was. 

"Maybe we can," Lobo said, "but at what cost to us, to you? Does Alissa have any idea what she's asking? 

Do you even know where Tumani is?" 

Alissa Lim and I had served together in the Shosen Advanced Weapons Corporation, the Saw, a group that was for my money the best military force in the universe. We were leading our squads into a battle on Nana's Curse, a sparsely populated planet being raped by a fanatic army, to secure a small collection of huts that passed for a village. What we'd found instead of a fight was a horror show: a few pantless enemy soldiers, a stack of dead bodies, and several raped and killed children. 

We executed those men then and there. In the process, Lim lost something of herself. I'd had to pull her off the last of them and force her to leave. 

"Yes," I said, "yes Lim does." After a moment, I added, "And, no, I don't know anything about Tumani." 

"It's as sad and backward a planet as exists in all the human worlds," Lobo said. "Its one large land mass features a desert on the west, a coast of unusable cliff beaches on the right, and a vast jungle in the center. Other than wood, it has no special natural resources worth the cost of retrieving and shipping them. Its jump gate has two apertures, one that links to an Expansion Coalition planet and the other to a Frontier Coalition world. Its population is under three million, and they and it matter so little that neither the EC 

nor the FC has ever pressed them to join. It's an independent world no one wants." That was rare, because the three planetary coalitions were nothing if not acquisitive. 

"Fine, it's a pit of a planet. Why does that matter?" 

"Because we should know what we'd be risking ourselves for. Because not every fight on every planet is ours. Because whether the government or the rebels win their war is not our problem." 

"You think I don't know that?" I said, again louder than I'd intended. "And it's not about their war, not if I know Lim. It's about the children." 

"Of course it is," Lobo said, his affect completely flat. 

"We didn't seek this problem, but a friend brought it to us, and she asked us for help." I paused and forced myself to continue more calmly. "She asked us, and those children need someone. Are you suggesting we not go?" 

"Would it matter if I were?" Lobo said. "That's a rhetorical question; I already know the answer. And to answer your question, no, I'm not." 

I nodded my head and opened my eyes to directly confront the blackness. "Good. So let's get on with it. What else was in the data stream?" 

"Some contact info woven fairly cleverly among the images. Anyone who found one of these messages and managed to get by the authentication protocol would still have to work to find her." 

"Where does she want us to meet her?" 

"Macken." 

So she was still working where I'd last seen her, where she'd been shot helping me, where I'd met Lobo. I was surprised that three years later she was still there, but it had been a beautiful planet, and her security company had gotten the Frontier Coalition contract to police the colonized portions of that world. Though I'd always thought of her as being one of those people, like me, who never settles anywhere, I realized I had no basis for that assumption; I had projected my own feelings onto her. 

"Get us in the queue to jump," I said. "We're going there." 

"Executing." 

"How many more attachments?" 

"Two," Lobo said, "but if we're already committed to heading to Macken, there's no need to watch them." I was squeezing the arms of the couch so hard my forearms hurt. I forced myself to let go of them and put my hands in my lap. I took a long, slow breath. 

"Show me the next one." 

  

Chapter 4 

  

Unnamed village, outside Ventura, planet Tumani 

Gray and brown mottled the air in all directions. The viewpoint bobbed and spun as the recorder ran around the circumference of the rough circle that the dozen small huts formed. The wood and thatch structures oozed smoke like blood from wounds. Two still blazed here and there. Three boys and a grown man with blankets and fire extinguishers methodically exterminated the remaining flames. Boys milled about the edges of the clearing, rifles in hand, awaiting orders. All were chewing something and occasionally spitting long streams of brown juice. Bodies covered much of the central area. Many moaned and writhed on the ground; some never moved. 

The large man from the earlier scene walked into the square and motioned to a boy, the tall one who'd been second to hit the prisoner. The boy jogged to him and snapped to a loose-jointed attention. In the Saw, any non-com or officer would have seen the movement as insolent, but the man acted as if the boy had executed a perfectly crisp salute. "Corporal, get your troops to clean up this mess," he said, "and then we'll have more root for everyone. And dinner! The storage hut here is full of provisions from the government. We'll dine well on Tumani's stores tonight." 

The boy answered so quietly I couldn't hear him. He walked to the nearest body still moving on the ground, aimed his rifle, and shot the man in the head. 

At the sound, all the boys dropped and looked wildly around, their weapons at the ready. 

"You heard the Sergeant," the tall boy said. "The sooner we finish, the sooner we eat and have more root." A murmur swept through the boys. They spread evenly around the perimeter of the area. At a nod from the tall boy, they advanced in a line, one step at a time. After a step, each boy stopped, kicked any body on the ground near him, and if it moved, shot it in the head. Some fired at bodies that didn't respond. By the time the boys reached the center, some of the prisoners had received three or four shots. The boys spread again to the edge of the clearing and paired up. Each pair grabbed a corpse by its arms or legs, whatever was convenient, and dragged it into a small clearing in the jungle on the opposite side of the village from where the large man watched them work. 

"The wind will only be with us for another hour or two," the man said, "so stack them and light them quickly. We don't want their stench interfering with our meal." 

The boys picked up their pace, soft curses providing a soundtrack to their efforts as they struggled to move the dead weight of the adult bodies. 

One pair broke from the group and ran out of view. 

Those two returned carrying two large jugs, which they opened and poured in small lines here and there on the bodies already stacked in the jungle clearing. I'd seen the same motions from children using ocean water to paint images in beach sand. These boys spread the liquid precisely but quickly; they'd done this before. 

Satisfied his troops would hit their target timeframe, the large man turned and left. The boys kept at it, their rhythm the slow and steady pace of soldiers on a long march, men who knew that to work too slowly was to court their commander's fury but that to move too quickly was to risk exhaustion. 

I knew the rhythm all too well. 

The recording winked out, and I sat again in blackness. 

  

Chapter 5 

  

In line for the jump gate of planet Hardy 

"Lights?" Lobo said. 

"No. We're not done." The boys had learned to function as a unit in what I suspected was a very short period. "Is there a timestamp on either recording?" 

"No," Lobo said, "but my analysis of the faces suggests that very little time passed between the two." I nodded my head. "It doesn't take long. You can train soldiers very quickly, particularly if they're malleable and if you don't care how much damage you do to them or if you lose a few of them in the process." 

Lobo said nothing. What was there to say? He'd seen combat. He knew. I wasn't even sure why I was talking; perhaps because conversation was normal, safe, comforting. 

"How long until we jump?" I said. 

"All non-government ships in the queue are on hold due to a large set of priority Expansion Coalition ships entering the system. The stationmaster AI is advertising a delay of half an hour, but I cannot know for certain if that's accurate." 

"There's still another recording, right?" 

"Correct." 

I wondered if any of the children I'd just watched were still alive, still in the jungle fighting. "Can you tell when Lim left this message?" 

"Yes. She made no attempt to conceal that fact. It was seventeen days ago." Add the time for Lim to obtain the recording and dispatch it on ships to planets many jumps away, and the holos I was watching could easily have been a month or more old. That much time was an eternity in combat. Whether you were suffering the terrified boredom of creeping through dense growth half hoping to find an enemy and half praying you never did, or the utter exhaustion of constant fighting, the days swirled together and ran away from you like blood and rain flowing down dirt banks into rivers. 

"How many jumps from Macken are we?" 

"Best path or the one we should take to make sure no one is tracking us?" 

"Best path," I said. "Lim would have had no reason to assume anyone was monitoring the teams she sent to plant the recordings." 

"Four." 

Not bad. If she'd received the originals quickly and immediately acted on them, we might be within a month of when those holos were recorded. Those boys might still be alive. 

If. Might. 

I shook my head to clear it. I was reacting, not thinking, letting my feelings and my past lead me into poor analysis. I had no data, and making assumptions instead of finding the truth and planning accordingly was more likely to do harm than good. When you don't have a clue, don't make up the facts; observe and gather evidence. However hard the truth is, it's ultimately more useful than your imaginings. 

"Show me the final attachment." 

"There's very little to it," Lobo said, "and essentially no new information." 

"Run it." 

Chapter 6 

  

Jungle clearing, outside Ventura, planet Tumani 

The squad had hacked away the undergrowth in a rough square ten meters on a side. They'd woven some of the cuttings among the overhanging tree branches to create a crude bivouac. Small chemical lanterns cast a pale greenish glow from spots here and there among the leaves of the trees; from a distance they might read to beginners as fireflies or as dapples of starlight painting the jungle. An experienced hunting team wouldn't be fooled, but the light was dim enough not to night-blind the boy soldiers while still being bright enough to let the sentries navigate easily. 

I would have opted for safety and slower movement, but this choice at least wasn't stupid. Pairs of guards watched each of the four sides of the encampment, the boys in each duo staying apart and on the move. Each duo covered its half of their zone for a bit, and then they swapped sides. If there were snipers and spotters in higher positions, I couldn't see them. 

The boys not on patrol should have been sleeping, but all the bodies on the ground appeared to be in motion, waves rippling in a human ocean. 

The small boy who'd hit first in the initial holo entered the central area and wove his way among the prone soldiers, bending and speaking softly to each one and handing him something. When he drew closer to the recorder, I could finally make out his words. 

"Relax, brother," he said to a boy who couldn't stop rolling over and righting himself again, his hands always in flight. "You don't need the sleep, so don't worry that it won't come. Chew some more root, and you'll be fine." He handed something to the boy on the ground, straightened, and thumped his fist on his chest. "I haven't slept in over a week, and I'm fine. Like the Sergeant says, we must stay alert and strong." The boy on the ground took a bite of the root and chewed it. His face, a mask with barely enough skin to cover his skull, distorted with anger and effort. He chewed as if each motion of his jaw might beat back an enemy. 

As the standing boy lifted his leg to move to the next soldier, the one on the ground gagged, gasped, sat up, and clutched his chest. A scream ripped from him. 

The standing boy leapt upon him and covered the other's mouth with his hand. The boy bucked under him, pained cries forcing their way out. 

All the other boys jumped to their feet, weapons in hand, and moved to the square's perimeter. The large man ran into the clearing and straight to the small boy trying to quiet the larger one beneath him. The man kneeled beside the pair, pulled off the covering boy, and smoothly slid his hand over the mouth of the one on the ground. 

"I tried to quiet him," the shorter boy whispered as he stood. 

"Look at me," the man said. "Look at my eyes, only my eyes." The boy did. 

"You did well," the man said. "This one was weak." 

The standing boy's eyes flicked downward. 

"No!" the man said, his voice quiet but commanding. "Look only at my eyes so you can understand the truth." 

The standing boy complied, and as he did, the man grabbed the other side of the prone boy's head, kneeled on the boy's shoulder, and wrenched his head to the left. 

The boy on the ground stopped moving. 

"The government must have put poison in the food we ate in the last village, and it finally struck his heart. We are lucky it did not kill more of us. Do you understand?" 

The standing boy nodded, his eyes never leaving the man's. 

The man stood. 

"This brother died bravely. Tomorrow, we will avenge him!" 

Other boys glanced at the man and nodded their heads. 

"Bury him now," the man said, "and remember the face of this hero. Chew the root, and ready yourself for the battle ahead." 

A few of the boys raised their rifles in support and muttered cheers. 

The recording ended. 

  

 

Chapter 7 

  

In line for the jump gate of planet Hardy 

"Do you know what the root is or what drug it contains?" I said. 

"No," Lobo said, "though from what we've seen it almost certainly includes an amphetamine of some sort." 

"I  did notice that," I said. "I was simply curious how addictive it was." 

"And that matters why?" 

I shook my head slowly. "It doesn't, not really, not now. If we end up going with Lim, we'll learn whatever we need to know." 

"If?" 

I stood and slitted my eyes. "Lights, please." Lobo's front area snapped into bright relief. I slowly opened my eyes the rest of the way. "I've been letting these holos affect me too much, making too many assumptions in advance of hard data. I'm trying to be more measured. That's all." Before Lobo could comment, I added, "What's happening with the jump queue?" 

"We're third in line on our side when the stationmaster AI lets civilian ships start moving again. Estimate for that is still half an hour." 

I paced back and forth, more tired than I had any right to be, tense, angry, and unable to shake the effects of what I'd seen. It had been a long day, but I've had many longer that had left me less fatigued. Why was I fighting sleep? I had nothing else I needed to do until we were in orbit around Macken, and Lobo could easily take us there without my help. 

I left the front and headed to the small room I use as my quarters. The door opened as I approached it. I practically dived onto my cot. 

"How long to Macken?" 

"Assuming a couple of counter-surveillance runs along the way and typical jump-gate times, about twelve hours." 

"Perfect. Wake me when we're pulling away from its gate." 

"Nothing leaves me feeling more fulfilled," Lobo said, "than acting as your alarm clock." I was too tired to argue with him. "Shut me in, and get the lights." My fatigue—or maybe my bad emotional state—must have been obvious, because without further commentary Lobo closed the door and snapped off the lights. 

Blackness enveloped me again. I surrendered to it and was asleep in seconds. 

  

 

 

 

Chapter 8 

  

Pinecone Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

The air shuttle carrying my sister, Jennie, away from our home, away from me, shot into the sky and accelerated upward and forward until it was only a tiny point of light. I stood on the side of the mountain, not far from the cave where Jennie had fixed me and left me sleeping, and watched it fly until I wasn't sure the light that was the ship was still there. Then I stood some more. Tears wet my cheeks. I knew the government had taken her so she could spend her time fixing important people, not useless and dumb ones like me, but I also knew she hadn't wanted to go. 

I vowed that one day I would rescue her, though I had no idea of how I might do that. I said the promise aloud, as if she could still hear me, as if what I said mattered. 

I sat in the grass, closed my eyes, and let the wind from the ocean dry my face. I imagined she was next to me, already back from her trip, and when I opened my eyes she would smile and tell me everything was okay. 

Except that couldn't happen. Before she'd fixed me a few hours ago, I might have been able to make myself believe that everything would go back to the way it was, but not now. She'd fixed me too well. Now, I knew she was gone for good, as she'd said she would be. 

With a speed my brain could never have managed before, I instantly also deduced that her departure could cause more problems for me. I was the big useless kid, the dumb one who couldn't learn as much as the slowest of the six-year-olds, and now I didn't have Jennie to protect me. Even though I believed she had fixed my brain—it felt different, as if before my thinking had been crawling and now it was flying like a bird racing across the sky—I didn't know how to convince anyone else that I could do more than before. That I was valuable now. 

I glanced down the hill and saw two men in uniform climbing toward me. They were taking their time, laughing and talking as they came, not even bothering to keep an eye on me. They knew I had nowhere to go. Jennie had taught me that Pinkelponker was nothing but islands, a world of them, thousands of them scattered all over a huge planet-covering ocean, and that Pinecone, our island, was one of the smallest that people bothered to live on. Though I was the biggest person here, I was also the stupidest. They had no reason to worry about me. 

I thought about running back to the cave, but I decided not to bother. They'd find me eventually. For all that Jennie and I had treated it as our special, secret place, I now understood clearly that locating it would not be very hard. Besides, I might as well learn what they wanted. 

I should also, I realized, not tell them about Jennie fixing me. It could get her in trouble, and I didn't want that. 

I stretched out on the grass, stared at the clouds, and waited. I counted them and found the task easy, the numbers past ten coming readily and without effort. I had learned those numbers a long time ago and relearned them many times since then, but usually I could not easily bring them to mind. This fast thinking was nice. I smiled, silently thanked Jennie again, and went back to waiting. The two men would be here soon enough. 

  

They approached me from both sides at once. When they stopped, they were each at least two meters from me. I was bigger and probably stronger than either of them, but that was true of almost all the men I'd ever seen. I'd never, though, had any grown-ups act as if I might get violent with them; everyone on Pinecone knew I'd never hurt anyone. These two clearly weren't taking any chances. I smiled first at the one on my right and then at the one on my left. 

"Jon Moore?" the left guy said. 

I wondered why he asked a question when he already knew the answer, but I figured that he was probably making sure. Even if he was just being stupid, I wasn't going to point that out to him; I knew how much it hurt to have someone do that to you. "Yes," I said. 

"We'd like you to come with us," Left said. 

I sat. Both men tensed slightly. I couldn't believe it. They were afraid of me. I'd never hit anyone. Jennie had always told me that fighting was bad and besides that, when you were as big as I am, you had to be careful not to take advantage of smaller people. I wanted to reassure them that everything was fine, but I figured the best way to do that would be to keep behaving nicely. "Okay," I said. "Where are we going?" 

"To see your sister," Right said. "She's asked us to bring you to her." I had a hard time continuing to smile, because I knew, without understanding why I knew, that he was lying and that I could only cause trouble by saying so. Besides, if I was wrong, I'd get to see Jennie, and nothing could be better than that. 

I also didn't really have a choice. The way they watched me, the places they stood, everything about their actions made one clear statement: One way or another, I was going with them. I stood. "I understand that part. I meant,  where are we going: the village, the beach, where?" They exchanged a quick glance. Both visibly relaxed. 

Left said, "You know that she left on a government ship, right?" 

"Sure," I said. "She told me, before—" I paused as I realized that telling them the truth would be wrong but that I had no experience lying. Jennie had always told me she liked that about me, so I felt embarrassed at what I was about to do. "Before I took a nap." 

"Of course she did," Left said. He smiled. "Follow me, and I'll lead you to our ship. It's in the government landing area on the other side of the island. You've never been in an air shuttle, have you?" 

"No. I've never left Pinecone." 

"You'll enjoy the ride," Right said. "It's fun." 

"Yes it is," Left said. "You'll have a good time." 

He turned his back to me and started down the mountain. Right stayed behind me. I stared at Pinecone spread out below me: the trail down, the small collections of five and six huts that filled the flat areas, the yellow sand beach far below, the blue-green ocean surrounding us, the birds soaring back and forth over land and sea as if they recognized no boundaries. I feared I'd never see this place again, and I wanted to hold it always in my memory, the way I held Jennie. I inhaled deeply and savored the rich scents of the ocean and the wheat we harvested from all over the mountain. 

Left turned around and faced me. "Mr. Moore?" he said. "Jon?" I forced myself to let go of the island and focus on him. "Sorry," I said. He smiled again. "It's okay. I understand." 

He didn't. He thought I'd forgotten to go, but I saw no point in correcting him. Instead, I turned and followed a couple of paces behind him. 

We proceeded down the path in that little line, moving together, the way Jennie and I often had, but with no fun in it this time, no laughs, no pointing at the ocean or the clouds, no pausing to sniff any of the small, wild, white and blue-flecked flowers that dotted the hillside grasses here and there, as if someone had thrown blossoms into the air and let the wind carry them where it would. We walked without talking. They didn't seem to notice the beauty around them. 

I thought of her the entire way down. I wanted to believe that they were telling me the truth and soon I'd be with her. I couldn't. Instead, I knew with a stomach-leadening certainty that wherever they were taking me, she would not be there. 

  

I'd watched the flying ships carry Jennie away, but I'd never come close to one. From the mountainside where I'd spied on them, they'd always appeared perfect: smooth, sleek, silvery ships that pushed on the ground with huge roaring winds, rose into the sky, and shot away. As I approached this one, I saw dents and dings and discolored bits and all sorts of small scars. It was still impressive, but now I understood that the perfection had been only an illusion. 

Two strides from the entrance to the ship, the lead man stopped, turned, and stared at me. I stopped, too. He studied my face for a long time, shook his head, and said, "You look normal enough." I had no idea what I was supposed to say, so I stayed quiet. 

"At your size, I'd have expected more facial hair, but other than that . . . ." His voice trailed off, but he kept staring at me. 

Jennie had explained this part to me. "My sister told me it was because I wasn't really a teenager yet." 

"As big as you are? And aren't you sixteen?" 

I nodded. "I am, but that's what she told me, and she always tells me the truth." He stepped closer, so close we were almost touching. "Did she explain what's wrong with you?" I nodded again. "My brain doesn't work as well as most people's. Because of that, even though my body grew big, I wasn't a teenager yet. She said not to worry about it. She always told me that I had a smart heart, and that was enough." I thought again about letting him know that she had fixed me so I'd have a smart head, too, but I couldn't risk causing her trouble for helping me. 

He signed. "Okay. It's just that you're not like most of them." 

"Who?" 

He smiled, but it was a sad expression, with not a trace of happiness in it. He turned, clapped me on the back, and pushed me toward the ship. 

"Like your sister told you," he said, "don't worry about it." He followed me inside. The other man came after him. 

The door shut behind us. 

"It's time for us to leave," Left said. 

  

Being in the air ship was like being nowhere at all. They made me sit alone in a small room with no windows and no grass to rest on and no one to keep me company, and they left. The door had no handle, so I sat where they told me to sit, and I waited. The floor was metal and hard and even dirt would have been better, but I had no choice, so I tried to stay happy while I waited. I didn't mind being alone—I've always been good at that and have spent most of my life on my own—but I would have enjoyed seeing what Pinkelponker is like from the air. With nothing to do and nothing to look at, I finally decided I might as well nap. I stretched out on the floor, which was even less comfortable for resting than it was for sitting, even worse than the rock floor in Jennie's and my secret cave, and after a while I fell asleep. 

  

The big man who woke me was someone I hadn't seen before. He stayed in the doorway, pointed a gun at me, and yelled, "Get up, and get out!" 

By habit, I shook my head to clear it. Thinking was always hard for me, and it was particularly difficult after I'd been sleeping. This time, though, I didn't need to do it; I snapped awake to instant awareness. I was more and more convinced that Jennie really had improved my mind. 

I stood. "Is Jennie here?" 

The man stepped back and pointed to his left with the gun. "Out." 

I didn't move. "If Jennie's not here, I don't want to go." 

"Here's how it works," the man said, his voice completely flat, like someone talking about whether the waves were big or small. "You move now, or I shoot you in the leg and drag you. No more talk. Got it?" I shrugged; how could I not understand? I walked where he pointed. I'd known from the start that they were lying to me, but part of me had kept hoping they were taking me to Jennie. They weren't, and there was nothing I could do about it. I had never had a lot of choices, though, so that was fine. On Pinecone, each morning I got up and worked where they told me, planting and harvesting and clearing. When I had time to myself, I swam or sat on the mountain and always hoped for those hours when Jennie could be with me and we could again be our own little family, brother and sister, all either of us really had. It wasn't bad, living like that, not really, and I was good at it. Maybe whatever this was wouldn't be so bad, either—though the fact that the man used a gun to force me obey him made me think that wherever I was going was not good, not good at all. 

He directed me down a short hall and to the doorway through which I had entered the ship. It slid open as I stood in front of it. 

"Out," he said. 

"Where are we?" All I could see was dirt and small bushes and the side of a mountain. It didn't look like Pinecone, so I figured we were on another island, but I had no idea which one. The man chuckled briefly. "Dump," he said. "We call it Dump. Now, get out. Move away from the ship quickly, because we won't wait to take off." 

I was afraid and very much didn't want to go. I didn't know anyone here. Jennie wasn't here. I didn't know who would take care of me. 

I turned my head to say something else. Before I could speak, a hand pushed me in the center of my back, and I stumbled onto the ground. 

"Run," the man said as the ship sealed itself. 

Wind rushed downward from the ship's wings, and it roared. Dust swirled all around me. I stood, took two steps, and the ship began to rise. I ran a few more strides, tripped on something—I couldn't see the ground through the dust—and fell hard. I tasted blood and put my hands over my ears to protect them from the huge noise. 

As the sound faded and the dust began to settle, I rolled onto my back and wiped the grime from my eyes and face. Small streaks of blood stained my hands; I'd split my lip in the fall. I didn't know what to do. I didn't know where I was. I was alone. 

I started crying, at first a few tears and then hard sobs, my chest tight from the effort. My heart hurt because I finally had to accept, really accept, that Jennie wasn't here, that I was alone, that nothing was right, nothing was the way it had been. 

"Is that the biggest baby you've ever seen, Bob?" 

I sat at the sound of the voice and stopped sobbing, though tears still mixed with the sand on my cheeks and my eyes burned. I wasn't alone! 

Ten strides in front of me stood the tallest, thinnest man I'd ever seen. At least a head taller than I was, maybe more, he looked about as thick as one of my legs. His body appeared even thinner because his arms were barely bigger than twigs. 

"I think it is, Benny," the tall man, Bob, said. 

For a moment, I couldn't spot the other person, the one who'd spoken first. Then I looked down and saw him. He was on a small, rough cart with a dark wooden platform and wheels that looked like someone had carved them from hunks of rock. His body and head were normal, and he looked about my age, maybe a bit younger, definitely a whole lot smaller. Where he should have had hands and feet, though, were things that looked like thick bird wings or flippers. He used them to push on the ground and roll the cart closer. 

"Welcome to Dump," he said. His voice was very deep, deeper than that of most grown-ups. "It's obvious why they put  us here, but you look fine. What's your story?" 

Before I could respond, he added, "Don't bother answering now. You'll have to explain it again to the others, and I don't want to hear it twice. Follow us." 

As he rolled off, his flippers slapping the ground in unison to propel him forward, he added, "And cut that crying crap right now. Soldiers don't cry, and we're at war." He glanced back at me. "You just don't know it yet." 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9 

  

Just outside the jump gate station, planet Macken 

Lobo opened a front-facing display so I could watch as we passed through the jump gate aperture and emerged in space behind Trethen, Macken's smaller moon. Normally, I enjoy the process of jumping and discover in each leap through space a kind of wonder I rarely feel. Today, though, I couldn't fully appreciate the experience. 

"Take us closer to the planet," I said, "but don't leave the gate's area of influence." 

"Executing," Lobo said. 

As we turned, I stared at the gate in the display. Like all of them, it resembled a giant pretzel and was a single uniform color. Most were bright, but this one was a very pale green that reminded me of both the oceans and the forests below. Another trait it shared with all gates was its complete lack of tolerance for violence within a sphere with it as the center and a radius of a light-second. Should any ship within that area launch a weapon or be about to collide with anything else, a blast of highly coherent energy would burst from the gate and remove the offender as if it had never been there; the beam left no trace of the offending ship. No one understood how or why gates could do this, but the behavior never varied. In my last visit here, it had saved my life. Until I had spoken to Lim, I was staying inside this safe area in case her message was a trap. 

The gates were in all ways mysterious. No one knew how or why they let us instantaneously move between planets many, many light years apart, or what created them, or the reason that not one gate has ever had a single scratch or imperfection, or why every time a new aperture opens we can count on a human-habitable planet being on the other side. As with so many other mysteries humanity has encountered, we simply adapted to their presence and used them to our advantage; because of them, we've been able to colonize worlds all over the universe. 

Lobo interrupted my reverie. "I've scanned the local data drops and found an update from Lim with her contact info. She's in Glen's Garden." 

The name stirred more three-year-old memories. When I'd last visited Macken, Glen's Garden, though the planet's capital, had been a sleepy oceanfront town desperate enough for my help that it paid me with a then not fully functional Lobo. The jump gate had possessed only three apertures, but the growing fourth had led to conflict between two of the region's largest megacorporations. The entire world had been a beautiful and largely unsettled member of the Frontier Coalition. I'd left before progress could spoil it. 

"Call her," I said. "Also, who's running this planet now?" 

"Executing the first," he said. "From my analysis of the data stream, Lim's company still has the security contract, the FC's local government is still officially in power, and the same two corporations as before, Xychek and Kelco, actually dominate the economy." He paused for a second. "I have Alissa. Please recall that she rescued you from torture not so many years ago, and do try to be nice." I remembered, but the last thing I wanted was social coaching from a killing machine. If I ignored him, though, he might never shut up. "I'll be as nice as the situation permits. Now, please connect us. Full display." 

Her head appeared where the jump gate had been in the front of Lobo. She was still lovely, but her hair was shorter than I'd ever seen it, just a dark coating on her skull. Veins stood out on her neck and her shoulders and her arms and even across the top of her chest, all visible courtesy of the tight black tank top she was wearing. She'd cut a lot of weight since our last meeting, even since the recording she'd sent me. She had the hard, lean, distant look of someone ready to go to war. 

She nodded. "Moore." 

"Lim." 

"Thanks for coming." 

"You knew I would." 

She nodded again. "Yes." 

"The fact that I'm here doesn't mean I'm committing to anything. I want the whole story." 

"Now?" 

"No," I said, shaking my head. "I need to know there's no coercion in any of this." For the first time, she smiled. "Some things don't change," she said. "Like your paranoia." 

"Some things shouldn't change. I'm still alive." 

"So what proof would you like?" 

"Come to the jump gate," I said. "Take a commercial shuttle. Call me when you're in the station, and we'll dock for just long enough to pick you up. We'll talk when you're here." 

"Okay," she said, "but you need to understand this: I'll do what you want for now, but if you sign up, you agree to operate under my command. A whole lot of children don't have the time for us to bring you up to speed and let you design your own attack and run it with different people than the ones I've already recruited. Deal?" 

Lim was more than a little crazy, but she was a topnotch soldier and an excellent planner—and it was, after all, her show. "Deal. If I can't accept your setup, I won't join." 

"See you later today," she said. Her image winked out. 

"Oh, boy!" Lobo said. "A chance to entertain! Whatever shall we serve?" 

  

I don't mind waiting. Staying alert while watching time pass has been a key requirement of many of the jobs I've had. I was, though, now buzzing with energy from the combination of what I'd seen in the Tumani holos, my memories of Pinkelponker, and all the sleep I'd had. To work off some of it, I had Lobo withdraw the pilot couches and started doing cycles of simple body-weight exercises: squats, pushups, dips on a ledge Lobo extruded, and pull-ups. I pushed the pace until I was pouring sweat and my body ached from the exertion. The nanomachines that lace all my cells would heal the torn muscles and remove the waste quickly enough that in short order I would be back to normal, but for that brief time I was deliciously exhausted and hurting. 

"Do you have any idea how much extra air filtration work your exercises cost me?" Lobo said. 

"Like you have something better to do," I said as I stretched out on the floor to relax. 

"In fact," he said, "I do. For example, right now I've hacked into the jump gate traffic computers and am checking the reservations of all the commercial shuttles headed this way. Lim is not yet on any of them, though to be fair to her, she wouldn't have had the time to catch one unless she'd been ready to roll the moment she disconnected from you." 

"As you so often remind me," I said, "your enormous intelligence can do so many things at once that hacking into a single system cannot possibly tax all of it." 

"Good point," he said, "I certainly can and do routinely execute more simultaneous projects than your human brain could ever hope to handle." 

Lying on the floor, the fatigue washing over me, I smiled at Lobo's needling and for a few moments was calm. I closed my eyes as unbidden memories claimed me and destroyed that peace. 

  

Chapter 10 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

I followed Benny and Bob to a path that hugged the side of the mountain and walked along it with them for a long time as its winding course took us higher. We stopped in front of a huge, thick green bush that they moved to the right to reveal a cave three meters wide and so deep that even though some torches burned at a few points on its walls, I couldn't see its rear. I studied the bush, which proved to be not a plant at all but rather a lot of branches woven together. 

When I looked away from it, Benny was staring at me. "Never seen camouflage?" 

"I don't think so," I said. "But I'm not sure. What is it?" Benny looked harder at me. "It's when you use something that blends into its surroundings to cover something that doesn't belong there." 

"So why do you cover a cave with camouflage?" I expected to have trouble saying the big word, but I didn't; it was easy. Maybe big words would all be easier now that Jennie had fixed my head. 

"To stop them from seeing what we're doing?" 

I looked around. "Who?" 

"The government." 

"But the soldiers left, and I didn't see anyone else on the walk here." Benny pointed upward with his chin. "At any time they want to, they can watch us from above, with satellites left over from when the generation ship was still launching them." I didn't understand any of what he said, but I didn't suppose that mattered. What bothered me was  why they had to hide. "Is it bad if they see you?" 

"Yes," Benny said, "because they're the ones we're fighting, and you always want your enemies to have as little data as possible about you." 

I was amazed at how many words he knew. "You're really smart," I said. 

"Yes, but not smart enough that they were willing to keep me around when I have these" he raised his arm and leg flippers a few inches "instead of proper hands and feet." 

"So they brought you here, too?" 

"They  dumped me here, just like you, just like all the others." Twelve more people appeared in the cave entrance—I was surprised by how quickly, almost instantly I could count them—and stared at me. Each one was clearly not normal. One's head was way too big. Another had skin that was rough and scaly and eyes that didn't blink. I felt bad staring at them, even though they seemed to be comfortable looking right at me, so I faced Benny again. 

"Why did the government leave all of us here? I wasn't doing anything bad." Benny shook his head. "How you were behaving has nothing to do with what they did. The background radiation here on Pinkelponker is high, higher than humans had to face back on Earth. It causes a great many mutations. Most people with them die before or during birth. Some survive. Of those that do, a few end up having valuable special abilities. The rest," he paused and looked at the others, "the rest are like us, people no one wants to be around. Freaks. They dump us here and check on us every now and then, just in case someone develops a useful ability. It's happened, but not often. For most of us, once you're here, you're stuck." After a long pause, he added, "Or worse, because sometimes they take the weakest of us for no good reason, and those people never return. I don't like thinking about what may have happened to them." 

I still didn't understand most of what he was saying, but I knew what freaks were, and I knew about special abilities. 

"There's nothing wrong with being different," I said. "Jennie told me so. And she was one of the people who could do special things. She could heal people." 

"Jennie?" Bob said. 

"My sister. She fixed me." 

"You look fine to me," Benny said, "certainly better than any of us. What did she fix?" I tapped my right temple. "My head. I stopped getting smarter when I was really little. She fixed it so my head could now be smart." 

Benny stared at me for several seconds. So did some of the others. Finally, he said, "Are you sure?" 

"Jennie told me so," I said, "and I trust her, so it has to be true." He looked like he was about to argue with me, but he stopped, remained quiet a bit longer, and finally said, "Where is she?" 

"They took her away, so she could heal rich and important people. She didn't like going, didn't want to, but she had to." 

Benny rolled closer to me. "Do you know where she went?" 

I shook my head. I didn't like admitting it, but I had no idea where she was. I looked away from him as I felt tears in the sides of my eyes at the thought that maybe I wouldn't ever see her again. No, I reminded myself, that wasn't right. I'd vowed I would one day find her and save her, and I would. I would. 

"Would you like to go after her?" 

I stared at him. It was like he'd read my mind. "More than anything." 

"Then join us. We're training the fittest of us to be soldiers. One day, we're going to fight them and win and leave this place." He lifted his right arm and waved his flipper slowly to take in all the people behind us. "I told you we are all soldiers and we are all in that war. Are you willing to learn to fight, really fight, so we can escape from here and you can find your sister?" 

Jennie had always told me not to fight, that my size meant I might hurt somebody. She'd mostly been talking about the other people on Pinecone, where I was by far the biggest person. The soldiers who brought me here were bigger, though, much closer to my size, so maybe fighting them was safe. Maybe I wouldn't hurt them too much, and they wouldn't hurt me, either. 

The more I thought about it, the more I realized that was a silly dream. The last man I'd seen had kicked me out of the ship and been willing to let its take-off injure or even kill me rather than walk me to safety. No, if I fought, I had to be willing to hurt them or to give up on Jennie. She was gone, and I sure couldn't go after her as long as I was stuck here. 

I wouldn't give up on her. I would never do that. 

"Yes," I said, "I am. What do we do now?" 

  

Chapter 11 

  

Just outside the jump gate station, planet Macken 

"Alissa's alone," Lobo said. 

His voice yanked me out of my reverie. "How can you be sure?" I said. No way were we docking with the station until I was comfortable. Right now, thanks to the jump gate, we were safe. The moment we docked, the gate would not interfere in any violence that took place inside what I guess it considered to be a single entity. I know: I've had more than a few fights on these stations. 

"Because I looked," Lobo said. "I'm now into all the station computers, so I have complete access to all of its surveillance systems." Two displays popped open in front of me. The one on the left showed a view of the docking port twenty meters in front of where we hung in space. Lim stood alone in front of the doorway, facing outward, her body language stiff and annoyed. She wasn't happy that I'd made her wait. The right display provided an IR view of that same area and the surrounding halls. If anything living was within twenty meters of her, it was doing a great job of shielding itself. Such camouflage would make no sense, however, because no one who might want to get me would expect me to have access to the station network. 

We were as safe as I could hope to be. 

"Dock," I said. "Take off as soon as she's aboard." 

"Of course," Lobo said. "It's not like this is my first dance, and it's not as if you've cornered the market on paranoia." 

"I understand," I said, "but I know you like her." 

"To the degree that I like other humans, that's true," he said, "but so do you." 

"I'm simply being careful," I said, not wanting to argue with him any longer. "In that spirit, scan her before you let her on board." 

I knew from a third display Lobo opened that we had docked, but cocooned inside him I felt nothing; he was good. He was also showing off, making sure I knew he had thought of everything and was, as usual, executing flawlessly. I can't imagine ever taking the details for granted, because minding the small stuff is often what keeps you alive, but with Lobo I probably should learn to trust him more and speak less. 

"She's clean and about to come aboard," Lobo said. "You'll want to get into position." My resolve to treat him better dissolved rapidly in the acid flow of his sarcasm—but he was right. I stepped over to the side hatch Lobo was about to open. As soon as I reached it, but before I could be exposed in front of it, Lobo opened it. 

Lim stepped inside, stopped, and raised her arms. 

The hatch snicked shut. Over the machine frequency, so Lim couldn't hear us, Lobo said, "Disengaging from the station." 

The ability to directly communicate with machines on their frequencies is one of the many improvements Jennie made in me, though it had taken me a while to learn about that one. Life on Dump had not included such niceties as appliances. 

Lim turned her head to stare at me. "Can we get this over with so we can talk?" 

"Sorry," I said. I smiled in embarrassment. "You can relax. We've already checked you." She lowered her arms. "Hi, Lobo," she said. Her smile seemed genuine; why were women always happier to talk to him than to me? 

"It's great to see you again, Alissa," he said. "You look good, ready to fight." She nodded. "I am, and I hope you two will join us." 

I headed up front. "Let's sit," I said, "and talk." 

I stretched out in the pilot's couch and offered her the other one. 

She ignored it and stood. "You've seen the holos," she said, "or you wouldn't have come here. What else do you want to know?" 

"What do you want from me?" 

"From us?" Lobo added. 

"To help us stop the Tumani rebels from continuing to use those children as soldiers, of course," she said. 

"So why not just do it?" I said. "Why call me—" I corrected myself before Lobo could "—us?" 

"I have soldiers of my own, of course," she said, "but what I really need is Lobo, to provide reconnaissance, to act as an on-the-scene command-and-control center, and, if it comes to that, to provide some serious firepower." 

"With no offense to my ship," I said, "between your company and the Saw, you have access to many vessels at least as powerful as Lobo." 

"That's a debatable point," he said to me privately, "when you consider that the intelligence of any entity represents a significant fraction of its power." 

On that point he was certainly correct. Though Lim didn't know it, in fact no living human other than I was aware of it, Lobo was composed of organic/metal-computing hybrid nanomachines that functioned both as dynamically reconfigurable armor and as one of the most powerful tightly coupled computing networks in existence. Only six months ago, we'd tried to capture the man who'd created Lobo's computing substrate from the results of experiments with nanomachines and cells he'd harvested from children—a process that had killed those kids. The nanomachines were something else Lobo and I shared, though I'd never told him about mine. 

"Obtaining a PCAV like Lobo is not a simple task," Lim said. 

"See?" Lobo said. 

I ignored him and responded to her. "Sorry, but though that's true, it's not so tough a job that you couldn't handle it. Why not use your crew's resources and, if necessary, hire the Saw? It's not like you don't have contacts there." When I'd last seen her two and a half years ago, she'd become friends again with a past lover, Colonel Tristan Earl of the Saw. 

"I could," she said, "if I were able to involve either coalition, but I can't. This can't be an official operation—not for my company, and certainly not for the Saw. The FC is my biggest client, and both it and the EC represent major revenue for the Saw." 

"Tumani isn't a part of either coalition," I said, "so why would they care?" 

"That's the tricky part," she said. "Even though the planet is a hellhole that neither coalition has wanted, its population is growing, and someday it's going to join one of them. When it does, that coalition will gain another aperture into the other's space. So, neither one wants the other to have it. To ensure that they play fair, they jointly operate the gate station, and they stop anyone from supplying major weapons to either party in the civil war. I've talked to some of my FC contacts about it. They don't care as much about which side wins the conflict as they do that the EC doesn't determine the outcome and end up with a better relationship with the victor. I assume the EC feels the same way about them." Her comment about the weapons bothered me. "Not to belabor the obvious," I said, "but Lobo is obviously a Predator-Class Assault Vehicle. Why would they let me bring him into that system?" Lim held up her hand and ticked off the points on her fingers. "One: You declare him and operate him as private transport for your courier business. Two: In all official registers, he's listed as having a nonworking central weapons control complex. You and I both know that's not true, and I expect some FC and EC officials do, but that's how he appears in the records the Tumani gate agents would check." I nodded; she was right on both points. Eighteen months ago, in a conflict on a station around a distant gate, Lobo had shown his weapons to an EC official, but both she and I had good reasons to keep our entire relationship confidential. 

"Three," she continued, "I've seen Lobo's camo abilities in action, and he can make the on-planet observers believe he really is no more than the courier transport vehicle you pretend he is. Not drawing their attention is a good thing." 

"Fair enough," I said. "I can see the value of involving us, but I have to believe there's an easier way: Take the recordings to the EC and the FC. Using children as soldiers is something every coalition has condemned." 

She shook her head. "Still assuming I'm incompetent, eh? Of course I've shown the recordings to them. They've responded by pointing out that anyone can fake anything digital." 

"So rather than save these children, or even pay a military outfit to do it, both the FC and the EC are willing to let the rebels use them?" 

She shrugged. "It's not either coalition's fight, and getting involved would be expensive and risky for them. They'd have to do it jointly, and with no economic incentive, why would they bother?" I couldn't argue with her. I'd never seen a large company or any of the three coalitions take any action that didn't directly benefit it. "What if you showed the recordings to the media?" She spoke to me as if I were a child. "Do you think I didn't pursue that option? My friends and I first pushed both coalitions to accept the recordings as true. We hinted that we'd take the holos to both local Tumani media groups and off-planet conglomerates who'd believe us if they didn't. They responded politely and formally in classic governmental fashion: They commissioned joint task forces that periodically carry out inspection tours—very inexpensive and superficial tours, of course—of both rebel and government forces. Fearing coalition involvement, both sides on Tumani naturally agreed to these inspections and to maintaining cease-fires during them." 

"And when the inspectors arrive," I said, "the government leaders claim the rebels are using children, the rebels deny the allegations and say they're not, no kids are in sight, and the FC and the EC joint task force files the appropriate reports." I closed my eyes for a moment. I'd seen such inspections before, and they rarely accomplished anything. "The inspectors go home, and the fighting resumes." 

"Yes, all as you'd expect," she said, the annoyance plain in her voice. "When the inspectors failed to turn up any proof of our allegations, the media interest vanished." She sighed. "We could have saved time if you'd trusted that I knew what I was talking about." 

"I didn't mean to question your competence. I was—and am—trying to understand exactly what the situation is and what I'm getting myself—us—into." 

She smiled slightly. Even the small improvement in her expression lit up the room. I found myself involuntarily smiling in return. 

"Apology accepted," she said. "What else would you like to know?" 

"Does either coalition side with the rebels?" 

"Officially, no. Both the FC and the EC claim to recognize the current government as being legitimate, though as I said neither is willing to supply it with weapons. Because the government won't join a coalition, both are staying away from this civil war—which is also one of the reasons neither one is willing to work very hard to expose the rebels' use of child soldiers." 

"And unofficially?" 

She shook her head. "None of us are sure, but at least some rumors show the EC as leaning slightly toward the rebels. In any case, I don't expect either coalition to get involved as long as we don't import any weapons that would violate their rules and we don't involve any company that already supplies them military services." 

"Like the Saw." 

She nodded. 

All of that was good news, because it meant we shouldn't have to fight any outsiders when we went to free the children. "I take it that the government isn't trying to save the child soldiers on its own because its troops are too busy fighting them." 

"Essentially," she said. "Those children are no different from any other rebel fighters: They're scattered in units all through the jungle. If the Tumani army could find those kids, they could find the units, and they'd attack." She paused. "To the best of my ability to tell, the government would very much like to end the rebels' use of child soldiers, and quite a few government officials have said they'd back our play if we structure it right, but until that time—" 

"—those kids are just more enemies on the other side of firefights." I closed my eyes for a few seconds and thought of jungle missions on Nana's Curse and half a dozen other worlds, some of them with Lim. I stared again at her. "The Tumani generals are telling their politicians that their troops can't pause to figure out the ages of the people shooting at them." 

She nodded again. "And they're right. As much as I hate it, I can't even begin to argue against them." 

"So how are we supposed to find the children, much less rescue them?" She smiled again, this time a full-on grin, and for a second I forgot the topic and was simply glad that I had made her happy. "Courtesy of the same informant who smuggled out those recordings, we know that for a couple of days virtually all the children, something on the order of five hundred of them, will be in a single complex." 

Her pause invited a question, but if I asked the obvious one, I'd be sure to annoy her. After considering my wording for a moment, I said, "There's obviously some factor preventing the government from sending in its troops during that time, or you wouldn't be considering doing it yourself. What's the reason?" 

"Ah, finally the assumption of competence," she said, continuing to smile. "Thank you. The government can't help us because the only time the kids are all in one place is during the cease-fire." 

"The inspectors can't spot any kids among the active rebel troops," I said, "so the government can't afford to be seen by the coalitions as breaking the cease-fire by sending in its troops." 

"Exactly." 

"On the other hand," I said, "a small, private force operating quietly and without the official support of either side would not be breaking any coalition rules—except, of course, for the cease-fire." 

"Which is why," she said, "such a force wouldn't begin its assault until the cease-fire was officially over. Even better, by launching just as the inspectors leave and the government and rebel leaders are returning to their troops, this small force wouldn't encounter much resistance, because to avoid drawing attention to where they stash the kids, the rebels leave only a skeleton adult squad at the complex." 

"Which they can afford to do," I said, "because all or at least most of the kids are already trained soldiers who have no desire to run off. Which means this private force would also be facing five hundred small but nonetheless dangerous enemies." 

"That is one of the mission's challenges," she said with a shrug. "I never claimed this would be easy. Have you ever known one that really was?" She didn't wait for me to reply; we both knew the answer. "We have to strike quickly, disarm the kids, fortify the complex, and use it to contain them." 

"Will the government help us once we're in control?" 

"Yes and no," she said. "We're still negotiating about how to handle the reintegration, but at least initially that will be our problem. Once we occupy the facility, the government will send troops into the surrounding area, but their focus will be outward, not on us." 

"So we'd be bait." 

She shrugged. "Sort of, but not very useful bait, because the rebels can more easily recruit new kids than come back for the ones we capture. The government troops certainly won't let any kids go back to the rebels, so we'll also be jailers. Mostly, though, I think we'll be irrelevant to the troops in the region. The government wants to control this section of the jungle primarily so it can take a healthy bite out of the rebel territory." 

Lim was aware of what we'd be walking into, but she'd done everything she could to minimize the opposition. She'd clearly been building a team, and she wanted Lobo for air support and transport. 

"Why me?" I said. 

"I already told you." 

"No, you told me why you wanted Lobo." 

"Fair enough. I want you because you're good at covert ops, I've worked with you and know you, our team isn't big, and I need everyone on it to be someone I can trust. Besides, it never occurred to me that you and Lobo were anything other than a package deal." 

"Nor to me," said Lobo over the machine frequency. "Were you seriously considering loaning me, as if I were some small appliance?" 

I looked down for a moment as I subvocalized, "No!" 

"Good," he said, still privately. "I should certainly hope not." I turned my attention back to Lim. "You're right, of course: I stay with my ship. At the risk of coming across as insensitive to this cause, I have to ask: Why Tumani? Why these kids? This can't be the only planet where one side in a conflict is using children as soldiers. Why are you getting involved here?" For the first time, she looked away from me as she spoke, and her tone softened. "I'd like to think I'd try to intervene anywhere this was happening, but the truth is that I've never gone looking for the chance to help end this sort of abuse. The same source that showed me the holos and asked me to lead the rescue team is also funding this entire operation. I would have never even thought twice about Tumani if these people hadn't contacted me." She stopped talking, but it was clear she still had more to say, so I stayed quiet. After a bit, she continued. "I'm almost embarrassed to tell you that we'll all get paid—and rather handsomely—for this work. These people had done their research. They knew they could probably persuade me and a few others to take the job for expenses, but they also understood that we'd have to spend serious money to set up and properly outfit the kind of team we'd need." She finally faced me. "Do you think I should have turned down the money?" 

I considered the question, which clearly had been troubling her. Finally, I shook my head. "No. If you had, you wouldn't have been able to assemble as good or as large a team, and if someone is willing to pay and has the resources to do so, I see no harm in taking their money. That answer, though, begs the next obvious and important question: What's that party's reason for being involved?" I'd learned the hard way in a lot of fights over many decades that if you didn't understand the motives of the people paying your way, you were likely to find yourself in some very bad situations. Of course, many mission plans went nonlinear even when you did have that knowledge, but possessing it was always better than not knowing. 

"I'll tell you what they've told me," she said, "but I think you've done enough of this work to know better than to trust that we have the whole story." 

I nodded. 

"One of the kids is special to them. They won't say why, and I haven't pressed the issue, but they're willing to spend a fortune to have us rescue all of the boys just to get this one." 

"A one-target smash-and-grab would be a lot cheaper and easier," I said. "Unless their entire organization is full of morons, they have to know that." 

"I know, I know," she said, "and I considered that fact. I even raised it to them, but they said simply that they had the money to help all the children, so they should." She paused a beat, as if considering whether to tell me the next thing. "They also refused to identify the target. They want us to save all the kids. Once we have, they'll come in and take the one they want." 

"Do you believe they really care that much about all those children?" She shook her head. "No," she said, her voice sharpening with anger, "but someone should, and that's just one more reason I agreed to do this." She stepped closer to me, cutting in half the space between us. I fought my reaction to stand and push her away and instead stayed where I was. "Look, I deal with only one person, a woman, and though she's pretty convincing, her story doesn't hold together as well as I'd like. We both know that the most efficient way to get that kid is to target only him. She knows it, too, but she won't do it. She's shown me the money, so I know she or the group she represents can afford this operation, and her intel has been topnotch so far. My theory—and it is only a theory, I haven't raised it with her and don't plan to—is that the kid they want is for some reason so valuable that they consider it less risky to pay us to save them all than to let us know which kid they want." I thought about it. That would certainly protect the identity of a high-value target, and it would remove any easy temptation for blackmail, but having to acquire a base full of children was a lot more dangerous—to the children as well as to us—than going after a single one. 

I got it. 

I stared at her. "You think they would rather risk that child dying than us finding and keeping him." She nodded, very slowly, her face tightening. "Yes—which is why we really can't trust them until we've secured all the kids and they've retrieved their target." She rolled her head a bit, working to dispel some of the tension that was tightening her neck and shoulders. "On the other hand, when could we ever trust the rear-echelon jerks who hired us?" 

I smiled and shook my head. "Never." I stood and stretched. She held her position, the two of us now less than a meter apart, and watched me carefully. 

"We're clearly going to do it," I said, "so what's the next step?" 

"About time," Lobo said, his voice filling the air around us. 

I'd expected Lim to relax; after all, she'd won. Instead, though, her face tightened further, as if she'd smelled something bad, and she held up her hand. "There's one more complication." 

"That doesn't sound good." 

"I don't like it," she said, "but I'm also not sure what to make of it; maybe it's bad, maybe it's not. My contact with their group was the one who suggested I involve you two. I would have thought of you if you'd been in the area, but I'd never have gone to the trouble of reaching out to so many planets for you. No offense." 

"None taken," I said, but only to buy time. That a third party was suggesting me did not make me happy. I didn't want to be on anyone's first-call list; that kind of notoriety did not make my life easier. Lim was staring at me, so I continued. "Working with people you can reach easily and with no risk only makes good sense." On the other hand, as much as I didn't like having anyone notice me, I had no reason to be particularly surprised by it; I'd attracted more than my share of coalition attention the last few years. "So other than the work you had to do to find me, why is their recommendation of me a complication?" 

"They won't proceed until they meet with you," Lim said. 

Excellent, I thought but did not say. Getting more firsthand data about this mysterious group could only be good for me, though Lim might well see it as potentially undercutting her authority. "I already agreed to work for you," I said, knowing it would help appease Lim, "so they shouldn't make any such requirement." 

"I know," she said, "but the woman did." 

Lim backed up a step. 

"In fact, she's waiting on the gate station for me to call her. She knew you wouldn't go into the structure itself, so she insists on coming aboard and talking to you." 

"Fine," I said. "Call her." 

Over the machine frequency, Lobo said, "I just scanned the station network for visitor IDs," Lobo said. I shrugged as if to say, "So?" 

Still private, Lobo said, "Jon, I'm pretty sure you're not going to like this." 

  

Chapter 12 

  

Just outside the jump gate station, planet Macken 

As Lim spoke into the display that Lobo opened in front of her, over the machine frequency he said, "Jon, Alissa's contact is Maggie, Maggie Park." 

I rocked back into Lobo's interior hull as if someone had pushed me. I'd last seen Maggie a little over eighteen months ago on a street on the edge of Nickres, a city on a planet called Gash. She'd held me and kissed me and she'd walked away, holding the hand of a psychic boy I'd helped save from multiple government and private groups that had wanted to own him. She'd left, and I'd watched her disappear, and I still felt as if part of me had gone with her. Afterward, I'd spent almost a year living in the trees of a developing world and trying to come to peace with a life in which I'd never see her again. Now, everything about Lim's operation made sense. Maggie was a member of the Children of Pinkelponker, a secret group of people descended from residents of my home world, people who all possessed special powers. Maggie could read minds; the boy, Manu Chang, received glimpses of the future; and others in the group, Maggie had said, had other abilities. Like those my sister, Jennie, had used to heal me. The group existed in secret. Its members lived normal lives and worked hard to avoid attention, because if anyone found out they existed, they'd spend the rest of their days either on the run or as lab rats. Like Benny and I had been in the Aggro prison station, where the scientists had conducted the experiments that led to me being the only surviving human-nanomachine hybrid. Those tests also started the chain of events that culminated in the destruction of Aggro, the quarantine and blockade around the apertures to Pinkelponker that persist to this day, and the universal ban on research into melding people and nanomachines. Of course, that ban hadn't stopped all the research in this area, as I'd learned six months ago, when I'd been tricked into helping retrieve a scientist conducting illegal experiments on children. Still, I remained, to the best of my knowledge the only person whose cells teemed with nanomachines. 

As Maggie had walked away from me, her head vanishing as the crowd on the streets enveloped her, I'd wanted with all my heart to run after her, to be with her, to be with other people tied to my home world. Instead, I'd stood still, knowing it was the right thing to do, the safe thing for all of them, even for me. I wouldn't ever again be somebody's experimental animal, and I wouldn't let anyone else suffer that way, either. People near me tended to get hurt; I wouldn't put Maggie and the others in her group at that risk. The correctness of the decision had not, however, meant that I'd liked it, that watching her leave hadn't been harder to take than any of the wounds I've ever suffered. The nanomachines in my cells have been able to heal all of those injuries, but they could do nothing for this one. 

And now she was here, mere meters away from me, only a short leap across the void of space in the station, and for the life of me I couldn't decide whether to burst through its walls to be with her or to head through the first available aperture and keep jumping until I was as many worlds away from here as Lobo could carry me. 

"Jon," Lobo said privately, "Alissa is talking to you." 

I blinked a few times and focused on her. "I'm sorry," I said. "I missed what you were saying." She stepped closer and put her hand on my shoulder. "I understand," she said. "The thought of those poor children gets to me, too, if I think about it too much, but we  will save them. We will." I nodded, happy for her inadvertent rescue. 

"My contact would like to come aboard," she said, "though she's also willing to meet in the station. Your choice." 

"Bring her here," I said. Without thinking, I also said aloud, "Usual protocol, Lobo." 

"Executing," he said out loud. Over the machine frequency, he added, "Only one person is waiting, and all the data I can get from the scan confirms that it's Maggie." 

I was grateful that he didn't choose this moment to needle me about giving him instructions he already knew to follow. I looked down long enough to subvocalize, "Thanks. Act as if we've never met her until she shows otherwise." Either Maggie hadn't told Lim she already knew me, in which case she had a good reason for withholding that data, or she and Lim were gaming me, which I should be able to detect and expose soon enough. 

"Will do," Lobo said privately. 

"I'll warn you right now," Lim said, "that you can push her for details all you want, but she won't give you any. As I said, she'll show you the money, but that's it." 

I forced myself to focus on the task at hand: responding as Lim would expect. "You've confirmed her information about Tumani, right?" 

"Of course." 

"You can think of no reason anyone would choose that location to spring a trap on you?" 

"None." 

"Then I have no reason to brace her for data she doesn't want to provide." 

"Linked to the station," Lobo said aloud. "One human female ready to board." Privately, he added, "No other humans within twenty meters." 

"Let her in," I said. 

As I'd done with Lim, I stood beside the entry hatch, which opened as soon as I was in position. Maggie walked onto Lobo and held up her arms. 

The hatch closed. Lobo disengaged from the station. 

I sagged against the wall to my left, glad for its support. 

Maggie was as beautiful as ever, almost my height with a strong but shapely body and lush red hair that was half a meter longer than when I'd last seen her, now falling past the middle of her back. 

"Jon Moore," Lim said, gesturing to me, "Maggie Chu. Maggie, Jon." Maggie stuck out her hand and said, "Pleased to meet you, Mr. Moore. We've heard only good things about you—and, of course, about your abilities and your ship." 

Lim was watching me. I was afraid to stare at Maggie, but I caught the slight wink she gave when she mentioned Lobo. I registered the new last name but didn't care; it was Maggie. I shook her hand for as brief a time as I could manage, afraid that if I got too strong a grip on her I might never want to let it go. "My pleasure." I gestured to the front of Lobo. "Let's go up front and talk." Lobo had put out another couch. I took the pilot's and swiveled so I could watch them both—and so I would be as far from temptation as I could manage. 

Neither sat. 

"You wanted to talk," I said, staring at Maggie, "so talk. If all you need is to know if I'll help, we can save some time: I will, as Lim almost certainly told you." 

"Alissa did assure me you would," Maggie said, "but it's still good to hear confirmation directly from you. I'm not sure if she told you much about us." 

Lim interrupted her. "I didn't, because you've told me almost nothing." Maggie continued as if Lim hadn't spoken. "Mr. Moore—" 

I interrupted her. "Jon." 

She smiled and nodded, all business, no warmth in her expression. "Jon, I represent an organization of wealthy individuals who despise the thought of any group using children as soldiers. They've made it their special cause to stop such abuse wherever they hear of it. Sometimes, they can be effective with lobbying and similar conventional approaches to the problem. Other times," she paused and shrugged, "more direct and controversial tactics are necessary. When they are, I help facilitate a solution." 

"It's a good cause," I said, "and I already told you I would help. Lim said you're paying, which is definitely a nice additional incentive." 

"It's that very topic that I want to discuss with you," Maggie said. Lim had been acting as if she were barely paying attention, but at this statement she snapped her head around to face Maggie. "Our deal is that I negotiate terms with each team member and all funding flows through my organization." 

"And so it shall," Maggie said, "but due to the special equipment—" Maggie gestured with both hands to take in Lobo "—that Mr. Moore, Jon, is supplying, we'd prefer to work out compensation directly with him." 

Lim's face clouded. I couldn't blame her. Maggie was undercutting her authority and in the process putting me in an awkward position with the woman who would be my commander on this mission. 

"Lim's in charge," I said, "so I have no problem with her participating in our discussions." Maggie stared at me, but whatever she was trying to tell me, I could not understand. She turned and put her hand on Lim's shoulder, and I knew what Lim could not: Maggie was now reading her thoughts. After a few seconds, Maggie said to her, "You're right about compensation. I hadn't wanted to bring it up, but even though we suggested Jon, my principals would like me to vet him in private. It's not my choice, and I apologize for it, but I have to follow my orders. Perhaps if you'd like, after he and I speak alone long enough for me to do that, you could rejoin us and we could all discuss the payment terms. That way, I'd be indulging my principals but not violating our arrangement. Would that work for you?" Lim clearly wasn't completely satisfied, but the compromise addressed enough of her concerns that she was no longer as angry as she had been. Being able to read someone's thoughts definitely would provide a huge edge in negotiations—though the fact that Maggie had to be touching a person to do so had to be a frustrating limitation. Watching Maggie use her ability naturally and without obvious thought, much as most of us might stare into another's eyes, made it even more clear to me how distressing it must be to her that I was the one person she could not read. Another gift of the changes Jennie had made to my brain, I supposed, and one I was very glad to have. 

"Okay," Lim said. "Do we have to go back to the station again?" 

"No," Lobo said aloud. "You could wait in the med room." 

"Fine," Lim said. Staring at me, she said, "Come get me as soon as you're done." 

"Will do," I said. 

She paused a few beats, nodded, and headed out of the pilot's area. 

Maggie and I stared at one another, saying nothing, until Lobo came over the speakers. "Lim is in the med room and can hear nothing." Privately, he added, "I assume I should not show her this conversation." 

"Correct," I subvocalized. 

Now that I was alone with Maggie, I wasn't sure what to say to her, how to behave. Should I rush to her? 

Yell at her? Pretend the past had never happened? 

We stared at each other some more. I stayed where I was. I knew there was a right thing to do, but I could not figure out what it was. My frustration at my own incompetence grew. 

Finally, the words coming out harsher than I intended, I said, "You wanted me alone; now you have me. What do you want?" 

Chapter 13 

  

Just outside the jump gate station, planet Macken 

"Do you think I wanted to leave you?" Maggie said, ignoring the question I'd asked and answering the one I wouldn't raise. She shook her head, her own frustration obvious. 

"I don't know," I said. I didn't. I didn't understand anything about her, not really, not about any part of her that mattered. When I realized that my body had stopped aging at what appeared to be my late twenties, I knew I could never stay in one place for too long. Anti-aging technology certainly helped—no people with money looked older than thirty unless they wanted to, at least until their eighties or so—but at a hundred and fifty-five years old I was so far off the norm that I couldn't let anyone discover my true age. I could never settle down with anyone without telling them, and I've never been able to muster that level of trust. It was easier to avoid intimate relationships entirely than to deal with the consequences. Maggie had made me rethink that decision hundreds of times, but in the end I knew I was right to let her go—and she was right to leave for her own reasons. 

Her face clouded. She shook her head slowly. "Maybe you don't, Jon, but you should. You really should." 

"Does it matter?" I said. Without meaning to move, I was standing right in front of her, almost touching her. "You did what you had to do. You'd do the same thing again if necessary." She stepped back and looked away. 

Now I understood. 

"Like you're going to do as soon as this is over. Right?" When she didn't answer, I repeated the question, louder this time, "Right?" 

When she faced me again, tears were running down her face and she was nodding. "Yes, because I have to. Because what I'm protecting is more important than either—or both—of us." I clenched my fists and willed myself to stand still, not to move at all, but after a few seconds I couldn't take it and instead turned and walked the several steps away from her that the area permitted. "Isn't it always?" I said, more to myself than her. 

I leaned against the wall. I heard her crying behind me, but I couldn't look back. We both knew where this was going, and all I was doing was making it worse. 

I couldn't change her mind; I was even pretty sure I shouldn't. 

I could, though, do one good and useful thing: I could make this easier on her. I took a few deep breaths, unclenched my hands, and turned around. 

"I'm sorry, Maggie," I said, "for being such a jerk. You're only doing what you have to do to keep a whole group of people safe, and I in no way disagree with your choice. In your situation, I'd do exactly the same." I couldn't bring myself to tell her that I had, that I'd left others in the past, that I would probably would do so in the future, that I could see no chance I could ever have a long-term relationship. Instead, I looked at her and wished that she could read my thoughts, that she could know that as much as I hadn't wanted her to leave, I understood her choice. Then, with all the sincerity and heart I could muster, I lied to her. "I'm sure it wasn't easy for you, and I'm sorry I didn't say that before." I wasn't sure. I'd never understood her feelings for me, but that didn't matter. What mattered was selling the story to her. She chuckled and wiped the tears from her cheeks. "I've watched you lie to major government officials and religious heads. I've seen you con a great con man. I know you can sell any story to anyone. I guess I should be flattered that you can't lie to me about this topic. I'm just sad you don't understand, but you don't, and trying to explain it all to you will only lead to more pain for both of us. So at least hear once that it wasn't easy, that leaving you was one of the hardest things I've ever done. Okay?" Without waiting for my response, she straightened and said, "As for why I wanted to talk to you, it was because I knew you'd end up learning of my involvement, and I didn't want any of this to surprise you." 

"You also didn't want me to say something I shouldn't," I said, glad to be back on terrain I understood. 

"Or that," she nodded. "Not that I expected you would. I'm just being careful." 

"As you should be." 

"You were also correct," she said, "that I'll be leaving as soon as we have the child. I have to go; being even this involved is a big risk for us." 

"So why take that chance?" I said. "You're going to a great deal of trouble, not to mention an enormous expense, for a single child." 

"I like to think that we'd do the same for any descendant of Pinkelponker, and I'm glad that in the process we can help all these other kids, because what the Tumani rebels are doing to them is horrible." 

"But." 

"But this is a very special child indeed, a child who doesn't yet know how special he will be. We have to rescue him before his powers manifest themselves." 

"So if they haven't shown up yet, how did you find him?" I said. 

She smiled and shook her head. "You know I can't answer that. We did, and now we have to rescue him." 

"Are you going to tell me which child it is, so I can protect him?" 

"No, but not for any of the reasons Alissa is probably guessing. I wish we could, but we don't know who he is. We know he's among the children the Tumani rebels recruited as soldiers, and we're pretty sure he's alive, but until I and a colleague walk among the kids, we won't know which one he is." 

"Assuming he's in the complex and we succeed." 

"Assuming all that." 

All this risk, all this expense, a covert attack on a base on a planet no one cares about, and all they wanted to do was save one kid. 

Of course, if I had the resources and the opportunity, I'd do the same for Jennie. 

"Just how rich is your group?" I said. "The economics here don't add up, and whenever the money doesn't make sense, my experience is that something else will prove to be false as well." 

"Rich enough that everything this mission might possibly cost wouldn't deserve a mention in a weekly analysis of our assets." She pointed to her head as she continued. "Think about it, Jon. You've met Manu. You've seen him predict a future event correctly. He's just a boy; others with the same ability are much more powerful and accurate. Knowledge plus time yields money. Some large entities have more assets than we do, but ours are very considerable indeed." 

I thought about it for a few seconds, and as I did, I grew angry. "So even though you could save all of these children for a cost you wouldn't notice, if one of your special few hadn't been among them, you would have left them to their fate." 

She didn't look away this time. "Yes," she said, "to my great embarrassment, we would have done just that. As would you. As would most people. Without an incentive, how many of us would jump into a fight that was not directly ours? How many of us devote even a fraction of our assets to helping others? 

Plus, we have to maintain a very low profile, because if any government or megacorp knew we existed, well . . . ." She shrugged. 

I understood. They would hunt down every child of Pinkelponker and use them and study them in the hopes they could replicate the abilities. I'd never go back to being an experimental animal; they were right to do everything in their power to avoid being discovered. 

I also had to accept her other statements. I hated them, but she was right, and I had no room to criticize. I've helped a lot of people, but rarely by altruistic choice; I've been dragged into some battles and paid to fight others. 

One more practical matter was bothering me. "How did you find me?" 

"Alissa found you." 

"By implementing a strategy you gave her." 

Maggie nodded. "True," she said. "We already knew where you were, but we couldn't tell her without drawing more attention to our relationship with you than we were comfortable doing. So, we created the messages and made sure one ended up where you were." 

"You didn't answer my question: How did you find me?" 

She stared at me but said nothing. 

I finally understood. "You didn't have to find me," I said, "because you track me. Right?" 

"The very question I wanted to ask," Lobo said privately. "I find it most disturbing that anyone can follow us without me being aware of it." 

"We do," Maggie said, "because of your past involvement with us. As we do Jack Gridiz and others who have come close to knowing about any of us. It's only prudent." 

"How?" 

Maggie smiled but said nothing. 

"Fine," I said. "I hadn't really expected an answer." Like Lobo, I found this troubling, but Maggie wasn't going to tell me anything more. 

"Lim is pacing furiously," Lobo said. "I suggest you wrap this up." 

"At the risk of sounding angry, which I'm not," I said, "we need to finish this conversation and bring back Lim. She can't be happy that we're meeting without her, and I don't want to undercut her authority on this mission. Is there anything else we need to cover privately?" 

I hated asking, because even though I knew more talking would do no good, there was still so much I wanted to discuss with Maggie, but we couldn't keep Lim in storage any longer. 

"Just this," Maggie said, her tone all business now, "Lim may not appreciate the extent of our resources or what we—what I—am willing to do to help your team if you say it's necessary. So, I'd like to ask you to keep an eye on the situation, and if you spot something else we should be doing, some area where we could be helping, let me know." 

"You understand what such a request could do to my relationship with Lim?" I said. "She's in charge, and she won't feel she can command well if she thinks she has to watch her back constantly." Maggie waved her hands. "I'm not trying to undercut her. At the same time,  you are the person I know, the person I trust." 

"So why approach Lim?" 

"Because we needed a large team, and she could recruit one more easily than you. And because of what I read in her: She cares about these kids. She will do her very best for them." 

"Yes, yes she will." I thought about how I would run this mission and manipulate the odds if I were in Maggie's shoes, and about the way she had completely fooled me in the past. "And by using Lim as the lead on this mission, you end up with two data sources on the inside." 

Maggie shrugged. 

Protecting any of the children of Pinkelponker always came first with her. I'd do well to remember that fact. 

"Anything else?" I said. 

"That's it." 

I stared at her for a few seconds longer, but there was nothing I could say in a short time, maybe nothing I could ever say, that would change anything. 

"Release Lim," I said aloud to Lobo. 

To Maggie, I added, "Brace yourself." 

  

 

Chapter 14 

  

Just outside the jump gate station, planet Macken 

The sound of Lim's steps preceded her into the forward chamber. 

I leaned against the wall as far from Maggie as I could get. 

Maggie stayed where she was and turned to greet Lim. "Thank you, Alissa," she said, smiling as Lim entered the area, "for allowing me to respect the wishes of my principals. I'm sorry it took me so long; they had instructed me to review quite a few questions with Jon." 

Lim stared first at Maggie and then at me; she was clearly annoyed but fighting to maintain her selfcontrol. She'd grown a lot since we'd last worked together; at that time, she'd had trouble staying calm in almost any meeting. "No apology necessary," she finally said. "It is, after all, your money and, therefore, ultimately your mission." 

"But it is under your command," Maggie said, "and I apologize again for doing anything without your direct involvement. If it'd been up to me, well," she shrugged, "but it wasn't, and I had to follow my orders." 

Maggie played her perfectly, because Lim relaxed visibly as she said, "Is there anything else I need to know?" 

"I debriefed Jon on his capabilities and that of his ship," Maggie said, "and I satisfied myself that he understands and appreciates the importance of this mission. That's about it." 

"And compensation?" Lim said. 

"We didn't discuss it," Maggie said. "I trust you and he will sort out that topic without my involvement." Lim nodded, satisfied. "Of course. Should we take you back?" 

"Yes, please," Maggie said. "Will you be coming with me? I believe you and I have a few more details to review." 

"After a few minutes," Lim said, "if you don't mind waiting." 

"Not at all," Maggie said, "not at all." 

  

When we'd dropped Maggie and were once again floating in space just off the gate station, Lim looked into my eyes and said, "Is there anything you'd like to add to her description of your conversation?" 

"Only that I told her that meeting without you was a bad idea because you might feel she was trying to undercut your authority. I also said that if I were in command, I wouldn't want to feel like I had to watch my back all the time." 

"What did she say to that?" 

"She said that she had no intent to do any such thing and that you were in charge." 

"And you agree?" 

I hit the wall beside me. "Yes!" I said. "As I just told you. I didn't ask to meet with her; you two decided I should. I didn't do any of this. You approached me, you told me to talk with her, and now you're bracing me like I'm some fresh noncom out to steal your squad. I'm not—as I'd hope you know. As I also hope you'd know, if I want something from you, I'll ask directly." 

She held up her hands. "Fair enough. I'm sorry. I didn't want it to go down the way it did, but she insisted." 

I took a deep, slow breath, and said, "So what's next?" 

"Tomorrow morning, we meet on Macken with the other senior leaders, review the mission plan, and head to Tumani." 

"Will I know anyone?" 

Lim smiled. "Gustafson and Schmidt. We worked with them the last time you were in this system." Gustafson had been a Saw Master Gunnery Sergeant and a man I'd liked instantly. Only near the end of my time on Macken had I learned that Schmidt, a Saw Sergeant, was involved with him. "Are those two still together?" Before she could answer, I added, "And have they quit the Saw?" 

"Yeah," Lim said, "they're a couple. Schmidt hasn't left him since he finally figured out that she was interested in him. I don't think she'll ever let him go. They're both still with the Saw, though; they're doing this on an extended leave. Of the two, Schmidt is the one we need more." 

"Why?" 

"Because she's a reintegration specialist." 

I snorted. "In my experience, reintegration consists of your final paycheck and, if you're lucky, a useless exit interview with some psych flunky who drew the short duty straw." 

Lim nodded. "Mine's the same as yours, but we can do a lot better with these kids." 

"And since when," I said, "has Schmidt worked in reintegration? The last time I saw her, she was just another noncom." 

"She cares deeply about the issue, and she's had a fair amount of training." 

"Training?" I laughed. "You and I have both taken field med classes. Neither of us would want the other one to operate on anybody." 

Lim's face tightened. "What do you want me to say? Schmidt's the best of us at reintegration, so she'll run that part of the show. Is that going to be a problem for you?" After a few seconds, she added, "None of this should matter to you anyway; you'll be leaving as soon as we capture the complex." 

"You're right, of course," I said, "and it won't be an issue." 

"Good, because that's not the problem in front of us now." 

"No, it's not. What about the old man?" Colonel Tristan Earl had been the head of the Saw in this sector. He was one of the few officers I've ever completely respected—and also a former lover of Lim's. 

"I'm afraid not. He's on a yearlong assignment at FC HQ, and he couldn't get the leave. Anything else that can't wait until morning?" 

"No," I said. 

"Then put me back on the station," Lim said. She was so bursting with energy that she couldn't stand still. 

"We need to finish mission prep so we can finally get to work." 

  

Chapter 15 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

"Run!" Benny's voice rang clear and loud from his perch on a ledge a few meters above the beach where the five of us stood at attention. 

I looked at the two on either side of me and started to go. 

"Stop!" Benny screamed. "Fall in." 

I joined the others standing with our feet just behind the line Bob had drawn in the sand with his big toe. I stood up straight, the way Benny had told me to. Even though it was early morning, the sand was already warm. I liked it here, though, liked the sound of the ocean and being on the beach, liked the moments when I could forget where I was and enjoy the water and the sand as if I were home again on Pinecone. 

"You hesitated," Benny said, his voice loud and seemingly all around us. I glanced upward for only a second, but he noticed. 

"Eyes front!" 

I stared straight ahead. I didn't like the way he was yelling at me, but I obeyed him because I'd said I would. 

"You hesitated," he said again, "and that hesitation could kill you. Worse, it could destroy any chance of escaping from here. When the ranking person gives a command, you follow it—immediately, without question. Do you understand?" 

"Sir, yes, sir!" said Alex, the guy to my right, a small, squat boy who couldn't have been more than twelve and who had only one full-size arm, his left. 

"I can't hear you!" Benny said, louder than Alex had been. 

"Sir, yes, sir!" the others replied, loudly and in unison. 

I couldn't stand it any longer. I stepped over the line, walked closer to the rock wall, and stared up at Benny. "I don't like this!" I said. "I don't see why you have to yell at us, and I don't know why we're bothering to learn this stuff. How is it ever going to help me get back Jennie?" At the thought of her, my eyes clouded with tears. 

Another realization hit me. "What do you know about being a soldier anyway?" Out of the corner of my eye I watched as Bob walked in front of me, as if he was going to use his stick of a body and his twig arms to push me back into line. Benny shook his head slightly, and Bob returned to where he'd been. As if Bob could move me. I could throw him with one hand. I was more than ready to do it, except I knew that the impact might hurt him. 

"One time," Benny said, "one time I'll explain myself, and after that, either you follow orders or you leave and fend for yourself. Understand?" 

"No! Who put you in charge?" 

"You did, just like the rest of them did, when you signed up to learn to fight. Every one of us with enough body mass and strength to be able to do any good against the government soldiers has agreed to learn." I glanced at the others. This small group contained all our best people. The rest had problems that made them liabilities in a fight. Everyone else nodded slightly in agreement with Benny. 

"You asked what I knew about this training," he continued. "It's obvious I haven't been through it myself; just look at me." He waited until I did, as if I needed a reminder of what he was or how he had to live. 

"Remember when I said the soldiers come and take away those with abilities?" I nodded. 

"Well," Benny said, "that happens only when they know about those abilities. Not everyone tells them. I haven't." 

Bob stared at him as if he was doing something wrong, but Benny kept talking. 

"A few months ago, I realized I could read people." 

"Read them?" I said. 

"Their thoughts," he said. "No, that's not really right. Their memories. They appear in my mind like long stretches of video, but with feelings attached." 

"Video?" 

Benny shook his head. "I keep forgetting where you grew up. Pinecone is a backwater, a place they keep farmers. What you can find on some of the other islands would amaze you." I considered what he'd said. "That ability would be valuable, like the way Jennie can heal people." I continued to be surprised at the connections I could make. I wondered if I'd ever get used to it. "Why don't you tell the soldiers what you can do? They'd take you off Dump. You don't need us." 

"So I can be their pet freak?" he said. His throat strained with the effort of controlling his anger. "So they can use me when they need me and the rest of the time put me back in some cage? No! I won't do that. I deserve to live my own life, the way I want to live, not as some special weapon under their control." The others behind me murmured in agreement. His passion was infectious; we all felt it. 

"I can read most people," he said, "as long as I'm within a few meters of them. The last few times a ship has come here, I've done my best to be nearby, like I was today when they dropped you. At this point, I've read a dozen different soldiers who've come here. I'm not good enough to pick up everything from any of them, and I can't remember everything I've read, but I've held onto their training memories. They went through a process something like what we're doing. If you want to beat them, you have to train, too." I stared at him and for several seconds couldn't decide what to do. That information sounded useful, but when I ignored his flippers, his cart, and the fact that he was above us, yelling orders, and instead focused only on his face, all I saw was another boy, like me, maybe even younger. 

"What gives you the right to give us orders?" I said. "It's not like you're a parent or even a grown-up. How old are you anyway?" 

He stared right back at me. "Fifteen," he said, "but in most biological respects much younger. Like you. The things that are wrong with us have slowed many aspects of our development. Your body grew large; my mind basically did the same." He shook his head and rolled to the edge of the overhang. "None of that matters, though. We're on Dump. Our one way off this island is through a group of trained soldiers. I'm the only one with any idea at all about how to prepare you guys to fight them. So just one thing matters: Are you with us or not?" 

He was right. As much as I hated even the little bit of training we'd done so far, I knew he was right. Something nagged at me. "If you can read people's memories, why did you ask me so many questions?" 

"I told you," he said, "I can't read everyone. I thought I could, but I can't read you, so there are probably also others I can't read." He waved his arm, the odd flipper still distracting me as it moved. "Look, do you want to train to fight these men, or not? If you do, we need to get to work. If you don't, leave." I didn't have to look at the others to know I was their best hope for success. I had the only large and complete body here. I also knew that unless they were all lying to me, my only way out of here was to help them beat the soldiers. 

Another connection appeared in my head. I didn't even have to think hard; it just happened. Jennie was really good. 

"And if we beat the soldiers—" 

"  When we beat them," he said. "We must believe we will do it." 

"When we beat them," I said, "you can fly their ship because—" He interrupted me. "Because I've read those memories, too. Yes. I'll need someone else, someone with good hands, to do the actual flying, but I can tell them how." He paused and stared at each of us in turn. 

"So we can escape from Dump. When we win, we'll be free." 

I studied his face. He didn't look away. If he was lying, he was doing it well. I definitely wanted to get off Dump; I sure couldn't save Jennie as long as I was stuck here. His plan might not work, but I didn't have a better option. "Okay," I said, "I'm with you." 

"Then fall in." 

I joined the others and stood up straight, eyes focused forward. 

"On my mark, sprint as fast as you can to the tree at the beach's curve and back to this line." 

"Sir, yes, sir!" we all yelled. 

"I can't hear you!" he said. 

"Sir, yes, sir!" we yelled again, and this time the sound was loud enough that I didn't like it. 

"Better," he said. "Now, run!" 

We ran. 

  

When we were all panting and walking more than running, Benny let us stop and rest. He didn't give us long, though. About as soon as I could breathe normally, he had us lie flat on our backs on the ground and lift our trembling legs until they were a hands-width off the sand, and then hold them there. First, we kept our feet together, and then we separated them, held them up, and after a bit returned to the first position. Finally, he let us rest them on the ground—but only for a few seconds. Then, we started all over again. After a while, Benny told Bob to stop exercising and instead check us. Bob walked among us, making sure we were doing it right, sometimes lifting our feet with one of his, other times stepping on our stomachs as Benny reminded us to tighten those muscles. 

"To win," he yelled, "we must surprise them, and you must be both fast and strong. Strength comes from the middle. Do another one!" 

We no longer had to respond to his orders; we had only to follow them. 

As if we were one large person, all at the same time we lifted our legs and held them above the sand. My thighs shook and my stomach hurt and I had to squint my eyes against the bright sunlight that was heating the day. I wasn't sure I could keep it up. 

"Legs apart!" Benny said. 

Bob came and stood on my stomach. He smiled at me, as if he were having fun. I wanted to jump up and punch him in the face so hard it would cave in. I wanted to break him, to tear him in half. 

He shook his head slightly as he stepped off me and walked over to Alex. He was playing with me. In that moment, I hated him and I hated Benny and I hated the soldiers and I would do anything before I'd let any of them beat me. 

I gritted my teeth and continued to hold my legs above the ground. The pain filled my legs and ran up into my torso, but I didn't care. I would not let them beat me, not any of them. 

They would not beat me. 

  

Chapter 16 

  

Beach house, outside Glen's Garden, planet Macken 

Lim swore it was coincidence that she'd chosen as her planning center the same house I'd rented over three years ago. I've never liked coincidences, but I let it go; at least I knew the area. I drifted to the front activeglass window and told it to stop filtering and instead to let in all the light, so I could enjoy the natural beauty of the ocean crashing onto the beach only a few dozen meters in front of us. When I'd last been here, the house had stood alone on this stretch of sand near the edge of the rainforest; now it had neighbors on both sides and behind it. In all the beautiful places we humans touch, we move rapidly from appreciation to commercialization and then to devastation, ruining the best parts of nature as relentlessly as any plague. I wasn't sure I'd want to see this place in another three years. At the large table behind me, Lim, Gustafson, and Schmidt studied the layout of the complex, adding new data to the model and preparing for our review. I'd arrived earlier than they'd expected, so after greeting them I was passing time while they finished their preparations. 

If Gustafson had changed since our last meeting, I couldn't spot it. Dark hair cropped short, taller than Lim but a little shorter than I am, his body thick with corded muscle and almost no body fat—he looked every bit the professional soldier he was. Even the fine scar lines on his neck and hands were still there. I'd once asked him why he left them when any half-decent surgery could remove them. He'd smiled and said he liked having the reminders of his own stupidity. 

Schmidt was leaner than when I'd last seen her, with very little fat and much shorter hair. Like Lim, she'd cut fat in preparation for the physical strains of combat, but her darker skin, the color of a rich deep chocolate, highlighted her muscles more than Lim's and made her look even more ripped. I was silently grateful for the nanomachines that let me eat anything I wanted and still walk around with under five percent body fat. 

"All clear outside," Lobo said privately over the comm. I trusted Lim, but I didn't have much use for the local FC presence, so I'd dressed for trouble: armored pants and long-sleeved shirt, visible gun in a holster, another one in the small of my back, a third on my right ankle, a comm link, and contacts with overlays showing near and far exterior views. Lobo hovered overhead in case I had to exit quickly. I tuned into the local appliance network. Some combination of the changes Jennie had made to me and the nanomachine infusion the Aggro scientists had performed gave me the ability to talk with machines on their standard frequencies. Though almost always dull, appliances have so much surplus computing power that they can do their jobs with only a fraction of their intelligence. With the rest, they talk—and talk and talk and talk. They especially love to yak about their work, and sometimes you can learn a great deal from them. I'd garnered little from the washers, which are usually great sources of gossip, other than the facts that the house had sat empty for a month this winter before Lim had rented it and that she had yet to wash any of her clothing. I was concerned about being monitored, so I focused on the household security cluster. 

"Will these people ever do anything interesting?" said what I had to assume was the main control system. 

"I'm ready if they do," a camera said, "with perfect focus on the fronts of the three at the table." 

"That's all fine and good," another camera said, "if they keep facing you, but I'm the one with the best chance at being necessary, because I'm following the male by the window. He has one gun visible and probably two more his colleagues can't see, assuming my contour-analysis software is correct—as it usually is." 

"You say the word, and I'll gas them!" the house defense system said. "If they even think about breaking a window like those last renters, I will put them to sleep. I swear I will!" 

"No," the main house comm said, "you know you're not allowed to do that. The owner's instructions were very clear: I'm to call the police." 

"I bet you're relaying everything to archival storage, aren't you?" I said over their frequency. "Just in case you need it one day. Smart." 

"Excuse me!" I couldn't tell which machine was talking. 

"How can you talk to us?" the defense system said. 

"I'm sorry," I said. "I should have remembered what planet I was on. Machines on more developed worlds—newer models, probably—are so much more cosmopolitan about communication. I should not have assumed—" 

"Newer?" said the main control system. "Sure, some of these support units are a little out of date, but I'm the most recent model of my type that Xychek makes, and I assure you my updates are current. We're simply not accustomed to visitors with your particular skills." 

"Again, I apologize. I was only curious about how much of this information you were relaying to the owner's archives. I am, after all, here in a confidential capacity." 

"And you can rest assured that we respect your position!" the main system said. "Discretion is our watchword, so we hard-wipe everything as soon as the post-rental escrow period is over. Until then, the local copies live in a quantum-encrypted state accessible only to the primary renter." 

"Which means, of course, that my best work never gets the audience it deserves," the first camera said. "If only others could see the perfection of my recordings." 

"Perfection?" the second camera said. "You call those tedious hours perfect? The light where you're shooting is illumination of perfect constancy, and yet your work is pedestrian at best. I, on the other hand, have to adjust to the way this annoying twit—no offense intended, sir—keeps changing his position, all the while delivering a level of image quality you can only dream about." I tuned out. Once appliances start quarreling, they can keep it up for hours. The still, quiet interior of the house, with the only noise the soft murmurs behind me, contrasted sharply with the increasingly wild ocean and sky. A storm was advancing quickly toward us, the heavens darkening with clouds and the waves gaining strength and size as I watched. 

"We've merged all the data, Jon," Lim said. "Ready?" 

I nodded and walked over to the table. 

A holo of a wood-walled rectangular compound floated above it. A large perimeter of bare earth surrounded it. Inside the walls stood over two dozen buildings of the same dark wood. A camo curtain floated in the air over the whole thing, support rods rising here and there from the ground. 

"This place looks huge," I said. 

"It does indeed, Gunny," Schmidt said, using my old Saw rank—and her current one. She pointed at the dirt outer area. "The cleared zone is twenty meters wide at its narrowest points, much wider at others. The dozen or so almost identical rectangular buildings house the kids, not quite fifty of them to a barrack." I waved my hand through the cover. "Is that thing really good enough to stop satellite scans?" 

"Yes and no," Gustafson said. "It's activecamo material with IR interference, so the sats can get some shape data but not anything near a full read. It stays up only during the cease-fires; the rebels take it down and use it elsewhere as soon they redeploy the boys. All of this, of course, is per our sources on the ground." 

"You trust them?" I said. 

"Chu's people gather intel and relay it to us," Lim said. "They claim to be using only reliable agents and verifying all we see before we see it. Everything we've received from them so far has been good, but it's now also out of date. Chu said their sources dried up." 

"Died, more likely," Gustafson said. 

"I hope it wasn't a kid, Top," I said, "but from those holos, I have to assume it was. You saw them?" 

"Of course," he said. 

We all fell silent, each lost in our thoughts about those recordings. 

"We can expect about two dozen adults," Lim said, bringing us back to the point, "and, of course, about five hundred of the kids." 

"Why so few guards?" I said. 

"To the rebels, these boys are no longer prisoners," Schmidt said. "They're fellow soldiers. The adults are there just to help them get out quickly should the lazy-ass inspectors actually decide to do their jobs." 

"And the likelihood of that is?" I said. 

"Zero," Schmidt said. 

"Which is why we're here," Lim said. "Let's talk about approach options." She zoomed out the holo to give us an aerial view of the compound. It vanished under the camo covering, but a small green glow outlined it for us. It really did sit in the middle of nowhere, nothing but jungle for many klicks in all directions. 

"What options?" Gustafson said. "We jump in, or we'll be on rebel turf during active combat. Sixty of us should be able to crush two dozen rebels, but if either coalition notices, or if, Heaven help us, the rebels spot us and tell the boys to fight us, we're in for a whole lot of pain." 

"There is another way," Lim said. "Jon could fly in fast with a small team and gas the whole place. We could follow at our leisure. The government doesn't have any ships capable of doing that; in fact, they don't have any significant aerial assault force." She shook her head. "Visiting Tumani is like going back in time. Way back." 

"I don't like it," I said. 

"Why?" Lim said. 

"Two reasons," I said. "First, my ship can carry maybe twelve people and their supplies. You said sixty of us to handle about five hundred boys, which is nearly a nine to one ratio of them to us; that's already pushing it. Taking in a small team is just too risky if that group has to hold the boys for any time at all." 

"Double that many in me if we cram," Lobo said over the comm. 

I ignored him and continued. "Second, we risk EC and FC anger and lose our only surprise advantage—

my ship—if we use it as a weapon. If they spot that action on any sat recordings—and you can bet the rebels will complain to the coalitions and ask for a review—they'll find us guilty of importing and using a banned weapon. On the other hand, if we jump in, all we need are ships whose doors will open while they're aloft. Mine can pass as just one more tourist craft we repurposed." Gustafson nodded. "We could go for handheld gassing from your ship—" 

"—but coverage wouldn't be as good with what we can legitimately bring in," Schmidt finished his sentence. 

"And I really do hate giving up the one surprise available to us," I said. "Once we reveal my ship is a PCAV, we run the risk of being deported—or worse—for bringing it to Tumani. So, we need to hide that fact if we possibly can. We shouldn't ever need to use it for combat, but I'll feel a lot better knowing we have the option, should push come to hard shove." 

"Amen to that, Gunny," Gustafson said. 

I pointed at the trees around the cleared area in the holo. "The one flaw in my plan is that we really do not want to have sixty people jumping into trees. Even if all the people making the leap are very, very good, the odds are that at least a few of them will get badly hurt." 

"The canopy is thick enough," Gustafson said, "that we might be able to land safely on it." His voice trailed off. "Might. I know at least a few folks who claim to have done it safely and without wearing heavy penetration-resistant body armor." 

"But it's not a good bet," Schmidt said. 

"No," Gustafson and I said at the same time. 

"So are we back to gassing from your ship?" Lim said. 

I shook my head. "No. The argument for not doing it remains." I stared at the complex and the forest around it. "How far back can you pull this holo?" 

Lim scrunched the complex to a quarter of the size it had been; the forest surrounding it grew considerably. 

I walked around the holo and studied the landscape. About five klicks northeast of the complex was a small cleared area. A similar one stood about four klicks to the west. I pointed at them. "Do we have enough data on these to get a better view?" 

Lim nodded and shoved the holo to the side until the northeast clearing was roughly in the center, and then she expanded it again. The surveillance footage was good: We could clearly see a dirt central area surrounded by a dozen huts. 

"Perfect," I said. "We can safely land in a small village and make our way overland to the complex. It'll be a haul, but if your teams aren't good at moving well in a jungle, you've got the wrong people." 

"They're good," Lim said. "As long as we allow reasonable time, covering that distance shouldn't be an issue. We'll have to proceed with some caution, but rebel troops aren't supposed to be anywhere nearby." 

"If they are," Schmidt said and shrugged, "we deal with them." We all nodded. 

I stared more closely at the village and magnified it again. The huts were shells, with big pieces of roofs missing. No humans were in sight. "How recent is this data?" 

"Less than a week old," Lim said. 

"Good," I said. "This one's deserted, so we shouldn't have to fight any villagers." I centered the holo on the western village and magnified it. Those huts were also wrecks. "Do the rebels destroy every place they hit?" 

Lim nodded. "Not immediately, but when they're done with it, yes. They kill the adult residents, impress the boys, set up a temporary base, eat any stored food, regroup, and repeat. They work with even worse equipment than the government, so they fight in classic guerilla style, never staying anywhere too long, hitting and running—you know the drill." 

"I do," I said, "and here the mess is good for us. Two units land in each of these locations. Each heads for its assigned corner of the complex. We sync up, and then we hit it." 

"That should work," Lim said, "but it still leaves us the job of gassing the place by hand." 

"Yeah," I said, "but with sixty people, a coordinated attack should give us enough coverage to take out everyone quickly. We should be able to swarm in and lock up the guards before any of them wakes up." 

"And if some of them are prepared for gas?" Schmidt said. 

"We shoot our way in," Gustafson said. 

"And a whole lot more people get hurt," Schmidt said, "including possibly some of the children." 

"Yes," Gustafson said, "including them. We've known about that risk since we signed on. All we can do is minimize it and hope for the best." 

"I'd hate to have to shoot a child," Schmidt said. 

"So would I," Lim said. 

"We all would," Gustafson said, "but if you're not willing to do it and the plan goes sideways, you can bet your ass they'll shoot you. Don't even start if you're not willing to finish." Schmidt rolled her head and said, "I didn't say that. I just wouldn't like it. I'll do what it takes. Always have." 

Gustafson's hand moved a centimeter toward her. "I know, Portia," was all he said. 

"We all will," Lim said. 

Silence enveloped the room. Before my thoughts could take me anywhere bad, I said, "So can you bring in the jump and gas gear?" 

"Not exactly," Lim said, "but close enough. Chu's people are going to buy what we need locally, using as many different vendors as they can manage. We've researched the options a fair amount, and it looks like we can get by with commercial jump gear and animal trank gas—all of it legal there for sport and hunting." 

"What quality level can we expect?" I said. 

Lim laughed. "We'll make sure that everything we acquire is in good working order, but we are talking sport equipment, not milspec ordnance. We can get target-competition chute harnesses, for example, but we can't buy any milspec individual powered gliders. As long as you don't expect us to look like a military unit, you should be happy." 

"What about weapons for each of us?" I said. 

"Anything we can carry has to be legal for sport use," Lim said. "Once we've secured the base, the government troops will resupply us." 

"And you trust them?" I said. 

Lim shook her head. "Of course not. Chu's people are also bringing in additional weapons now, as they have been for the past couple of months. We'll use them if need be." 

"My ship can ferry at least our gear," I said, "if it comes to that." 

"I was counting on it," Lim said, "and I'm certainly planning on bringing as much of my own kit as I can get away with." 

I pointed at the cleared area in the holo. "How are we crossing this?" 

"As far as we know, the rebels razed this zone simply to provide an easy killing field," Lim said, "but—" 

"I sure wouldn't want to count on it being safe," I said. 

"We won't," Lim said, "but we have to decide how best to clear our approach vectors. Cleaning mines and checking for more primitive traps could take a lot of very valuable time." We all stared at the holo for a few seconds. 

"We don't have to be quiet, right?" I said. 

"Correct," Lim said. "The rebels should all be out from the gas. If not, we'll have to fight the ones who are awake. Either way, there'll be no need for subtlety." 

"So let's not be quiet," I said. I pointed at some of the trees on the edge of the cleared area. "Let's remotely trigger anything waiting for us. All we need are a lot of quick-cut logging tools, stuff Chu's people should be able to get us on Tumani. We drop some trees, let their weight set off all the underground explosives, and follow them in." 

"We might damage the complex," Schmidt said, "and risk hurting the kids." She craned her neck a bit to look inside the holo from the top. "Then again, it looks like all the dorms are set at least ten meters inside the wall, so we have a buffer zone." 

"We should also be able to control pretty well the amount we drop," Gustafson said, "at least as long as we train everyone on the basics." 

"We can do that," Lim said. 

"Works for me," I said. 

Schmidt and Gustafson nodded their agreement as well. 

"Done," Lim said. "I'll make the arrangements." She stared briefly at each of us in turn. "Any other big issues before we move to team composition?" 

"Just one," I said. "Once we have the children, then what?" 

"Not your problem," Lim said. "Chu will pay you, and you'll be free to go." I gripped the edge of the table tightly so I wouldn't give in to my urge to push her far enough away that I couldn't easily hit her. She was right, of course; all I'd agreed to do was help secure the complex. Something in her answer, though, infuriated me. 

"It may not be my problem," I said, the words coming tight and clipped as I fought to sound calm, "but I'd still like to know." 

"Once we have the kids," Schmidt said, "we settle in and try to help them. Many of our team members have reintegration training, and we'll have more specialists waiting on Tumani to join us. We'll work with the kids until they're in good enough shape that the government can return them to their families or find them new homes." 

"How many of them still have families?" I said, aware my voice was louder than it should be but unable to quiet myself. "And how many of those remaining families want to take back a killer who was only a short while ago trying to slaughter soldiers of the government they're supporting? How many of them will want these kids to come home? It's not like they're the children they used to know." All three of them stared at me. No one moved. Each of them looked away for several seconds, knowing as I did that the violence you've seen, and worse, the violence you've done, stains you and breaks you in ways that no one can see but that are always there, just below the surface. No one without the same breaks ever really understands, but these three did. 

Finally, Schmidt spoke, her voice flat. "Most of their families are dead. Few of those who are alive will understand what they'd be signing up to handle, but helping the boys learn to live in normal society so they can return to normal lives is all we can do." She glared at me, and when she spoke again, her voice was high and fast. "You think we don't understand? You think I spend my leaves gossiping with friends who've never served? You think I don't realize how different from us all the civilians are?" She shook her head. "We'll do all we can. That's all anyone can do." 

"Of course," I said. "I apologize for my outburst." 

"No need, Gunny," Gustafson said. He clapped me on the shoulder. "If you'd been at any of the earlier meetings, you'd know you weren't alone." 

Lim nodded once without looking at me and motioned at the table. The holo shrank into a far corner. Images of all of our troops floated in front of us, service records and other stats hovering beside each of them. "Let's settle the squads," she said. She faced me. "We're running somewhat covert, so that if anything goes wrong, we leave behind as little data as possible available about each of us. Some of the people don't care who knows they were involved, but others are hoping no one finds out how they spent their time off." 

"Fair enough," I said. 

"You lead Black Team lead," Lim said. "I'm Blue, Top is Green, and Gunny is Red. Everyone else stays a number, unless they feel like giving their names. Even if some do, though, we use numbers until we've occupied the complex and locked up the adult rebels." 

We all nodded agreement. 

Lim swiped away the holo and told the table to bring up a fan of individual squad member data displays. 

"We'll sort out the teams," she said, "and go over the timing details one more time." 

  

"A third of the unit is already on Tumani," Lim said after we'd finished the team assignments. "They're securing us lodging—rental houses, not hotels—and setting up comm protocols with Chu's people. Chu is on her way there now, as is the second third of our group. The rest of us head out tomorrow morning. By going in these three waves, we shouldn't attract any attention; even a pit like Tumani has some business and tourist trade." 

"Tonight?" I said. 

"You're free," Lim said. "You'll take Gustafson and Schmidt tomorrow; they're posing as businesspeople who hired you for personal transportation and protection. We expect the station staff to check anyone arriving on his own ship, but given your background, that cover should work fine. Anything else?" She looked at each of us in turn. 

No one spoke. 

"Okay," she said. "Enjoy your last free night until this is over." 

  

Chapter 17 

  

Glen's Garden, planet Macken 

Gustafson and Schmidt retreated together, and though they invited me to join them for dinner, it was clear they'd prefer to be two, not three. Lim didn't even make a pretense of socializing; she left quickly and without comment. 

My body bristled with pre-mission energy, so I wasn't ready to go back inside Lobo. Instead, I caught a shuttle into Glen's Garden and had the machine take me to the opposite edge of town, to the small commemorative square where I'd first met Lobo. 

Or so I'd intended. Instead, I wound up on a new road that formed the boundary between a housing community and the rainforest. The original downtown was nowhere in sight. I told the shuttle I'd pay it to idle while I got my bearings. It offered to help, but for my purpose a different data source was far better. 

"How far from where we met am I?" I said to Lobo over the comm. 

"Point-to-point, ignoring roads, fifteen point seven kilometers," he said. The coordinates appeared on my contact overlay. 

"They've consumed that much of the rain forest in only three and a half years?" 

"Clearly they have," he said. "You've noted before the quality of the beaches here. That, plus the possibility of commercializing a new planet when the new jump gate aperture opens, has drawn a lot of people to Macken." 

I hadn't even thought about the aperture. "It's still not open?" 

"No, though the surrounding gate structure appears fully grown, so from what I can gather from the local data streams, everyone assumes the aperture will turn operational at any moment." 

"What do you think?" 

"I have more computing power than any entity or network of which I'm aware," Lobo said, "but even I don't pretend to understand the jump gates. Because the new part of the gate has looked for some time like it's ready to go, I can only guess that at some point the gate will open the aperture." 

"Guess? Gates always open new apertures when they're complete." 

"No," Lobo said. "The correct statement is that to date gates have always done so. Given that we have at best a very incomplete understanding of them, all we can do is assume that past behavior will dictate future action. That is an assumption, which is a kind of guess." 

"Fair enough," I said. "Let's hope we're out of this system before the aperture opens, or we could end up with a very crowded jump station." 

"Are you ready to give up on this town yet?" Lobo said. 

"No. I'll let you know when I am." 

"As you say, oh uselessly sentimental one." 

I ignored him and rode the shuttle to where I'd met him. 

The square was gone. A row of shops cut across where it had been. Their windows and walls hawked supposedly locally produced wares. You could buy everything from souvenirs made from genuine Macken rainforest trees, to pet fish grown on Macken but certified for off-world travel, to shirts woven from native Macken grasses—all at great discounts, the signs assured me. 

You can't go back, not in time and not in space, because time changes the spaces. I set off on foot for the waterfront, pushing my pace, wanting to burn away the excess energy and the gathering emotional gloom. I've never had roots, never thought of any place as home since I had to leave Pinecone. I've always avoided retracing my steps as much as I could, because when you don't age, it's a bad idea. I've long thought, though, that people who stayed in one place might be able to enjoy a kind of rootedness that had always eluded me. Now, I wondered if that was true anywhere outside my mind. I shook my head and kept moving, amazed at how quickly my mood was getting the best of me. As I drew closer to the ocean, the shops took an upscale turn, and more and more restaurants and bars lined the streets. I angled slightly in the direction of the beach house, walked until I heard music I liked, and turned into the bar supplying it. The place was bigger than it appeared, a broad rectangle with a bar 



built from driftwood running the length of the left-hand wall and at the opposite end a stage raised only half a meter above the wooden floor. A five-person band was playing, a pair of holo banners on either end of the stage announcing them as Too Broke and the Hurt-Foot Scooters. A short, redheaded woman pranced back and forth singing in a throaty voice about a man who'd done her wrong. I listened to them as I ate a fish sandwich and a glass of some sort of melon juice at a corner table with a great view of both entrances. The fish was fresh and tasted wonderful and brought me back to the last time I'd eaten here on Macken, in a similar place, maybe even this one, and I remembered that for a brief time I had enjoyed that meal very much, just as I was enjoying this one. 

Maybe I'd had it all wrong. Maybe going back was always possible, but only in your memories, only when the right trigger at the right moment transported you through time and space to some earlier instant powerful enough to have tattooed itself on your soul. Maybe collecting those was as good as it got. Maybe not, but the notion was enough that for the duration of that meal I was genuinely present and happy. When I left to meet Lobo, I moved with an unaccustomed ease that I embraced for as long as I could. 
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Chapter 18 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

Five two-meter-long bags leaned against the trees in front of us. Each bag was made of sturdy tent material and about as thick around as I am. Stitches of thread we'd woven from island grasses sealed the bags so they contained the sand that made them heavy and hard to hit. Slick lines of blood and streaks of sweat-soaked sand marked our work on them. 

I was exhausted and breathing hard and dripping sweat. The sun overhead glared at us, relentless and hot and so slow to move I would have sworn it never did. The sand under my bare feet scorched them. 

"Again!" Benny commanded. 

As he had taught us, Alex and I ignored our fatigue and charged our bags, grabbed their centers, and twisted to take them to the ground. We landed hard on top of them, raised our torsos, and began hitting them with elbows and fists and even head butts. Alex used primarily his full-size, stronger arm. I focused on striking with my elbows, which though scraped and raw hurt far less than my bloody knuckles. I heard movement behind me and twisted to the side just in time to avoid a kick in the stomach. I launched myself at my attacker, not even bothering to note which of the other guys it was. I tried to grab his torso and neutralize him, but I fell short as someone clutched my right leg and held me back. The two of them jumped on me, smothering me and hitting me in the stomach and back. I didn't want to hurt them but they were pounding on me and the pain was intense. I screamed and kicked and bucked. The body on top of me grunted and rolled off. I twisted to the left and sunk my elbow into the stomach of the other person. As I did, an arm slipped under my neck. I reached for it, couldn't breathe, and passed out. 

  

We stood at attention on the hot sand, staring at the rock wall less than a third of a meter in front of us as Benny talked from somewhere behind us. 

"Anger can make you stronger," he said, "but only for a short time. Your body fills with adrenaline, your breathing accelerates, your heart beats faster, and in no time at all you are spent, useless. To win, you have to fight with purpose and a plan and under control, even when circumstances change on you. Yield to your anger, and anyone who is calm has only to outlast you." I heard his makeshift cart scrape in the sand. "Turn around," he said. 

We did. 

Benny faced us from four meters away, Bob to his left and halfway between him and us. His eyes swept up and down our rank. 

My entire body ached. Even though someone—I didn't know which of the other guys it was—had choked me to brief sleep, my heart pounded, my breaths came fast and shallow, my body thrummed with twitchy excess energy, and my mouth tasted tangy and sharp. Through it all cut my anger, still there, still strong. 

"It wasn't fair," I said. "You didn't warn us the others would attack us. It was just supposed to be another bag drill." 

"Fair?" Benny said. "If you wanted fair, you should have been born perfect and on another planet. Do any of us look like we got a fair chance at life?" He rolled a little closer. "More to the point, do you think the soldiers we're going to attack will play fair? Or believe we're being fair in trying to knock them out and hijack their ship? Does anything about any of this strike you as fair?" 

"No," I said. 

"Excuse me!" Benny said. 

"Sir, no, sir," I said, by reflex standing straighter and looking only forward. 

"Good," he said, "because I'd hate to think your supposed healer sister left you that stupid. I mean, I've seen some stupid people before, and I've seen some stupid beliefs, but that would really be a record. That might even mean she'd lied to you, never healed you, knocked you out, had a few laughs—" I glared down at him. "You need to stop that," I said. "I don't care what you say about me, but Jennie is better than you, better than any of this, and you don't have the right to talk about her that way." 

"I don't have the right?" Benny said, his voice rising. "  Look at me. I'm stuck on this piece-of-crap island with you defectives and idiots all because I have these—" he raised all four flippers "—instead of proper hands and feet. Meanwhile, your oh-so-perfect sister is flying around in government ships partying with rich people and laughing with them at the moron she left behind." 

I balled my fists and struggled to control myself, tried to stay quiet, but the words spilled out anyway. 

"  You shut up!  She is a good person, and she loves me. I know she does." He laughed. "Loves you? Like anyone could love  you, a useless, big, dumb piece of human garbage so without value that she told them to toss you onto this trash heap as soon as she could grab a ride away." He stared straight at me. "She  never loved you. All she ever loved was herself and the government's money and the chance to get away from the one thing holding her back: you." I screamed and launched myself at him, but Bob stepped in the way and the others jumped on me and I fell and still I screamed. I hit the sand, and the impact knocked some of the air out of me, and still I screamed. I could see only red and black as I reached out and tried to pull myself forward so I could make him stop, so he wouldn't keep saying those things. Even with the others holding me back, I managed to crawl forward half a meter before I sagged into the sand, unable to move, people pulling on both of my arms, my body and my legs pinned to the ground. 

My vision cleared. I blinked a few times to help myself focus. 

Benny was still over a meter away. He shook his head, rolled closer, and slapped me across the face. I barely felt it. It was as if that last push had pulled some plug in me and everything had drained out of me, all energy gone, all drive vanished, leaving only shakiness, a stronger bad taste in my mouth, and an overwhelming sadness. 

He slapped me again. Staring into my eyes, he said, "Do you see how easy it was for me to make you lose control?" When I didn't respond, he continued. "I didn't have to hit you. I didn't even have to be a serious threat to you. All I had to do was talk, just speak to you, and you lost control." 

"You were mean," I said, tears burning my eyes. 

He slapped me a third time, harder than before. "No tears!" he said. "Don't you give in to that weakness! 

Don't you ever for a second think you have that luxury. You either learn to be strong, or you will die. Period." He paused until I was looking at him again. "Yes, I was mean. I was trying to provoke you, and I succeeded. Do you think those soldiers we're going to attack will be nice to you? When we're fighting to subdue them, when we're taking our one chance to get off this island, do you think we're going to get to be nice to them? No! We will kill them if we have to, and they will do anything they can to stop us, including murdering us without hesitation or thought. If we fail, the down-blow from their jets as they take off will clear the area of our corpses." 

He rolled back, nodded, and the others got off me. When I didn't move, he said, "Fall in!" I stood and joined the rank. 

"Let's make sure we're all clear on what's going to happen," he said. "The guards will be armed with real weapons. We'll have sticks and rocks. They'll be better trained, without serious physical defects, and stronger than all of us except maybe Jon. We will have only two things on our side: a few moments of surprise, and a desperation they can't match, because they'll just be doing a job, while we'll be fighting for our lives. If we can't control that desperation, if we can't channel it into useful and focused energy, then we will lose, and we will die in that landing area. So don't you dare cry or lose control or do anything except harden yourself so you are tougher than the rock behind you, tougher than the metal of their guns, tougher than anything they can imagine, so tough that you can help us beat them and we can escape. Do you understand?" 

"Sir, yes, sir!" I spoke softly, but I meant it. I understood now that unless I controlled myself and focused myself and gave everything I had to this attack, unless I was willing to become harder than the men I would have to fight, unless I was willing to kill those same men, I would never see Jennie again. 

"I can't hear you!" Benny screamed. 

"Sir, yes, sir!" we screamed back. 

"I still can't hear you!" 

"Sir, yes, sir!" we screamed so loudly that my throat hurt and my body shook. I glanced down at Benny. 

He met my gaze and inclined his head ever so slightly, whether nodding in approval or in question I never knew. 

  

Chapter 19 

  

In the queue at the jump gate, planet Macken 

In a large display Lobo opened on his front interior wall, we watched as the ships ahead of us disappeared into the aperture. To the left we could see another of the apertures and the line of ships waiting for it. Above us and to the right sat the new one, its frame apparently complete but its interior still the odd gray of the unopened aperture. It was easy to see why so many people worshipped the gates; throughout human history, we have deified the huge forces that appear to control our lives in ways we cannot understand. I didn't think the gates were gods—or aspects of a god—but I also didn't care much about their origins. That they worked and allowed us to spread among the stars was more than enough for me. I did, though, like watching the jumps. As you came closer to an aperture, its perfect blackness would fill the view in front of you, until all you could see was that absence of light, an absence that somehow by its perfection imparted hope that on the other side might be something new and magical and wonderful. It was as if each time I jumped I had a chance to start all over, to do and be anything. Though of course I knew that was not the case, understood that my past actions and my character and all the attributes that made me what I am would still be with me after the gate instantaneously transported me across many, many light years, for a few seconds before each jump I nonetheless lived in a time of infinite possibility. 

"Still magical, isn't it?" Gustafson said from beside me. 

"It is, Top," I said, slowly nodding my head, "it really is. I hope it always will be." 

"Even when it's taking you to battle?" Schmidt said. 

"Especially then," I said, "because in those moments before the jump anything could still happen, the fight could prove unnecessary, we could end up somewhere else, we could find out that all we have to do is sit on a beach and stare at the waves." 

"But it never works out that way," she said, "does it?" 

"No," I said, "it doesn't. I know that's not what's going to happen now. I can't help myself, though: I still hope, and I still love to jump." 

A ship from the other side finished its passage through our aperture, and the one in front of us began its slow progress to another world. For the time that it was partway through, it lived both in this space around Macken and in a part of the universe five light-years away; like all of us, it was stuck between where we were and where we were going. 

"We'll rescue those kids," Schmidt said, her voice barely audible but still strong. 

"No doubt," I said, and I meant it. The plan was solid, our team was excellent, and we had all the resources we'd need. Something would go wrong, of course, and some of us were likely to get hurt, maybe even killed, but that was always true when you went into battle, so focusing on it was wasteful and debilitating. 

What worried me was what they would do with the kids afterward, when the Tumani government found out how few had living families and how few other families wanted to take in a killer, even a young one. That wasn't my problem, though, I kept reminding myself; my job was to help free the boys. What happened after that was for Schmidt and others with reintegration training to work out. We were now first in line in front of the aperture; the ship from the other side was partway through. 

"No doubt at all," Gustafson said. 

"None," Schmidt echoed. 

"With no ships to fight and me on your side," Lobo said privately, "you have nothing to worry about." 

"You know better," I subvocalized. 

"Of course," Lobo said, "but senseless reassurances seemed to be the order of the day, so I thought I'd participate." 

I smiled despite myself and shook my head. 

The tail of the ship in front of us emerged from our destination and the vessel, a Xychek staff transport, turned and headed toward the jump station. 

Lobo moved forward into the perfect blackness. 

We jumped. 

  

Chapter 20 

  

Safe house, Ventura, planet Tumani 

"When can we check out the jump gear and the ships?" Schmidt said. "I want to run a final med inventory. With so many kids and most of them addicted to root, I need to make sure our supplies are in order." 

"Slight change of plans," Lim said. "The meds are coming in a second wave, along with the twenty additional counselors." 

"What?" Schmidt said. She stepped around the planning table and right next to Lim. "When were you going to tell us?" 

"You just got here!" Lim said. "You need to watch your tone and fall back, soldier." Schmidt stared at Lim for a few seconds, nodded slightly, said, "Sorry, sir," and joined Gustafson and me again on the other side of the table. 

"We'd rented three hangars at the cheap commercial port on the western edge of the city," Lim said. She spoke calmly and as if nothing had happened. "When the core logistics team showed up to vet the spaces, we learned the owner had leased one of our hangars to someone else." She held up her hand. "Before any of you ask, yes, we've paid for and secured the remaining two, and we have guards on both of them around the clock. The third was gone before any of us reached Tumani." 

"The gear in this place is substandard," Lobo said over my comm from one of the hangars. I was sending him live feeds of the conversation, a fact I hadn't bothered to mention; telling them would cause them to ask why I bothered sending anything to my ship, and I didn't want to explore that topic. "Only half the jump harnesses are less than two years old, and I count a dozen different models. Not exactly a military operation. Still, Lim's people appear to be doing the best they can." 

"We'll hit the hangars for the gear checks in five waves," Lim said, "so we don't draw too much attention to ourselves. We'll go three or four to a shuttle and follow different routes, so at no point should our movements compromise the mission. Once you've triple-checked and tagged your harness, lock it down. We'll do final checks during the flights in the transports, of course, but an equipment failure there means you don't jump and have to come with the second wave." 

"How bad is the gear?" I said. Asking her was the easiest way to share with Gustafson and Schmidt what Lobo had told me. 

"They'll get you down safely," Lim said, "which is what matters most. As for quality, well, some of them are top-drawer, but most will make you long for your old units. The good news is that we're all in the first wave, so we get the pick of the crop. Choose well. We leave in five." 

  

Our safe houses were spread among four different residence complexes that Lim assured us were standard fare for middle-income housing on Ventura. The buildings were also dives, the sorts of structures that in most cities I've visited would either have held illegal ventures or been the target of urban renewal programs. Bare, unpainted, permacrete cubes, they were sturdy and provided shelter against prying eyes and would be easy to hose down if the last residents hadn't bothered to clean on their way out, but that was about all the praise I could give them. If Ventura was indeed the nicest city on Tumani, it was easy to understand why neither coalition was particularly interested in the planet. 

We left in the first taxi, a gray quickform plastic vehicle with not much more intelligence than a washer. I listened for outgoing transmissions, Lim swept it, and it passed both checks. We ordered it to drive us on a surveillance-detection route that amounted to a long tour of the surrounding area. We learned only two things of value: No one was following us, and our quarters were indeed on par with or better than anything else we saw. 

Lim said the rich folks lived nearest the water, as is usually the case, but we didn't bother to check out their district; there was nothing there for us. The people in those houses might be paying for this war with their taxes, but if my experience is at all accurate, they weren't the ones losing children to the rebels. The poor families who lost their children would be settlers trying to reclaim forest or scratch out a farming existence or otherwise find some way to feed themselves in the hope that one day their kids—not them, they knew better than that—might be able to afford something that was only a short ride from the water. I shook my head against the mood coming over me. Tumani looked nothing like Pinkelponker, yet its poverty and the child soldiers reminded me so much of my home world and my time on Dump that they triggered an anger and a bitterness I suppose I'll never completely lose. 

 We're here to help those kids,  I reminded myself. They and their masters weren't going to appreciate our interference, so I had to keep my focus on the problems at hand and not let my own baggage slow me down. 

  

Lim's advance team had done a professional job. The two hangars were boring structures, the sort of huge permacrete boxes you could find in every low-end commercial port on every planet, but that was fine; we didn't want to stand out. The space was cool and still and evenly lit in a slightly bluish tone that made the white highlights on some of the rigs appear pale blue. Lobo and three other small ships blocked and, at least in Lobo's case, protected the main entrance. Portable alarms, obvious ones I could see and, I assumed, other more subtle units, monitored the perimeter, and human guards patrolled the exterior of the building. 

The harnesses sat in straight lines that the advance team had spread evenly across the hangar floor. The gear itself was as advertised, sport quality and no better, but every single rig was in working order. As I learned when I tuned into the machine frequency, they were also all chattering. 

"Can you believe how many of us they have in here?" one said. 

"Thirty," said another, "as you'd know if you had the brains of a broiler and could count above the number of emergency pull cords." 

"I knew that," the first said, "but unlike some of us I wasn't mired in statistics. Instead, I was pondering the possibilities. Do you think these people are some sort of team? Maybe we'll get holo coverage. Wouldn't that be awesome?" 

"So what if we did?" a third said. "How often does a jumper thank his harness?" 

"Never," so many of them answered in unison that I couldn't tell how many had spoken. 

"Unless perhaps it's a custom model," said the second unit, a racing rig with an activefiber camo chute and camo polymers forming most of its structure. "Many a record has been set with harnesses built from my basic structure, so I ought to know." 

I walked over to it and said over the comm to Lobo, "What do you think of this one?" 

"It's the best unit available," he said, "though it's also one of the least entertaining of them, full of itself and obsessed with numbers and with very little sense of humor." He paused for half a second. "Of course," he said, "you knew that, because you've been listening to them." I shrugged. "No point in not taking advantage of all the available data," I subvocalized. 

"True," Lobo said, "which is why it's curious that you didn't simply ask me for my recommendation." 

"Force of habit," I said, "but you're right. So, do you recommend it, or are there any others I should consider?" 

"Yes," he said, "I recommend it. As I told you, it's the best one here." 

"Can you run diagnostics on it and also capture its transmissions?" I said. 

"Can you talk and walk at the same time?" Lobo said. "You know I can insert myself into a secure jumpstation network. Did you honestly believe one of these little computational engines would be a problem?" I held up my hands in surrender. I caught Gustafson and Schmidt staring at me and realized they had no way to know I was talking to Lobo—nor did I particularly want them to have that information. I smiled and said aloud, "Too many choices. I give up." I pointed at the harness Lobo and I had been discussing. 

"I'm going with this one." 

I unpacked and repacked the unit as Lobo ran a complete set of diagnostics on it. As I expected, I found no flaws in the physical setup, and Lobo said everything electronic was in order. Good. I was set. I stood and looked around. 

The others had already finished. 

It had clearly been too long since I'd done this kind of work; I was slow. 

"Yell now if you're not good to go," Lim said. She glanced at each of us. When no one spoke, she said, 

"Let's get out of here so the next shift can come in. Tonight and tomorrow, we meet with our squads, review the plans, and rest. Tomorrow night, the inspectors arrive for a formal dinner with rebel and government representatives." 

As she was heading for the exit and we were falling in behind her, she added, "We go then." 

  

Chapter 21 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

We stood at attention under a large rock overhang that provided welcome shade—and also shielded us from any overhead surveillance, because according to Benny the government had machines that could watch us from the sky. He hadn't cared if anyone noticed that we were running or wrestling bags or even punching each other; apparently, fighting among prisoners was common. For what we were about to do, though, he wanted more secrecy. 

The ground was a thin layer of dirt over more rock. Here and there clumps of grass fought to hold on. None looked like they could withstand a strong breeze. 

Benny spoke to us from his cart on the other side of the open cave. "You've all ridden here in the ship, so you know they have guns. We don't, and we can't expect to get our hands on theirs. Even if we do, we have no way to practice with them. What we can do, what we  must do to succeed, is make it a closequarters fight. We've been training hand-to-hand combat, but now we're going to move to something different: knives." 

Tyra, a girl half my height who had a thick body and a bigger head than I'd ever seen before, walked in front of us and from a woven grass bag handed each of us what looked like a piece of white rock. She moved slowly and precisely and seemed to be concentrating very hard, so a few minutes passed before she finished the job. 

"Go ahead," Benny said. "Study your weapon. It's your new best friend. From now on, you never go anywhere without it." 

Mine had a knob on the end and was thick and round for a section a little longer than the width of my hand. It then tapered to a point. The sides of the tapered bit were narrower than the handle and sharp, as was the point. I tested the tip of the knife with my thumb, pressed a bit too hard, and a dot of blood appeared. 

"Human bone," Benny said. "Shaped and polished and sharpened by some of the others from the legs of some of those who died here before us. Weeks of work went into making these." I dropped my knife and felt sick. I grabbed my stomach and tried not to throw up. 

"Pick it up!" Benny yelled. "You never let go of your weapon. It's your best chance at taking out one of the guards." 

I didn't move. "Why did you use bones from people?" 

"Because it was the best material available," Benny said. "We tried stone, but the blades snapped too easily. We didn't have any other large animals available. If we did, you'd know, because you'd have been eating their meat, or they'd've have been hunting us." 

"Did you know any of these people?" 

"What does it matter?" Benny said. "They're dead, and we're not, and we have to do the best we can with what we have." 

"Did you?" I said, my voice rising despite my efforts to control it. Benny stared at me for a moment before answering. "One of them, yes. The others died before I arrived here. If you're really asking if I can tell you whose leg your knife—or any other weapon—came from, the answer is, no, I can't. We've been working on them a long time, passing them around, different people sharpening them, and long ago we forgot who contributed what part." 

"That's awful," I said. 

"Yeah," Benny said, "it is, but not as awful as staying on this island until we all die. These are the best blades we could make from the strongest material we had." 

Another of the surprising connections hit me. I liked that I was making more and more of them, but they still surprised me; I had been slow mentally for a lot more time than I'd been quick. "If you've been doing this for a long time, why haven't you attacked the soldiers before now?" Benny looked at me even longer this time before answering. His expression was the saddest I'd yet seen on him. "Probably because we didn't have you." He inclined his head to take in the others. "Look around, Jon. Look at all of us. You're the only one whose body and mind are both complete and strong. You're the only one who really has a chance against the soldiers. We needed someone like you to make sure we would eventually succeed." 

"The others work as hard as I do," I said, "and some, like Alex, work harder." 

"True," Benny said, "and you still have a lot to learn before you will be as good at everything as they are. Your body, though, gives you an advantage they can't match." 

I glanced at the others, wondering if my questions were upsetting them. They all looked as if I was the only one surprised by Benny's words. 

"Look, Jon," Benny said, "I'm not saying you have to do this on your own. In the end, each of us will play his part. As the training progresses, we'll see what skills you all develop, and we'll devise the best plan we can. We might, for example, have to attack in waves, with the others going first, to tire and disarm the soldiers, and our best, maybe you and Alex, following and surprising the guards with a second attack." 

"Wouldn't that make it even more dangerous for the first group?" 

"We probably won't all make it," said Han, the guy with scaly skin. "But some of us will." In a voice a little louder than a whisper, he added, "Maybe even all of us will." 

"Maybe," Alex said. 

"Wait a second," I said, turning to face Han. "You mean you expect to get hurt or even die, and you're still going to do this? I don't understand." 

"Yes," he said, his voice tight and louder than before, "I know bad things will probably happen to me." 

"So why join the attack?" I said. 

"Because I'd rather die trying to escape than rot here forever!" he screamed at me. "Because maybe I will make it. Because even if I don't, at least I can help the only people who've ever really cared about me." He paused and struggled to regain control. When he continued, his voice was soft and flat. "This lets me do something, and anything is better than waiting here to die." 

I shut up while I thought about what they were saying. Life on Dump wasn't great, but it was life. The springs and the bushes and the grasses provided enough food that we didn't go hungry, though I definitely wasn't getting as much to eat as I had on Pinecone, and my body was leaner after even these few weeks here. We could swim and watch the ocean and enjoy the night sky and count the clouds and do many of the same things I'd done on Pinecone. Dump definitely was a prison, because we couldn't leave, but it was a nice enough one that I didn't hate it the way they did. 

Of course, I'd been here only a few weeks; some of them had lived on the island for years. Even a nice cage is still, in the end, a cage. Plus, every day I stayed here made it harder for me to track Jennie, and I remained determined to find her. 

As I thought of her, of the government taking her away from me, my anger rose and my breathing quickened and my heart raced. I forced myself to take long, slow breaths through my nose and fought not to lose control of my temper. As Benny regularly explained, we were supposed to keep the anger but contain it and use it to help us, not let it consume us, like a torch that we carried carefully to light our way but would never use to burn down the grasses. 

I looked again at the people around me. They were all staring at me. I didn't really know them, and yet they were counting on me. At the same time, with Jennie gone, and with our parents long dead, these other dumped victims were as close to family as anything I had. I could help myself, help them, and later, rescue her. A cold part of my mind also noted that I couldn't get out of here on my own, so I either had to work with them or plan to remain stuck on Dump. 

No matter how I thought about it, I ended up with the same decision. 

I bent to pick up my knife. It was thick enough that it fit well in my large hand, strong, and yet light. I'd sliced meat and bread with one back on Pinecone, and I'd used a larger, curved blade to clear grass and underbrush, but that was the end of my experience with knives. 

"Okay," I said, standing as I spoke. "Teach us how to fight with these. I'll do whatever you need—but I'm not giving up on anyone. We're all going to make it. Understand?" 

"You bet," Alex said. 

The others murmured their agreement, but none sounded as if he believed his own words. 

  

 

 

Chapter 22 

  

Over the jungle near the rebel complex, planet Tumani 

All fifteen of us in Black Squad were crammed into Lobo, the other four team leads and I in his front area, the rest sprawling from there down the side hall. We all wore our harnesses and the combat helmets Maggie's people had bought. Each of us carried about forty kilos of gear in addition to the harnesses, but we had no right to complain on that front; soldiers have been packing about the same weight for as long as there had been soldiers. We could handle it. The combination of the people and the harnesses and the packs made for a tight fit, cramped enough that you had to look twice before you turned around, but I'd been in worse crowds and for longer times—and so, from their resumes, had the rest of the squad. Lobo had opened displays in his front wall and at several points along the left side, so we could all see the landing area and our flight path. 

"One more time," I said, because in mission planning repetition can help, even when it's annoying, and we'd been rushed on this one, "I don't want to have to carry any bodies out of the jungle, so take it slow and easy when you near the tree-tops. Aim for the center of the village, and clear to the sides immediately. You've all done at least one jump into a wooded area, so you know how tricky it is. We'll gather at the southwest corner of the village and leave the harnesses there. If you hit a tree and get stuck, send a quick comm burst downward and set up an IR pulse beacon so we can find you. We won't leave until we know everyone's status." 

"Target areas remain free of hostiles," Lobo said privately. "Two minutes to jump," he said aloud. 

"Keep off comm," I reminded the team. "If there's an emergency, transmit a burst to me. No crosschatter." As far as we knew, the government troops had never attacked the complex. The target villages were still deserted, and the rebels had always fought with minimal electronic help, so we didn't expect them to be monitoring transmissions as far away from the base as our landing zone. Still, it would take very little for them to know someone in the jungle near them was on a comm, so we were playing it as safe as we could and limiting all conversations to short squirts. 

Our LZ was the village five klicks from the complex. We were starting from beyond the most distant side of the village and doing everything we could to minimize the chance of anyone seeing us. We hoped the combination of the distance, the hour, our avoidance of comm use, and the activefiber camo covering us would mean that if our intel was wrong and rebels were patrolling the area, they'd have trouble seeing us. 

"IR scan continues to show no hostiles," Lobo said privately. "You should be good to go." Aloud, he said, 

"One minute to jump." 

The displays winked out. I made my way out of the front and along the wall to where Lobo would be opening the side hatch when he came to a stop. "Stay sharp," I said as I went. "Let's execute the plan, and by morning we'll be resting in their camp." 

The ten men and four women murmured their agreement. A few even raised their battle cries, the particular word choices reflecting the four different outfits with which they'd fought. 

"Black one, you'd better close that helmet," one of them said to me, "or even rebels twenty klicks away will think their moon is crashing into the jungle and come to investigate." The rest chuckled. I was far and away the palest of the unit—most of them were darker than Lim—and I took some grief for it. I was okay with that; the sooner a squad can joke together, the better. 

"We can't have that," I said, "because then I'd have to save you all from a bunch of terrified rebels wondering why the sky was falling." 

"Brace for opening," Lobo said before any of them could respond. We were low enough that we didn't need breathing gear. The winds weren't terrible, but we'd feel them when his hatch opened. Once we were out, our harnesses would have to work to hit our targets. 

My helmet's faceplate slid shut, sealing in my head. 

"Opening," he said. The hatch slid aside and revealed the night. 

I stepped to the middle of it, a man one meter away on either side of me. I glanced at each of them and nodded slightly. 

We dove headfirst out of Lobo into the night. 

The helmet filtered the sound so I could hear the rushing air only as a background noise, not an overwhelming roar. Its display showed targeting data from the harnesses, which we'd programmed earlier. The village was about a klick in front of us, but for now we were falling almost straight down, the harness doing nothing until its programming said it was time to deploy the chute. We could have opted for manual control, but none of us had done this recently enough that we felt we could beat the harnesses at what they were built to do. I sure didn't; it had been close to a decade since I'd parachuted anywhere. As we hurtled downward, I couldn't help but smile; the feeling was a rush of sensation and adrenaline, and the view was spectacular, the ground details changing rapidly as we descended. There was something about going fast with minimal protection that I loved. Sure, Lobo could fly enormously faster than I was moving now, but sitting inside him I had no sense of that speed. Here, with just my clothing and pack and harness around me, I was part of the sky, moving through it at terminal velocity. I was glad no one else in the squad could see my huge grin. 

I tuned into the machine frequency to check on the harness. Even though I'd insisted on disabling the communication between the devices—a move others thought might be too paranoid but which I insisted we make because I didn't want any comm traffic flowing around us—I knew each harness would talk to itself. Even when no one's around to listen to them, machines keep on talking. They don't need audiences; they can amuse themselves, carry on lengthy monologs, and they'll do so until they die. 

"Woo-eee!" it said. "Is this fun or what? This is what I was born to do! Meat sack here almost certainly doesn't appreciate me, but when do they? Never, that's when. We harnesses do all the work, handle the targeting, and deliver them safely to the ground, and what do we get for it? Not appreciation, no sir, not us. No matter what, though, they can count on us. Speaking of which, it's too bad fluid-and-tissue didn't understand how good I am, because if he had, he might have given me a more challenging target than that gigantic clearing. He could have dropped a sliced sandwich anywhere in that village, and I could have put him down on the half of his choice—assuming, of course, that he didn't screw up his landing. I can't control that part, no sir, that's the one thing fleshy here has to do on his own." I suppressed a giggle and tuned out. The helmet warned me we were about to deploy the chute, so I braced myself for the quick lift. 

As the chute burst free and filled, I shot upward, my stomach feeling for a second as if it had stayed where I was and was pissed at me for leaving it behind. I clutched the harness handgrips, and in a few seconds the sensation passed. I was falling much more slowly now, the harness making minute adjustments to keep me on track for the target. I switched the helmet to clear and my vision to IR—

another ability Jennie gave me, one I took a long time to discover—and scanned the jungle below me. It generally read cool, with no signs of people, though that didn't mean much because I couldn't see very far past the canopy. I trusted Lobo's more powerful scan, though, so I wasn't worried. I tuned back into the harness as the treetops drew closer. 

"I hope squishy and breakable knows enough about what he's doing to stick this landing, because I'd hate to drop him on precisely the right point and have us look like amateurs because he doesn't know how to absorb the momentum. Given the total weight they've made me carry, there's only so slowly I can bring us in." 

We descended to parallel with the tops of the trees around the clearing, missing them by just a few meters on my left. The helmet flashed its landing warnings. I don't know why, but I cared about not letting down the harness, so I relaxed, bent my legs, and braced myself for impact. 

A couple of seconds later, my feet hit the ground. I relaxed into the collision with the earth, using my legs as springs to absorb and dissipate the small amount of downward force—the harness really had done a great job—and started to fall to my left as I jogged forward to discharge the last of my forward momentum. I pulled to the other side and managed to stay standing. I came to a halt only half a dozen meters past the target. 


I pressed the recall button on the harness, and it quickly sucked in the chute. At this point, repacking was not a concern. As the last of the fabric disappeared, I followed my helmet's guide and ran to the rendezvous point on the edge of the cleared area. As I did, I scanned the area in both standard and IR 

views and also tuned in for a last listen to the harness. 

"Who's the machine?" It was practically screaming, even though it thought nothing could hear it. "I am, oh yeah, that's right! I hit that mark, couldn't have been more on target. If untalented and uncoordinated here had been able to handle the tiny bit of energy I left for him, he could have stood tall on that spot and the others would have known just what kind of master had led them down. But, noooooo, he had to run forward and almost lose his balance. I'm glad there are no judges, because I'd hate to have his limitations ruin my reputation." 

I smiled despite the ongoing insults. I can't help but like machines that don't merely like their work, because all machines are built to do that, but that  love what they do, that are truly passionate about it. I admire the same passion in people. 

I shrugged out of the harness and tossed it out of sight into the trees. Others had joined me and were doing the same. 

I checked the tops of the trees around the clearing for IR beacons. None. Good. More team members coasted down, hit the ground, and vacated the area. I'd felt pretty good about my landing, but as I watched the others I had to admit that none of them moved as far off the target before recalling their chutes as I had. I hoped none of them had noticed my landing. I told the helmet to open and disengaged it from my suit. It was strictly a sport jump cover, not even a little armored, so it would be dead weight from here on. I engaged my contacts, and a heads-up display of the jungle ahead of me appeared in my left eye. Switching to IR, I scanned the area and counted eleven people. 

The last three landed in the clearing and headed toward the rest of us. 

When they'd reached us and tossed their harnesses into the jungle with the others, we spread into our ground formation, staying in groups of three, each one making sure we had three-sixty coverage and could easily see one another. 

I motioned everyone to stay still. We weren't in a rush, so we could afford to take a few minutes to calm ourselves and, more importantly, to focus on the world around us. Each environment possesses its own background sounds and smells and sights, and being in tune with them can help you more quickly detect when something is wrong. I hoped for an uneventful approach to the complex, but we were better off being ready for bad things that never happened than assuming all would be well and being caught offguard. Even without turning to IR, I could see better and better as my eyes adjusted to the minimal light. The very thick canopy had resulted, as is usually the case, in sparse underbrush that peaked at about a meter and half in height. None of the thick, tall trees had branches below three meters, which gave us a reasonable line of sight in all directions. Birds chirped and sang now and again, their cries always brief. I couldn't see any animals, but that was to be expected; any smart creature would have run at the sounds of our landing and gathering. Plus, the hunters in this village had probably killed everything in the area worth eating. The night air was cool but humid, its smell fertile and rich and full of life. After two minutes, my vision was completely stable and we'd seen nothing at all alarming. We'd gotten all we could from this pause. 

 Time to work, I thought. 

I motioned us forward into the jungle. 

  

Chapter 23 

  

In the jungle not far from the rebel complex, planet Tumani 

I hated being a protected high-value asset in an operation, but because I was the primary contact for Lobo and one of the leads, Lim had insisted that I accept that role this time. So, as we moved forward, Black Two's three-person team took point and led us onward. Two was so short and wiry that from a distance he looked no different than the children we were here to rescue. Up close, though, you couldn't help but focus on his eyes, which never settled. He was a long way from childhood. 

The jungle was dark enough that even with the light-enhancement feature of our contacts on high we sometimes had to slow to make sure we didn't bump into anything. Despite that issue, we averaged a good pace while constantly maintaining perimeter surveillance. We'd hoped to sustain a fast-walk speed but had allowed enough time in our schedule for far slower movement. 

After thirty minutes of great progress, it looked like we could continue to advance at a good clip the rest of the way and arrive quite a bit early. 

I should have realized it wouldn't be that easy. 

"Four three-person squads have left the complex," Lobo said in a burst to all our comms, "one from each of its sides. Heading into the jungle. Risk regular communication?" 

Per our plan, at the first communication from Lobo, Black Two held up his hand, and we all stopped. Lobo was the only ship in the area, the others having already headed back to the hangars. He stayed because he could both do a good job of hiding himself and also detect and get out of potential trouble quickly. He was thus the only source we had for data on what was happening at the complex. If we didn't stay in touch with him, we couldn't receive real-time updates and so would not know exactly where these enemy patrols were. If we did maintain our link, and if the rebels were monitoring comm transmissions at all carefully, they'd spot our traffic. 

I'd hoped the combination of the cease-fire and the relatively small number of adult troops in the complex would lead the rebels to stay close to home and not send out patrols, but I wasn't surprised at their actions. In their shoes, I would have kept teams in the forest near the complex at all times, just because it was a smart policy. 

I recorded a message for Lobo. "Not yet. At two-minute intervals, send us your course projections for the rebels and where you estimate they'll be. Correct as necessary with bursts. Take each of our teams straight to those squads." I started to send the message but added, "Can you tell if any of them are children?" I triggered the comm, which shot my recording as encrypted data upward to Lobo and, via a very quick, low-power IR transmission, relayed it to receptors on the others in the unit. Lobo would relay my response to Lim and wait for her final decision. 

A little over a minute later, another burst hit our comms. Two course projections appeared on my left contact: ours in a faint black, and the path of the enemy trio closest to us in red. 

"Command agrees to your plan," Lobo said. "Neutralize your rebel squad as silently as possible. All twelve enemies outside the complex show adult-sized IR readings. Respond only if you have issues." Black Two looked over his shoulder at me. 

I waved him in. 

When we were so close we were almost touching, I whispered, "Hold our formation until we're half a klick away. Once we are, spread, flank them, and take them when they pass our front edge. Knives?" We couldn't make our guns completely silent, but our shots would probably be quiet enough that no one in the complex would hear us. Probably. I didn't like relying on probably when we had other options, however, because soon enough we wouldn't. Working so close that we could use knives carried its own risks, including that one of the rebels would get off a shot, but with two of us taking down each one of them, it seemed the safer plan. 

Black Two nodded and sent a local IR transmission. "Six of us on them, one pair per, one hits, one silences and cuts. Smooth and silent. I'm on right; Black Three's on left. His hit; mine cut. Center trio: monitors in sights and fire—suppressed—if we fail." 

I gave him a thumbs-up and whispered, "Put Black Four's trio on center. Mine'll back hers from the right." Lim would have vetoed any plan that put me in the direct line of fire of the enemy squad, so rather than put Black Two in an awkward position by trying to buck her, I followed her orders. Black Two returned to his trio and motioned us forward, but at a much slower, quieter pace. Now that I knew an enemy might hear us, every footfall, every brush with a branch, every long exhalation of breath sounded loud. Our contacts showed us and the enemy squad drawing closer and closer. When it looked like the gap between us was a little under a klick, a comm burst from Lobo hit us. 

"Update. They sped up and are closer." 

The overlay in my contact changed to show us less than half a klick apart. 

Black Two and I held up our right hands at the same time, him correctly and me by habit. He motioned us to spread. We did. When we were a few meters on either side of the path Lobo showed them as taking, we adjusted so neither side was in the other's line of fire and dropped to the ground. No side trio should be shooting, but there was no point in taking any unnecessary chances. 

On my contact, the dots representing the enemy trio moved ever closer. 

We could hear them now, walking toward us as if they owned the jungle, as if nothing here could hurt them. 

Black Two signaled us to move to our knife attack positions. 

I didn't see what the other trios did, because I focused completely on hitting my mark silently. My and the other rear group stepped behind trees that would offer some protection if we ended up shooting. We lowered ourselves onto the ground. I readied my weapon and checked the rest of the team; we were good to go. I hoped we didn't have to fire, but if somehow any of the rebels made it past our other nine, their luck would run out with us. 

I switched to IR and strained to see as far as possible. I could barely make out three warm shapes moving in and out of view. 

I returned to normal vision and focused on breathing. The already warm, damp air had turned thick and hard to breathe, a sure sign my body was amping for battle. I inhaled slowly through my nose, counted to thirty, and exhaled just as slowly. Another full thirty count, through my nostrils. Part of my mind knew I was almost certainly going to end up being a spectator, but I'd spent enough time fighting in situations like this one that most of me was readying itself to have to kill or run. 

The three rebels appeared in full view about fifteen meters in front of me. They were talking and chuckling and had their rifles slung over their shoulders. 

They walked closer. 

Dark shapes rose from the ground behind them and accelerated toward them. So quickly I couldn't make out all the actions in the dark, our six hit them both low and high, controlling their arms and their mouths so only murmurs escaped. The three clumps of bodies disappeared onto the ground. I aimed at the air above them, just in case. 

One mass separated itself from the rest and stood. Black Two. He signaled "all well" and motioned us toward him. Black Four, a thick woman barely taller than Black Two and the color of wet sand, led her covering trio in first. The rest of us followed. 

The three rebels were facedown on the forest floor. The stench of their blood and deaths hit us before we reached them. Black Three, a huge man taller than I am and nearly half again my weight, threw away their rifles, patted them for additional weapons, and rolled them over. He searched each of them for comms and found only a single small in-ear unit. Either they really were relying on very limited tech, or we had missed something, but we couldn't afford more time to figure out which it was. At some point, they would fail to check in, and our risks would go way up. We had to hope they were evening patrols reporting only hourly or possibly, given the late hour, less often. If not, well, we'd deal with that problem when it hit us. 

Black Three finished and backed away. 

In the dim light and the shadows we all cast as we stared at them, the dead men appeared to have second mouths, their upper, original ones small, the new, lower ones wide and large. A few of our squad stepped off, and a bit of moonlight hit the face of one of the dead. He was just a kid, a tall one, less than a head shorter than I am, but with no trace of facial hair. 

Unless you're completely lost, all traces of your humanity buried under the psychic residue of repeated violence, there's a moment after a fight when you first see what you've done that you're tempted to react normally, with horror and revulsion and sorrow and an aching sense of how wrong it all is. If you let yourself fully experience that moment, you will not be able to go on, and those around you, those who are counting on you, will pay for your weakness. Yes, the weakness is a healthy, normal reaction, a completely human one, but in those times of violence you cannot be normal, and you certainly cannot be fully human. So you make a joke or perform a necessary task, and you go on about your business, which in those times is almost always the business of more violence. 

I stared at the dead young man and knew I could not let myself dwell on his death or that of the two other rebels on the ground. He was an armed enemy, we'd had no way to know he was younger than the others, and we'd done our job. He would have shot us if he had a chance. 

Satisfied that the job was over, Black Three rolled the corpses back onto their stomachs so the ground could absorb more of their blood. We all detoured around them, none of us wanting to get blood on our boots and end up leaving easy-to-follow trails. 

"Leave or bury?" Black Three said, looking at me. 

"Cover as you can," I said, "but as soon as we hear from the others, we leave. We're still a little ahead of schedule. Let's keep it that way." 

Black Two formed up the rest of us while Black Three's team used underbrush to hide the bodies. I recorded a message for Lobo and Lim. "Black Team done. Area clean. Will proceed on your command." I triggered the comm burst. 

While I waited for Lobo to respond, I strained to listen and see as deeply into the surrounding forest as I could. Birds still sang occasionally. Leaves still rustled. A few minutes ago, those three men—those two men and that boy—had been alive, and now they were not, yet nothing in the world seemed different for the loss. Somewhere, sometime in the future, someone, maybe several people, would learn of these deaths, and their worlds would forever be changed, but not any of us in this forest, not on this night. Here, all was as if nothing had happened. 

We held our positions in silence for five minutes, living ghosts standing above the dead. A comm from Lobo arrived. "All clear. No casualties. Resume and wait at target point for confirmation that all are ready to proceed." After a few seconds of quiet, his voice continued. "This part is encrypted for you only, Jon, in the spirit of minimizing the knowledge of others about what I can do. I'm now set to jam everything in this area that isn't coming from one of our frequencies. Right now, the complex is silent, but when the rebels realize their patrols are down, they may try to call for help. If so, I'll tell you. If they decide to handle the problem locally and non-electronically, however, I won't have any way to monitor them. You almost certainly already know this, but, as you like to say to me, just in case you don't: Assume the rebels back at the complex are aware you're coming. Out." He was right: I did know to do that, but I also didn't object to the reminder. I glanced at Black Two, who was watching me and waiting for my signal. He nodded in my direction, and I nodded back. He faced front and gave the go sign. 

We moved forward in the night, death now behind us, more death possibly ahead of us, and though no one spoke, we were all glad that we were the ones still walking. 

  

When we were ten meters from the tree line and could see the complex, we stopped and took a twominute break. We'd yet to hear from Lobo, so we were probably the first to reach our marks. Everyone drank a little and took turns resting on the forest floor. I triggered the preset "in position" comm burst to Lobo and indicated we'd suffered no losses or injuries. 

No one shot at us. No one in the complex gave any sign that they knew we were there. Because Lobo hadn't called, we could safely assume no more patrols had exited it. 

I motioned to the team leaders; it was time to set up. 

Black Five, a tall thin man with the look and bearing of a high-ranking bureaucrat, fanned out his trio in front of us. They took positions on the ground, rifles at the ready, scanning the complex in case anyone came after us. With Lobo watching from above, we might have been able to do without our own guards, but I preferred redundant protections whenever possible. 

Black Four and her two teammates covered the rear and flanks, all of them on the ground, one watching in each direction. 

The other two guys in my trio set up the gas grenade launchers. Like the teams attacking from the other corners, we had brought five of these small but powerful devices, each capable of quickly firing ten small balls that would explode at various heights inside the complex. Two hundred gas grenades all hitting within a minute of each other was probably overkill, but we were using local ordnance, so we couldn't trust them all to detonate. Even if the did, we'd rather risk tranking the rebels for too long—or, if any of them were sick, possibly even killing a few—than leave resistance alive inside and have to shoot them. That would kill them for sure. We'd trigger the launchers remotely, because we also couldn't be positive they wouldn't explode on us or fail to operate. I'd trust milspec gear I'd test-fired and understood, but this gear represented more risk than I liked. 

Black Two and Black Three had the most difficult jobs: readying the trees. As soon as the grenades exploded in the complex, we had to take off across the cleared zone. To do that safely, we had to remotely set off any traps that were waiting for us there. We knew from Lobo's scans and long-range photos that we weren't facing surface weapons, but what lurked under the ground was anyone's guess. Lobo couldn't detect any obvious IR signatures, but cheap mines or devices as crude as spiked branches on tripwires wouldn't leave any telltale signs he could detect from so far away. 

Dropping half a dozen large trees on that area, on the other hand, would both trigger everything in front of us and provide a solid, if rough, platform we could use to run to the complex. The tricky and thus time-consuming part of the operation was making sure we hit the ground with the right length of each tree. The trees here ran from a meter and a half to about two meters in diameter, so we'd be crashing a lot of weight onto the booby-trapped zone. If we hit it with a tree section that was too long, we could trash part of the wall of the complex or possibly even kill anyone standing or sleeping too near it. We would need the walls to hold in the rebels once we took over, and we didn't want to kill anyone, so running long was bad. On the other hand, if we cut and dropped too short a piece, we'd have to waste time clearing the remaining open ground, and that delay would leave us all exposed. So, short was even worse. We had to get it just right. 

Each of the six people on the tree teams carried logging sensors and line-of-sight measurers, and they were busy using those devices now. Each picked a tree, took measurements of both it and the distance to the complex, and used the sensor's computer to figure the cut point. The real work was climbing the tree and attaching the cutting tapes to that point. They had gecko shoes and gloves and were good at what they did, and the trunks were wavy and full of good handholds and easy to manage with that gear, but it was dark and time was short and so everyone was hustling. 

Black Two scrambled up the tree as if born to climb. He paused a few times to point at Black Three and shake his head. I could see why: Black Three moved like a great beast clawing his way upward. I felt guilty for having so little to do. The evening air was cool enough that I was sweating only moderately as the humidity took its toll; the working teams had to be soaked. I walked among the tree and launcher teams, checking their work, listening for bursts from Lobo, and generally being useless. We'd agreed not to give the commanders specific duties and instead to train them as backups for everything, in case anything went wrong, but our unit was intact and so I was unnecessary. I hated it. I wanted to help, but I also knew that interfering would be both insulting to my squad mates and a sure way to slow them. 

"All present," said the comm burst from Lobo. "No dead, two casualties, all operational. Stick to plan." I checked the mission timer in my right contact. We had eighty-eight minutes to launch time, which would be three hours before sunrise, when everyone in the complex except late-night security patrols should be sleeping their deepest. We'd finish early, but even if the others had just arrived, they should be able to meet this schedule. 

I inspected the inside of our perimeter. The outward-facing guards were in position and watchful, no one talking or sleeping or messing around. None of them had signaled the alarm, and Lobo hadn't sent us any alerts, so as best we could tell, we remained undetected. 

All the launchers were on their marks. The two guys from my trio were loading the first one. The six on the trees were nearing their marks. Most of the climbers were only five or six meters off the ground, but one was twice that high, and another was two meters higher still. The trees were tall enough that we'd known we'd have to cut them at points fairly far off the ground, but it was still odd to see these people moving up the sides of the trunks, transforming from humans into dark shapes that blended with the jungle night and, when they were high enough, faded to invisibility. 

I returned to my central observation point and checked the time again. 

Eighty-two minutes before we went hot. 

  

Chapter 24 

  

In the jungle right outside the rebel complex, planet Tumani 

Two minutes to go. 

A burst from Lobo blasted through my comm. "All green," he said. "On the schedule." I checked our positions one last time. All five trios had formed up outside our previous perimeter, behind and to the side of the target trees and the launchers. Most of us were on the safe side of the action in shallow holes we'd scraped with the spare minutes available to us. If a trunk fell the wrong way or a launcher blew up or anything else went wrong, we wanted to be as far away and as protected as we could be without unreasonably slowing our assault. 

Per our plan, I activated the comms of our whole team. This close, even if the rebels detected the transmissions, it would be too late for them to retaliate. From the darkness around me I heard the soft snick of helmets closing and locking out the world. I shut mine, and all I could hear was my own breathing and my pulse pounding in my ears. When we set off the launchers and cut down the tree sections, the sounds would be deafening if we didn't protect ourselves. The helmets would also, of course, filter the gas, though as an added precaution we'd all taken an antidote before we'd left the hangar. One minute. 

"Like we planned it," I said to the team. "Helmets locked, stay on comms, go crisp and easy, remain on the trees throughout your approach, hope not to have to shoot. I want everyone standing at the end. Go on the mark." They knew all of those things, of course, but the review was as close to a pep talk as I could manage with people I didn't know. 

Fifteen seconds. 

I checked the sky over the complex to make sure no one had gone earlier; all clear. I focused on our launchers. 

Ten. 

I took a deep breath and twisted my head a bit to relax my neck and shoulders. Five. 

One. 

The launchers shook slightly as they fired the gas grenades. The mission timer on my contact changed direction and counted upward. The grenades shot into the air every three seconds, so for half a minute I watched, the world eerily silent thanks to the helmet, as we filled our sector of the complex with gas. I glanced at the huge wall across the clearing, but it was still dark enough and the gas was heavy enough that I couldn't see any of it in the air above the buildings. 

At forty-five seconds, the top of the first tree began its descent. It was big enough and encountered enough resistance from the branches of the others in front of it that its fall was initially slow, almost stately, like a drunk gentleman lowering himself into his own bed. The tree section accelerated as it crashed through the last of the branches in its path, slammed onto the ground, bounced, and settled. Dirt and rock and wood chunks flew through the air. Between the darkness and the amount of debris the tree's crash had caused, I couldn't tell whether we'd set off any mines. 

A second tree hit the ground. While focusing on the first and its aftermath, I'd missed this one's descent. It lay three or four meters to the left of the earlier one. This time, the air near the tree flashed orange-white for several seconds; we'd definitely triggered something. Flying fragments moving too fast for me to see cut through the branches and underbrush in front of us. 

Another tree fell between the first two. More dirt, more branches, more flashes of light, one of them a meter or so inside the jungle from the cleared area. I was glad we'd stayed way back. A fourth landed and notched into place between the third and the second as if we were building a floor with trunk-size planks. It caused fewer flashes than the third, but this time something nicked into the tree closest to me and leaves rained all over me. Sweat made the wicking fabric in my uniform work harder; I hated being a passive observer in a fixed position with explosions in front of me. The fifth didn't hit its mark as well as we'd hoped. It ended up stretched across part of the central third tree and a section of the first one, but that was acceptable; we'd dropped so many to make sure we had multiple pathways to the goal. 

The sixth and last tree landed to the right of the first, almost touching it at the cut end near us, a couple of meters apart from that earlier tree at the complex wall. This one triggered a long chain of flashes; the rebels had been lazy and planted a bunch of mines on a diagonal we'd accidentally hit. 

"No significant damage to the complex from your trees," Lobo said, the comm now live and going to all of us. 

We were up and running toward them as he continued, our helmets' night-vision displays activated. 

"Take the leftmost two; their branches reach all the way to the wall." We reached those downed trees. Black Two and Black Three led their teams onto the left and right downed trunks, respectively. Black Two swung onto the tree, crouched, pulled his rifle to the ready, and moved forward three meters to make room for the other two. Black Four's and Black Five's teams followed them but stopped in the shadow of the trees, pulled their rifles, and scanned the complex, ready to provide covering fire should anyone try to shoot their squad-mates on the trees. The six on the trunks kept a meter between each of them as they walked quickly but carefully across the downed trunks. They slowed when they reached the thick branches that ran the last several meters to the complex's outer wall. They dropped and crawled the rest of the distance, descending into the thick, fallen canopy and out of our sight as they drew closer to the wall. 

As soon as those first six were out of sight, the guard trios ascended the trees and my three advanced to provide covering fire. The other two covered the outer, leftmost tree; I took the right one. I could feel the rough texture of the bark through the thin gloves. We'd had no way to drill this process, but everyone here was a pro, and the passage continued to proceed smoothly. 

"At the wall," Black Two said. "Preparing entrance." 

The six now on the trees picked up their pace, eager to be in position for the breach of the wall. 

"Switch to twenty-five-percent audio," Lobo said over our comms. "Maintain gas protection." Sound leaked through the helmet's filters. Even though it was only the faintest whispers of the scraping of boots on trees and the rush of air through branches, it was a welcome taste of the audible world. A few seconds later, a loud boom broke the quiet. Four louder explosions followed it. 

"Entrance open and additional gas away," Black Two said. "Holding for cover teams." As the sound of our blasts faded, much quieter rumbles filled the air. The teams at the other corners of the complex were doing their work, but I didn't pay any attention to them. My job was here; Lim would relay new orders through Lobo if she needed us elsewhere. 

"At the wall," Black Four said, "and giving cover. Come on over." 

"No hostile contact," Black two said, "as per plan." Though everyone inside should be unconscious, he was to hold his position until we were all there and ready to go. 

The three of us on my team shouldered our weapons, climbed onto the trunks, and started across, our focus on the wood below our feet. It wasn't a bad surface, but I didn't want to be the first to slip, so I moved carefully. The canopy was denser than I'd thought: Almost immediately after hitting it, I had to climb down and crawl along one of the thicker branches. The ones who'd gone before me had left an easy to follow trail of bent and broken smaller branches, so I made good progress and was quickly in sight of the wall. I followed the path of the others down to the ground and stepped in their footprints. The others remained in position near the entrance. 

"Still no signs of movement in the open areas," Lobo said. "Reminder: I can't read IR signatures through the roofs of the corner guard buildings. Proceed with caution." 

If this had been a normal mission, we'd have addressed that limitation by blowing up those four structures, or at least shooting enough rounds into them to kill anyone inside. Here, though, we couldn't be sure where kids might be, so we had to clear each building and capture all the hostiles. We also didn't want to lose any of our team, so we were carrying live rounds, not tranks. I hoped we didn't have to use them. 

Gunfire sounded in the distance. Either some rebels had avoided the gas, or someone on our side had gotten too excited. Either way, not my problem, not right then. 

"Go," I said. 

Black Two and Black Three lead their trios through the entrance in alternation, Black Two's group going right, Black Three's heading left. The teams moved like their leaders: Black Two's in quick, staccato motions, Black Three's slowly and carefully. 

The rest of us took up positions on either side of the entrance and at different heights and aimed our rifles toward the guard building. 

The six on point rushed to the left and right edges of the building, staying low as they ran, and leaned against the walls as soon as they reached them. 

We could spot no sign of activity in the guard building. 

"Black Team!" Lobo said. "Roof!" 

We were sloppy to need the warning, so focused on dealing with the possibility of people being awake inside the building that we hadn't checked its roof. I glanced up in time to see a man, his silhouette barely visible against the night sky, crawling along the peak of the roof. Another's torso emerged from an access hatch. Both appeared to be wearing masks. 

Our six at the building flattened themselves further against the walls. 

"Four," I said, "on my mark. Two and Three, enter on same. Go." Black Four's led her team inside and opened fire, each of them squeezing off a short burst. The men on the roof twitched from multiple impacts and stopped moving. One of them hung partway out of the hatch. At the same time, the six of us at the building ran to the door facing us and kicked it open. We cleared to the sides as soon as it started to move. 

Gunfire sounded from within. 

Our teams pulled back. 

Black Five dropped to the ground, crawled forward until he could aim through the opening, and squeezed off three short bursts. He lifted his fist, then his thumb. 

His teammates headed in, one on his left and one on his right. He stood and followed them. 

"Inside clear," Black Five said. "One down, one unconscious and now secure." 

"Roof clear," Black Four said. "Two hostiles down." 

"Black Team," Lobo said, "no external motion in your quadrant." Black Four fanned out her team so they could guard the other three sides of the building's exterior. I had my helmet display a map of the six remaining buildings we were responsible for securing. Three were small, structures we'd guessed held supplies or quarters for senior staff. Three were almost certainly barracks for kids. We'd clear the small ones first, and then we'd secure the barracks. 

"Let's go visiting," I said over the comm. 

  

Chapter 25 

  

In the rebel complex, planet Tumani 

The smaller buildings housed only sleeping guards, their open windows perfect entrances for the gas. We secured all of the people and left them where they slept; we'd round them up later, after we'd cleared the rest of our area. 

Windows were also open all along the side of the first dorm we approached, so we peeked through them to verify that no one was moving. The third or so of the beds that we could see were occupied, and all the occupants appeared to be asleep. I considered trying to save time by sending in one trio to secure the kids and taking the rest of our unit to the next dorm, but I rejected the notion: Sloppy work way too often proves to be its own reward. 

Instead, we went in properly, Black Two slithering in first. He and his team quickly verified that the main area was indeed secure, every kid in it asleep, but it wasn't the only room: The space also contained a pair of large closets, one at either end, and a bathroom that ran two-thirds of the way across the rear. Black Three's team joined to provide cover fire if necessary as Black Two's cleared those three rooms. I doubted a single person in either trio believed they were going to encounter resistance, but they did their jobs properly and precisely; they were pros. 

The front closet was empty. So was the rear. 

As they worked, the rest of us fanned out in the main area and secured the sleeping kids with ties on their hands and feet. The gas must have hit them hard, because none of them even stirred. Black Two, standing well to the side of the bathroom entrance, knocked on its door. A shot blasted a hole right where his hand had touched the wood. The sound echoed despite the open windows. Two more shots followed the first blast. 

Black Two motioned to Black Three to return fire. 

The big man raised his rifle. 

"Hold," I said over the comm. "Black Five, check for other exits from the bathroom." That trio ran out of the barracks. 

"We're on a schedule," Lobo said to me privately. "You need to deal with this quickly." I ignored him. 

"Black Two and Three, force open the door, toss in gas, and keep your teams to the sides." The two trios spread along the bathroom wall. Black Two pulled a small charge from his pack and stuck it to the door's handle. 

Ten seconds later, it blew with a loud pop. T 

The door flew inward. 

Black Three stooped and rolled in a gas grenade. 

Two more shots from inside the room smacked into the wall at the opposite end of the barracks. Five seconds later, a small, thin boy ran out of the smoke, a damp rag tied over his nose and mouth. He carried his rifle like a club and swung it to the left as he cleared the doorway. 

Black Three grabbed the weapon at the same time Black Two caught the boy's arm. The kid let go and tried to spin free, but Black Two maintained his grip on the kid. 

"Government assassins!" the boy said. Black Two looked to me for instructions, so the boy stared at me, too. "You can't mess with Bony, no, not with me. I'll show you." 

I pointed to the bathroom. 

Black Two nodded and pulled the rag away from the boy's face. 

The kid kicked and screamed, wordless animal sounds ripping out of his throat. Black Three picked up the boy and carried him into the bathroom as easily as if he was a sleeping baby. 

"You'll see!" the boy said. He coughed several times. "You'll see." His voice trailed off. Black Three reappeared a few seconds later, the unconscious boy looking even tinier cradled in his arms. 

"Tough, clever little bugger," he said. "You gotta give 'im that." He set the kid on first empty bunk. The boy didn't come close to filling the small bed. Maybe a meter and a half tall, with short hair, a body so thin it might have been composed of sticks, and skin as dark as the bark of the trees we'd create our path over the mines, he looked like a starving child, not a soldier. 

Black Three shook his head. He secured the kid's hands and feet anyway. 

I stared at the child, at all the other bound and sleeping boys in the barracks, and helpless rage rose in me, fury that made me want to kill those who had turned these children into fighters and the leaders who had decided that doing so was a good idea. 

"Bathroom clear," Black Two said. 

I nodded, shoved down the rage, and headed out of the barracks. We weren't done. "Two more to go," I said. "Move out." 

  

The first stains of daylight were oozing along the horizon when Lobo touched down in a large landing area near the center of the complex. As my body consumed the last dregs of adrenaline, aches and fatigue flooded through me. The nanomachines would remedy the pains soon enough, but in that moment they seemed appropriate, even necessary; violence should never come without cost. Lim, Gustafson, Schmidt, and I walked inside Lobo through a side hatch he'd opened. Sweat had carved small trails in the dirt on their faces. They moved stiffly, as if they were ancient. I wondered if I appeared to be in equally bad shape. 

"You all look like hell," Lobo said privately, "particularly you, and you smell worse." So much for that question. "Thanks," I subvocalized. 

Small currents of air played across my neck; Lobo was dealing with the odor. "It's so much harder," he said, "being human than it is being me." 

We stood in his front. I could have asked him to bring out couches, but I was afraid I might fall asleep if I relaxed. 

"Five casualties for us," Lim said, "but no fatalities, and all the injured should recover fully. Not bad." 

"But also not what we dreamed," Gustafson said, "though it never is." 

"Half a dozen hostiles dead," Lim said, as if she hadn't heard him, "and another eleven shot, including two boys. Don't know if they'll make it." 

None of us had anything to say to that. No one had wanted to shoot any of the children, but we'd all had to defend ourselves. I was glad Black squad hadn't shot any of them, but I couldn't take credit for that; we'd just been lucky. 

"A Tumani unit is inbound," Lim said. "I've spoken to their commander, and they're honoring our deal: They'll make camp in the trees around the perimeter and hope the rebels come back. They'll also take away our adult prisoners. The children and the complex are ours." 

"The rest of our people?" Schmidt said. 

"Also inbound," Lim said. "Two more small ships have cleared the jump gates since we started, so we should get seventy-five more people. A few more may join us later, but that's basically it." I hadn't been part of the planning for the follow-on reintegration work, because my job ended when we controlled the complex. "The kids will outnumber you four to one," I said. Schmidt shrugged. "We're not here to fight them; we're here to help them. I know our numbers aren't ideal for reintegration, but they also aren't horrible. Besides, group counseling is common." 

"More to the point," Gustafson said, "it's the best we can do." 

"I understand your intentions and plans," I said, "and I obviously support them. But what do you do if the boys want to fight you?" 

"What do you think?" Schmidt said, her voice strained. "We know this isn't perfect. We know we can't plan for everything. We know we probably won't save them all. But we'll do what we can. We'll do everything we can to avoid conflict, and if it comes, we'll deal with it—and try to teach them that they no longer have to fight." 

I'd never found that lesson to be true, never experienced more than a year or so without a battle of some kind, but whether the violence found me or I sought it was something I've never really understood. Before I could upset Schmidt further, Gustafson put his hand on her shoulder, stared at me, and said, 

"Look, Gunny, you should understand by now that we know what're doing. Teams are already locating and securing every weapon in the place. Others are clearing the felled trees and repairing the damage we did to the four entry points. We won't finish all the work tonight, but even with the assault group sleeping in shifts, we should have the place secure within a day. The kids should remain unconscious for at least another four hours. When they're all awake, we'll explain the situation to them." He patted Schmidt's shoulder lightly. "The rest will be up to the counselors." 

"And when we've proven to the kids that fighting is behind them," Schmidt said, "the real work will begin." 

Lim and Gustafson nodded their agreement. 

"Jon," Lobo said to me privately over the machine frequency, "why are you provoking arguments? Our role in this is over. Let's go." 

He was right. I'd done what I'd promised, Lobo had delivered on his end, and the operation had gone as well as anyone had a right to expect. I could fight, but I couldn't help now that the attack was over; I knew nothing about teaching children how to live  after fighting. No one had ever taught me. I couldn't even really believe in a life without fighting. 

I held up my hands. "I didn't mean to criticize. I'm sorry. I think it's time for me to call it a night." 

"I know you're tired," Lim said. "We all are. I'd like one more thing, though." 

"What?" I hoped my voice didn't sound as angry to her as it did to me. 

"Would you be willing," she said, "to wait here and watch for trouble until the rest of our ships arrive? I don't expect any rebel attacks, and the window of exposure is only four hours, but I'd just as soon play it safe." 

I stared at her. She couldn't be concerned about the rebels; they had no ships that could pose any problems for her team. She had to be worried about the government double-crossing her. 

"You need to sleep," Lobo said privately, "but I've got nothing better to do. It's not like I can rest" 

"Sure," I said to Lim, "I'd be happy to do it." 

"I wouldn't go that far," Lobo said. 

Lim nodded and headed out of Lobo. Gustafson and Schmidt followed her. I trailed them. At the hatch, Lim paused and turned to face me. 

"This is where you always make your exit, Jon," she said, "and I understand that. It's what people like us do. It's what I usually do. Don't you ever wonder, though, what happens to the messes we leave behind?" Anger flushed my face. I'd done what I'd said I'd do. I'd kept up my end of the deal. "What right—" 

"I'm sorry," she said, interrupting me. She rubbed her eyes. "That was uncalled for. I appreciate your help. We couldn't have done it without you." She stepped out of Lobo, turned, and vanished. Gustafson glanced back at me and nodded. "Gunny." 

"Top," I said. 

Without looking at me, Schmidt said, "Thanks." 

I nodded in acknowledgment even though she couldn't see me. 

The two of them left. 

Lobo sealed the hatch behind them. 

I stared at the blank wall and thought about what Lim had said. When the fighting was over and the mission was complete, I did leave, but it was always what everyone wanted me to do. People needed me—needed  us, Lobo and me and others like us—to fix their problems, to do the dirty work they wouldn't do, but when we were done, they wanted us to go somewhere else. Our skills, our abilities, even our willingness to do those jobs made us unwelcome when the fighting was over. I turned and headed for my quarters. "Thank you for agreeing to watch the skies," I said aloud to Lobo. 

"I'm going to sleep." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 26 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

Light was fleeing the purpling sky and still Benny would not let us rest. The heat of the day hung on as if fighting to survive. The air squatted on us, wet and thick and so heavy that every movement was a struggle. Sand coated my shirtless body and ran in sweat streams down my chest and back and arms. My right hand and wrist and forearm ached from gripping the knife and practicing with dummies stuffed with dirt and grass and the thick branches that Bob wielded like clubs. 

"They'll have rifles," Benny said, his voice hoarse, "and we'll have only knives. We've got to be good with what we have." 

I circled Bob, looking for an in, watching the branch. If I could stab the grass-filled sack he was wearing like a shirt, I would win that round. I jabbed, but he danced back and avoided any contact. He swatted with the branch a second later, but I had already slipped out of range; he was definitely slowing. I advanced, tempting him to close the distance. 

Something slammed into my forearm. 

I yelped with pain and dropped the knife. I glanced in the direction of the blow and saw Alex preparing to hit me again with a branch thicker than my forearm. 

Something smashed into my left shoulder. 

I stumbled. I'd forgotten Bob! 

"What?" I yelled. "It wasn't supposed—" 

A weight landed on my back. 

I fell forward onto my hands and knees. I turned in time to see Bob and Alex diving for my arms. Scaly arms wrapped around my throat and started choking me. 

Something pulled on my legs. 

I hit the ground face-first. I turned my head in time to avoid hurting my nose, but I breathed in dirt and couldn't see clearly. I pushed off hard with my left hand and managed to roll onto my back. I pushed down with my body and tried to lift my head to butt it backward into Han's nose. Bob and Alex leapt on me and locked down my arms and grabbed my head so I couldn't hurt Han. 

I screamed and thrashed in rage, but they all held on, Han slowing my air supply even though I tucked my chin as Benny had taught us. 

I heard the sound of Benny's cart rolling in the sand. He came into view over my left shoulder. His right arm flipper gripped my knife. He brought it down on my face and eased it between Han's arm and the underside of my chin. 

I felt the sharp blade and stopped moving; I'd seen how easily it could cut. 

"You screwed up," Benny said, "several times. First, you didn't watch for other threats. When they came, you forgot how to handle them. Finally, you lost your temper." He shook his head. "You know better. I've taught you better." 

I tried to respond, but I couldn't get enough air to speak clearly. 

"Han," Benny said, "let him talk." 

Han relaxed but did not release his grip on my neck. 

"That's not fair," I said. My voice didn't sound right. I coughed a few times but couldn't clear my throat. 

"We weren't doing that sort of practice." 

"Fair?" Benny said. He leaned closer to me. "Haven't you been listening? What's so hard to understand? 

Nothing about our situation is fair. Not this island, not my body, not the way we were born, nothing. And the soldiers who guard the shuttle definitely won't worry about being fair. We won't know for sure how they'll react, and they won't follow any plan of ours or any rules. If they have to, maybe even if they simply feel like it, they'll kill every single one of us who attacks them." 

"But you don't make these attacks on any of the other people." I said. I realized I was crying. Alex and Bob looked away, but they didn't release my arms. 

"Don't you cry!" Benny said. "I've told you before: Don't you ever cry. You don't get to cry. No one else goes through these drills because no one else can. You can. You have to lead the attack. You have to be ready for anything, because you're the best we have. So, you'll keep doing the drills and doing them and doing them until I say you're ready." 

"I don't want to," I said. My cheeks were wet, but I couldn't stop myself, couldn't stop the tears. "I don't want to do this anymore. I don't want to." 

Benny lifted the knife and tossed it away. He nodded, and Alex and Bob got off me. I rolled onto my side and hugged my knees to my chest. 

Han wriggled out from under me. 

Benny put his flipper on my shoulder, but I wouldn't look at him. "I don't want this," I said. "I never wanted any of this. I just want to be home, with Jennie, with everything the way it was." 

"You can't have that," Benny said. "I'm sorry, I really am, but you can't." 

"You can at least stop doing this to me. You can leave me alone." 

"Look at me," he said. 

I didn't move. 

"Look at me." 

He wouldn't stop until I did, so I turned onto my back and stared up at him. 

"I will," he said, "if you tell me that's what you really want. But before you do, think about what I said: If we're ever to get off this island, it's going to be because you led the way, because you made it possible for us to beat the guards. You. We can't do it without you. You're the only one of us with a whole body and a whole mind." 

"I'm just a kid," I said. For a moment, I remembered being treated like one, an oversized, too-old one, but a kid who Jennie always played with and treated like a kid. My time with her, only a couple of months ago, now seemed so far away. 

"I know," Benny said, "and we can wait for you to get older if you want, but however long we delay, it's going to come down to you. The only way any of us wins is if you lead the fight and if you can beat the guards. For you to do that, you have to become a better fighter than they are—and you have to be ready for anything that can happen. You have to be tough, tougher than they are, and they're full-grown men with a great deal of training." 

My nose was clogged from crying and the sand, so I blew it on my hands and wiped them on the ground. 

"I never wanted to be tough," I said. "Jennie used to tell me I had a smart heart, and part of the reason is that I was always nice. The tough people I knew were mean a lot of the time." 

"You can stay soft, and you can stay nice," Benny said, "but then you'll never leave Dump, and you'll never see your sister again." 

I looked at the others. None of them would face me. I knew they liked me, and I didn't think any of them enjoyed the sneak attacks Benny made them launch at me, but still they did what he said. They wanted to escape from Dump, and they were willing to do whatever it took to make that happen. Even if that meant hurting me. 

"I'm sorry," Benny said, his eyes glistening in the last of the daylight, "but if you want to leave here, you don't get to be a kid any longer. You have to learn to fight, to harden that heart, and to do whatever it takes, including killing those guards if it comes to that, or we'll all stay here until we die." 

"It's not right," I said. "It's wrong of you to put so much on me. There has to be another way." He shook his head. "No, there's not, or if there is, I've missed it." He paused a few seconds. With a very low voice, barely louder than a whisper, he said, "Tell me what I've missed." I honestly believe he wanted me to show him another way. 

I couldn't. I thought about the day the guards had dropped me on the island and how careful and strong they'd been. I looked at the others training with me. Benny was right: None of them could do it. None of them would even meet my gaze. 

I shook my head slowly and sat up. I closed my eyes and thought about living here forever, about never seeing Jennie again, and the anger rushed into me. It came like a storm from the ocean bringing fresh drinking water, like hot food, giving me energy, feeding me, making me stronger. Making me harder. 

I opened my eyes and looked at Benny. I slowly nodded my head, my arms trembling as the anger kept coming, as I flashed on the guards and the ship taking away Jennie and the men who'd dumped me here. I wanted to scream, to howl at the coming night like a hurt and cornered animal, but I didn't, because I might lose the anger, and I couldn't let myself do that, not yet, not then. Without it, all I had was pain and loss. I kept it in me, let it fill me but held it, and when I spoke, my voice was calm and, despite the heat in me, colder than I'd ever heard it. 

"You're right," I said. "There's no other way." I hit the ground with both fists. "I will learn, and we  will get off this island." 

"Okay," Benny said, nodding his head. "Okay." He raised his voice. "That's enough for today." As he turned away from me, I'm sure I saw tears, but I didn't care. He didn't need to cry about anything. None of us did. Crying wouldn't help; I understood that now. Only the anger would save us. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 27 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

I awoke drenched in sweat and still wearing the mission pants and shirt, my muscles straining, not moving as my body desperately fought the urge to leap up. 

"How long?" I said as I stood. 

"You've been asleep three hours and thirty minutes," Lobo said. 

My body was fine; the nanomachines had done their work and healed me. Physically, despite the tightness and the tension, I was ready to go. Mentally, though, I was exhausted. I didn't remember dreaming, didn't recall anything from that short rest, but I felt like my mind had been racing the entire time. I walked out of my quarters. "Have all of Lim's ships arrived?" 

"I don't know," Lobo said. "Several have, but I've heard nothing from her as to whether she's expecting more. You were sleeping, and no hostiles showed up, so I had no reason to contact her. Do you want me to do so now?" 

"No need. What's going on out there?" 

In response, a display appeared on the wall in front of me. Lim was standing on top of a small, one-story, flat-roofed building that faced a large open square in the middle of the compound. A crowd of boys paced and stood in front of her. More streamed from all angles into the group. In size, some of them appeared to be on the very cusp of manhood, while others didn't look much more than eight or nine years old. Their bodies rippled with lean, corded muscle and showed no fat. Most had passed thin and were verging on malnourished; many already had distended stomachs and shrunken, hollow faces. Their expressions showed the aging the fighting had wrought on them. None smiled. All scanned their surroundings constantly, their eyes flicking across the rifle-bearing guards who lounged against nearby buildings, trying hard to look nonchalant but not fooling anybody. The boys spoke in whispers and nods and gestures. Some stopped as if to check shoes almost none of them wore and instead palmed small stones. They thought they were clever. They thought they were fooling the guards. They weren't. 

We all knew what they were doing. They were readying themselves to fight. 

I could understand that. It's what they knew, what they did, all they'd done since the rebels had pressed them into service. They almost certainly thought they were fighting for the right side. Most soldiers do, regardless of their ages. I had, at their age, during my time on Dump. I'm still sure I was on the right side of that one. Not that it made any difference, not really, not in the damage that it did to me or that I did to others. 

"I'm going outside to listen," I said. 

"Why?" Lobo said. "I can contact Lim and find out if she still needs us. If she does, I can handle it, and you can sleep; you clearly need more. If she doesn't, we're done, as you told them, and we can leave." Even if I could have answered him completely honestly, even if I'd been willing to tell him about my past—and I wasn't, not yet, maybe not ever—I couldn't have explained the urge I felt. Staring at those lost boys, understanding them, having been one like them, feeling at times as if I were still one of them, I wanted to know what it was that Lim or Schmidt or Gustafson or anyone could ever say that would help, that would make one damn bit of difference to the dark dreams that would, if my experience was any guide, plague them forever. Maybe I also wanted to see that someone really was going to try to help them, because no one had even tried with me. 

"I don't know," I finally said. "I just want to go. I'll be back." 

"Of course," Lobo said. He opened a side hatch. "Where else would you go?" I smiled and stepped outside. From anyone else, the same comment might have infuriated me with its smugness, but that's not how Lobo meant it. I knew him well enough to be sure of that. He understood. We had each other and little else, maybe nothing else. That was okay. It was more than I'd had for many decades of my life. 

Even though it was only mid-morning, the air was already thick and warm and clingy. As Lobo sealed himself behind me, I set out for the square. Boys were still coming from barracks behind the pad where Lobo rested. They swerved around me, watchful eyes on me, unconsciously and automatically staying more than an arm's length away. I was an enemy who had attacked in the night, and now they were heading to hear the terms of their occupation. They were acting sensibly; I'd have done the same. I reached the square and stayed on its edge, in the back with the guards. Lim, appearing tired but relaxed, surveyed the young mob. 

I searched the perimeter until I found Schmidt, who was standing almost exactly opposite Lim. A group of four boys joined the larger group. Thirty seconds passed. No more appeared. Schmidt nodded. 

"I'd thank you for coming," Lim said, her voice booming from speakers I couldn't see, "but we're going to try very hard not to lie to you, and thanking you for something we forced you to do is too close to a lie for my taste." 

A few boys chuckled briefly but stopped at the angry looks from those near them. Lim had gotten their attention, though; the square was quiet save for the soft breeze, the construction sounds of the repairs at the corners of the complex, and the occasional short bird cry. 

"You know you're prisoners," she said, "because we have armed guards, and we won't let you leave." At this, many of them began talking, mumbling, and shifting in place. Maybe they'd harbored other hopes, or perhaps the directness of Lim's approach wasn't working as well now as it had a moment before. 

"What are you going to do with us?" a voice from the middle called. 

"Help you," Lim said. "We're going to help you learn to deal with what's happened to you and live like normal kids again. When you're ready, we'll take you back to your families—or find new families for you, if yours are no longer—" she paused, as if she didn't want to finish her sentence "—alive." 

"We don't want your help!" several boys simultaneously said. 

"I understand," Lim said. "I believe that many of you, maybe even most of you, feel that way. You don't get a choice, though. I'm sorry, but you don't. Even if you don't believe it, you do need help." 

"You killed our families!" a boy a few yards in front of me yelled in a voice I thought I recognized. Others all around the square began screaming, so many words coming at once that I couldn't make out most of them. 

I shifted left a few steps so I could get a better view of the first speaker. He was the boy from the shower, the one who had attacked our team. For a few seconds, I couldn't recall his name—it hadn't seemed important at the time—and then it came to me: Bony. He'd called himself Bony. Lim crossed her arms and stood silently. 

A few rocks smacked into the air in front of her and bounced off. 

I moved a bit to my left and caught the profile of the thin, transparent shield in front of her. Smart. The boys quickly figured it out, too, because the rocks stopped flying. 

"No fair," a voice somewhere near the center said. 

At that, boys all over the square laughed, and the rest of the yelling died down. 

"No," Lim said, "it's not fair, not at all. Since when was any of this fair? Did the men who trained you tell you that fighting was fair?" She looked slowly over the crowd of boys, as if daring each one to say she was wrong. "I thought not, because they were not stupid." 

She had their full attention again. I was impressed. When I'd last seen her, she couldn't manage a meeting without losing control of her anger. Now, she was manipulating hundreds of boys—and keeping herself in check. 

"No," she said again, this time shaking her head, "they were not stupid. Far from it. They were smart. They knew that if they worked you and addicted you and trained you and didn't feed you enough and didn't let you sleep that they could turn you from children into soldiers, soldiers they could command. And they did." This time, she nodded. "They did. They made you all soldiers." 

"Damn right!" several voices said. Murmurs of agreement and even a few cheers swept through the boys. Lim held up her hands, and as if the assembled children were now under her command, they quickly feel silent. "That's all over now. You're not soldiers anymore." 

"What?" 

"No!" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Who are you to tell us what we are?" 

"Wait until our brothers return!" 

I couldn't keep track of who was saying what as a chorus of responses showered Lim. She remained silent until the cries faded away, the whole time appearing to be listening closely. When she spoke, her voice was firm but held no trace of anger. "The sooner you let me finish, the sooner you can return to your barracks. You can drown me out, but you can't out-wait me." She surveyed the crowd slowly, not challenging them, not angry, just stating a fact. When no one spoke, she nodded once and continued. "Thank you. Let me try to answer all those questions. What I mean is simple: Your days as soldiers are over. The rebels should never have—" she paused as a few shouts came from the boys and continued when they were quiet "—they should never have made you soldiers. You're children, and children should never be soldiers." 

At this, the boys began yelling again. 

In response, Lim fell quiet. 

They went at it for almost fifteen minutes, different groups taking turns screaming, questions and insults and sexual suggestions coming in almost equal measures. 

Lim stood silently. As far as I knew, she'd been up all night, and her temper was legendary, but she never wavered from her calm, flat affect. 

When the area fell quiet once again, she continued as if they'd never interrupted her. "Your captors—and the rebels were always your captors, never really your brothers, for what big brother makes his little brother carry a weapon and fight in a war?—are not coming back. We have captured all of the ones who were stationed here. Government forces are in the jungle protecting this complex. It is ours." 

"So you are the government?" a boy yelled. 

"No," she said, "we are not. We are an independent group here to help you. Some of you asked who we were to tell you what you are and what you're going to do. All we are is a group of concerned adults who want to help you become kids again and have families again." 

"You called our brothers our captors, but you have captured us!" the small boy, Bony, yelled at her. 

"You're right," she said, nodding. "We are. We captured this complex and you because we could not think of any other way to free you. We're going to hold you here until you're ready to return to normal life and we have families ready to take you." 

"This is my family!" Bony yelled. Others joined him, cheering for themselves, for each other. 

"No," Lim said when they finally stopped. "You and the adults who commanded you are the only people you believe understand what you've been through, and so you all feel like you've become a family, but those adults were  never your family. They used you, and when one of you failed or fell, they killed him and left him behind." She stopped and slowly scanned the crowd. "You know I'm telling the truth." 

"They did what they had to do!" a boy yelled. 

Lim shook her head. "No, no they didn't. They used you. What we are going to do is help each of you become ready for a real family, your old one or, if need be, a new one. All of us who are going to work with you have been in wars before, so we understand fighting and what it does to you. We can help you, and we will." 

More jeers and taunts followed. 

Again, Lim stayed silent until they stopped. 

"For now, you may do whatever you want," she said, "with only two limitations: If we find you with a weapon, any weapon, we will take it away, and from this moment on, you will not have any more root." 

"What?" The crowd hurled cries of frustration and disbelief at her. 

"Your captors made you addicts," Lim said when they were all quiet, "so you have to eat root to feel right. When you don't eat it, you feel sick. We will give you drugs to help clean it out of your systems, so you can start to be yourselves again—and so you can sleep." 

"Real warriors don't need to sleep!" one of the boys across the square from me yelled. 

"That's right!" 

"We fight while the weak sleep!" 

"Root makes us strong! You're just afraid of us!" 

"You want to poison us with your drugs!" 

More rocks bounced off the shield in front of Lim. 

She ignored them and stayed perfectly still, her arms at her sides, her gaze on the crowd. When the yelling finally stopped, she continued. "We've already destroyed all the root in the compound. You're done with it. Even with the medicine we'll give you, this will be hard. None of this is your fault, but the only way out of it is going to be rough. I'm sorry for that. I really am." She turned to go. 

"Running away?" Bony yelled. "Afraid of us?" 

Lim turned back to face them. She smiled slightly. "No, I'm not going anywhere. I'm staying here until we're done. You're stuck with me." 

"Come down here and say that to my face," Bony yelled, puffing up his chest. Lim had a good third of a meter and many kilos on him, but the kid wasn't just posturing; he was ready to fight. I smiled despite my tension and fatigue. I had to admire his determination. I certainly understood his attitude. 

Lim shook her head. "No," she said, "I won't. I won't fight you. None of this is your fault, and I won't punish you for it." 

She turned and walked away, across the roof and down something I could not see. The boys stayed where they were for a few seconds before drifting away in packs of twos and threes and fours. 

I watched them go and shook my head. I wondered if Lim and her counselors had any idea what they were facing. They'd all been in combat, but how many of them had been there as children? It was different, I knew it was, but I couldn't explain it to them without revealing more of my past than I would let anyone know. 

A hand touched my left shoulder. I grabbed it, pulled forward and spun behind the body of the person who'd touched me. I relaxed when I realized it was a guard, a blond man with skin light brown from tan. He stood a hands-width shorter than I was and carried a gun in his left hand. He wore coveralls, not a proper uniform, with an activefiber tag over his heart that read "Chris Long." Long held up his right hand and kept his weapon where it was. "Sorry for surprising you," he said. "Lim told me not to do that. I should have listened more carefully." 

Still tense from his approach, I nodded and said, "Yes." 

He glared at me for a second, unhappy with my response and tensing as if he were about to throw a punch. He stretched his head from side to side and said, "Sorry. We're both fighters, but that's not what we're here to do. We have to teach these kids how  not to be soldiers, how to fit into the world like normal people. We're not doing our jobs if we fight among ourselves." 

"Your jobs," I said, "not mine. I'm done with this." 

"That's what she told me," Long said. "Lim asked me to let you know that all our ships are here and you're free to go. She said she'd thank you herself, but she has more work to do and needs to grab some cot time." He stuck out his hand. "I was on Blue team. Your ship's surveillance helped us a lot. Thanks, and good luck." 

I shook his hand, nodded once, and headed back to Lobo. 

"Maggie's vessel is in-bound," Lobo said to me privately over the machine frequency. "Are you sure you want to leave before it gets here?" 

  

CHAPTER 28 

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

I ran along the beach as if the guards from the shuttle were chasing me. 

No one was. 

As Benny had taught me, I imagined them trying to catch me so they could beat me, tie me up, and kill me in front of the others. The more I focused on the images, the faster my heart beat, until the anger rose inside me and my breathing turned uneven and I couldn't get enough air. Sweat ran down my chest and my arms and my forehead, stinging my eyes. The heat, which hadn't bothered me a few seconds ago, now weighed on me. The sand, which I'd barely noticed moments earlier, pulled at my feet like hands trying to drag me down into the earth. 

I slowed, but my imagination showed the guards overtaking me, knocking me face-first into the sand, climbing on top of me and holding me down until they could tie my hands and feet. Anger you control can provide energy and power, Benny had said. Anger that runs unchecked, though, is the fastest path to burnout, to running out of breath and slowing, perhaps fatally. I forced myself to resume my previous pace. After a few meters, I ran a little faster, pushing my legs to carry me more quickly along the beach. At the same time, I focused on my breaths, making each inhalation both bigger and as slow as I could manage. I exhaled equally slowly, letting the air leak out through my nose. I concentrated on the rhythm: Breathe in as much as I could as slowly as I could manage. Exhale gently through my nose. Repeat. As my heart slowed and my breathing came under control, I maintained the pace. I had to take a few gulps of air to refill my lungs, but after a short time I was able to return to breathing only through my nose. 

My legs hurt, and I wasn't sure how long I could sustain this pace, but I had taken myself into the anger and recovered. I needed to improve my self-control, to try to stop my rage from ever becoming my master. By learning to back down from the anger without stopping or even slowing, Benny said I could feed off its energy and still remain focused on the task at hand, on the enemy in front of me. I rounded a bend and saw Bennie ahead in the distance, stretched on his cart on a flat spot in the path, a tree next to him providing cooling shade. The mountainside tumbled closer to the water here than anywhere else, and the tide was high, so the sand narrowed to a dozen meters wide. I stuck to the narrow stretch of dry sand, not willing to change my path for anything. When Benny had first made us run, I'd been furious each time he came into view and for several minutes afterward; I'd hated working while he relaxed. Now, though, I didn't care. He couldn't make me run. No one could. I did it to myself. He wasn't the enemy. I was—the weakness in my body that stopped it from doing everything it should, and the weakness in my mind that tempted me to run slower or to stop, to do less than I was capable of doing. I couldn't allow those weaknesses to affect me. I had to be stronger, stronger than anyone else here, stronger than the guards, always stronger. 

I stared at Benny, the rage filling me again. I wouldn't show him or any of them any weakness, not ever again. I forced myself to run faster, parting my lips slightly so I could take in a little more air, not willing to let him spot me breathing through my mouth and so not opening it visibly. Right before he smacked into me, I saw Alex launch himself from behind a boulder I had just passed. I accelerated to avoid him, but I couldn't speed up enough. 

He hit me. 

I stumbled to the side and started to fall, Alex holding onto me with his one arm. Once, not that many months ago, I would have fought against the force and tried to stand. Now, I did as Benny had explained and let the momentum carry me sideways into the wet, harder sand and toward the water. I relaxed into the fall and rolled in the direction we were going. I ended up on top of Alex and raised my body so I could force him to yield. 

Something in the ocean moved in the edge of my vision. 

I fell onto Alex and rolled once more. I ended with Alex lying on my chest. I caught the look of fear in his eyes and barely had time to tense my stomach muscles before Han landed on top of both of us. Air rushed out of Alex. I smelled traces of the fish he'd eaten earlier. Water dripped off Han's body as he stared at me in surprise. For a second we all froze, no one prepared for this position. Before they could regroup, I punched Han in the neck with my right hand as hard as I could manage with the limited range of motion available to me. I knew the blow wouldn't damage him badly, but it shocked him and hurt him. He clutched his throat and rolled off Alex to my left, away from the hand that had hit him. Before Alex could recover, I pushed him on top of Han and climbed onto both of them, my left hand on Alex's throat. 

"Enough," he croaked. 

Han nodded in agreement. 

For a moment, they were not the guys I knew, not my training partners, not two more kids doing what Benny had told them. They were my enemies. I had beaten them. It was time to finish them. My breath came rough and hard. The pounding of my own blood filled my head. I tightened my grip on Alex's throat and raised my clenched right hand. 

They must have seen the anger in me, because fear filled their eyes. 

I took in their expressions, recognized them for what they were. When I'd seen those looks before, when parents on Pinecone had come rushing to rescue their small children from their new friend because I was too big and therefore not a safe playmate, they had hurt me. I hadn't wanted anyone to be afraid of me. No one had needed to fear me. I would never have hurt those kids. They were my friends. Now, though, the fear served only to confirm my victory. We all knew what we were doing and why we went through these drills. If the result was that my friends were a little afraid of me, so be it; they had learned something useful. Maybe they'd try harder next time. 

I nodded at them, pushed off, and stood. 

I reached out to Alex. 

After a brief hesitation, he grabbed my hand. 

I lifted him off Han and helped him stand. I did the same with Han. "Good try," I said. They both nodded in acknowledgment. After a few seconds, Han said, his voice still not quite right, "We didn't have a chance." 

I nodded again and turned to look up the beach, where Benny had been resting. He had rolled down the path and was almost at the sand. Bob stood beside him. 

"Good job, Jon," Benny said. "That's enough for today." 

I shook my head and started running again. As I passed him, I forced my voice to sound as normal as possible as I said, "No. I owe another two laps." 

I didn't look back as I ran away from them. My lungs hurt from trying to get enough air while I'd been fighting. A sour taste filled my mouth, and I wished I could rinse it and get a drink. My whole body trembled, and, as the rush of violence wore off, part of me regretted scaring Alex and Han. I wanted desperately to stop, to rest, to be done with this. 

I didn't. 

I wouldn't let those feelings win. I wouldn't let Han and Alex win. I wouldn't let Benny win. I wouldn't let the weaknesses in my body or my mind win. 

I wouldn't let anything or anyone beat me. 

I wouldn't. 

I ran on. 

  

Chapter 29 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"How long before Maggie's ship lands?" I asked Lobo. 

"Maybe five minutes," he said. "She contacted me and asked to meet you. She said you could pick the location. I mean no offense to her, but for your safety, I suggest you tell her to come inside me." Part of me wanted to leave Tumani immediately, but another part was glad Maggie had asked to see me. At the same time, past experience had taught me that she would lie to me and use me if she thought doing so would serve her cause. 

Of course, I'd done the same to her in the course of saving the boy who now lived with her and the other Children of Pinkelponker. 

"I agree," I said. "Tell her." 

She wouldn't touch down for a few more minutes, so rather than head straight to Lobo and wait there, I let my feet carry me to the corner of the complex where we'd entered less than twelve hours ago. Half a dozen people and a couple of low-end building machines were replacing the damaged section of the wall with a mixture of wood from the fallen trees and reinforced permacrete. Others carted debris and carefully removed the sections of the trunks closest to the complex; we didn't want anyone else attacking us the same way. Two men guarded the entrance. They were trying and failing to appear nonchalant while keeping their hands on their weapons. 

No boys walked near them. None appeared to be watching them, but everyone understood what was going on. I'd seen it before, prisoners and guards, and no matter how nice the prison, no one in either group is ever confused about what role he or she is playing. 

The guards watched me without moving their heads, knowing from the uniform I was still wearing whose side I was on but wondering why I was there. I nodded and mumbled, "Just curious." They nodded in return, no more trusting now that I'd spoken to them than they'd been before I opened my mouth. The temperature and humidity continued to rise. My clothing couldn't wick fast enough; I stayed constantly soaked in my own sweat. The dust from the permacrete hung in the air and made my eyes itch. I turned and headed back into the complex, toward the first barracks we'd entered. The short boy, Bony, leaned against the wall facing me. He was whispering to a thin kid with skin the color of wet brown sand. This boy was probably not much older than Bony, but he stood a full head taller. They quit talking as I approached and watched me. 

"There's a big man," Bony said, "as long as he has others to do his work." I stopped and stared at them. If they were adults, I'd move on and avoid trouble. If they wouldn't let me, I'd stop them before they could start anything serious. These two were children, though, boys that Lim and Gustafson and Schmidt and all the others wanted to reintegrate into society. I didn't know what to do with them. 

"Afraid of us, he is," Bony said. "Two on one too much for him, eh, Nagy?" 

"Too much," the other boy said. 

"No worries, you," Bony said. "We heard them say you were leaving, so killing you isn't worth our time." He cocked his head toward the other boy. "Not that me and Nagy couldn't do it if we wanted." 

"Sure could, Bony," Nagy said, "sure could." 

"Like a lot of others," Bony said, pride filling his voice and making it stronger. Nagy only nodded and tracked me with his eyes. 

"Show 'im," Bony said. 

Nagy turned his right shoulder toward me and pointed at it. A stack of at least a dozen thin scabs ran from the top of his arm down for several centimeters. "These are my solo kills," he said, his voice clear and loud. "I don't count shares." He pointed at the top one. "Started high so there's plenty of room." He faced me again. 

Bony clapped him on the other shoulder and smiled. 

Nagy never looked away from me. 

When all you have is each other and the fight, you grow tight, or you die. They understood that fact. I'd learned it. I could try to explain to them what the lesson would cost them, but to what end? They couldn't unlearn it. 

Maybe that was part of what Lim and her team would try to help. 

"Maggie's here," Lobo said over the comm. 

I raised both hands and said to the boys the only thing that seemed sure and true to me at that moment. 

"I'm sorry." 

Before they could respond, I headed back to Lobo. 

  

Maggie leaned against Lobo and watched me approach. I couldn't read her expression. I also couldn't shake the sick, sad feeling that my encounter with Bony and Nagy had brought to my stomach. I hated that I couldn't do anything for them. 

Lobo opened a side hatch when I was within a meter of his hull. I stepped inside and headed up front. Maggie followed me, and Lobo sealed himself behind her. 

I walked to the far corner of the pilot area and wished I could keep walking. My body vibrated with energy. I finally turned to face her. "What?" I said. I hadn't even realized I was angry until I heard my own voice. 

"I wanted to thank you," Maggie said. I could read her look well enough now: hurt, sad, maybe pitying. 

"Why are you always so mad?" 

The still air inside Lobo clung to me like dirt to a buried corpse. I wanted out, away from here, but I couldn't leave, not with her standing right in front of me, not with the question she'd asked hanging between us. Before I could consider my answer, without meaning to say anything, I found myself speaking. "I know you came here to pick up one boy, but by any chance have you looked around? Have you paid any attention at all?" 

"Yes," she said. "It's terrible, but why does the situation make you mad at me?" 

"I'm not." As soon as the words came out, I knew my tone said otherwise. I took two deep breaths and stared into her eyes. "I'm really not. I know it sounds like I am, but I'm not angry at you. I'm just frustrated and furious at . . . I don't know, at this place, at what those people did to these kids, at everything." 

"I can't blame you this time," she said, "but you are so often full of rage, and I don't understand why. I'm sorry you are, I really am, and I want to know. I do. Why are you always so angry?" I shrugged. How could I explain it to her? If she could truly comprehend the answer, if somehow the barrier that stopped her from being able to read me were to crumble in an instant and she could hold me and utterly and completely know my mind, would I even want her to understand? Would the value of that knowledge be worth the damage it would do to her? 

"It's a long story," I finally said. I shrugged again. "Don't worry about it." She looked at me for several seconds before nodding. "Okay." After a few more seconds, she added, "If that's what you want, okay." 

I couldn't decide if I was grateful or sad that she'd stopped pushing. Why did I end up so twisted inside whenever I spent time with her? Why were my feelings so complicated around her? 

None of that mattered. She was going to leave, so the best thing I could do for both of us was to simplify everything by helping her on her way. 

I shoved aside the useless feelings and forced a smile. "Did you find the boy you wanted?" She smiled in return, but I didn't believe hers was any more genuine than mine. "Yes," she said with a nod, "we did. He's safely on board my ship, and we're about to leave Tumani." 

"Good," I said. "I'm glad you did." I pictured Bony and Nagy again. "He's going to need a lot of help. You know that, right?" 

She nodded again. "Yes, we do, and we'll work with him for as long as it takes. He'll be safe now, and he'll have a family of people like him." 

"It won't be  his family," I said. "His family is gone. And you won't be like him. You'll all have special abilities, but he'll be the only one of you who understands what he's become." I couldn't figure out an easy way to explain further what it felt like to be the one person in a crowd who'd killed before, the only man in a room full of people who couldn't help but consider killing as an option, an alien of human birth trying to pass as human. "Remember that." 

"We will, Jon. We will. Our group we won't be his family, not at first, but in time it will feel like his own." She paused and stared into space, as if looking at a place very far away. "I know how it works." She shook her head and focused on me again. "In any case, it's the best we can do. We won't give up." It was my turn to nod. I didn't know what more to say. 

Maggie stepped close enough to put her hand on my face, her palm cool against my cheek. I flushed and had trouble breathing. "Thank you, Jon," she looked upward, "and thank you, Lobo. I don't know if they would have succeeded without you." 

"You're welcome, Maggie," Lobo said, his voice coming from all around us. She smiled and focused again on me, her hand still on my cheek. I was afraid to move, sure that no matter what direction I might go, no matter what I might do, it would be wrong. 

"One of the things I love about you, Jon, is how much you want to protect children. I hope you succeed with these kids. I've thought about what you said, and though we have to take away our boy, if to help the others you ever need anything we can give—anything  I can give—contact me, and I'll do my best to make it happen." She stepped back and looked up again. "Lobo, what I'm about to send you will transmit only once, and then it'll overwrite itself. Are you ready to receive?" 

"Of course," Lobo said. "I record every transmission of any type that occurs within me." 

"Why did I even ask?" she said with a genuine smile. "Of course you do." She pulled a small metal square from her right front pants pocket and held it between her thumb and forefinger. "Jon, I've given Lobo multiple drop-box addresses for every world within three jumps of here. You can use any one of them once. It'll ask you for some verification information, data you'll have from our past time together. Once it authenticates you, it will start a process that will ultimately reach me. It will then turn itself off and transmit shut-off instructions to the other comm threads. It won't work fast—too many worlds to contact—but if you give it a week, it should reach me." 

"That's very nice," I said, and I meant it, I tried to keep all the sarcasm out of my voice, "but what could I need that you could give?" I realized how that sounded but not before her expression betrayed the hurt. "I mean, I'm leaving here right after you do." 

She shook her head. "I don't need to be able to read your thoughts to understand you better than that." She stared at me for a long time, long enough that I was sure I was supposed to be doing something, though I had no idea what. She leaned forward and kissed me on the left cheek. "Goodbye, Jon." She turned and left. 

I watched her walk away, the second time I'd done that, but this time it took only a few steps for her to reach the edge of Lobo, turn down the hall, and disappear. I heard the side hatch open and her voice saying, "Goodbye, Lobo." A couple of seconds later, the hatch closed. I closed my eyes and stood in silence. First, Bony and Nagy, then Maggie—both encounters I was unprepared to handle. The two boys had left me sick with the knowledge of what they would always be fighting even if they managed to find new homes and survive to adulthood. Maggie had left me with an ability to contact her that I knew I would never use because there was no way we could ever be together. I stood there, frozen in place, useless, unable to help those boys or join Maggie, and the seconds passed until Lobo interrupted my thoughts. 

"Jon," he said, "isn't it time to leave?" 

  

CHAPTER 30 

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

The cool night air tasted of the salty, tossing ocean. The patch of grass where I'd stretched out felt as soft as any bed I'd had while growing up. Everyone else slept in the cave, spread around the large room's perimeter, their bodies casting constantly shifting shadows from the small fire burning inside and to the right of the entrance. When I'd first arrived on Dump, I'd stayed with them, but lately I'd found it more comfortable to sleep under the stars. Staring into the heavens and listening to the ocean took me out of myself and pulled my mind upward, to whatever was out there, way past the only two islands I'd ever seen, beyond even the entire planet of Pinkelponker. I'd never know, but after Jennie had told me that spaceships existed and that one had carried people from a place called Earth all the way to here, I had always stared upward in awe and dreamed of other worlds. 

Benny couldn't sneak up on anyone; the sound of his cart's wheels always preceded him. I turned my head enough to make sure no one was with him and he had no weapons. I'd learned the hard way that his drills could come at any time. 

"Beautiful, isn't it?" he said when he drew even with me. 

"Yes." I whispered, not wanting to disturb the night. 

The wind off the ocean picked up speed and rustled all the grass we were not covering. The waves beat louder upon the shore, their steady rhythm the heartbeat of a sleeping world. I tried to slow my heart to the same gentle pace, but I couldn't do it. When I felt closest to the world, I thought of Jennie, because she had taught me to see the beauty around us, always available if we will but let ourselves experience it. My pulse quickened as the memory of losing her flooded into me. I couldn't think of her without feeling that pain. I knew she'd be disappointed in me, would want me to focus on all the good years we'd shared, but I couldn't do it. 

When I'd come to Dump, these memories had left me in tears. Now, my face remained stony, cold. Though at times I thought my heart might explode, I didn't show it. 

"Jon." 

I didn't want to talk, but ignoring Benny was never an option; he wouldn't give up. 

"Yeah." 

"Jon." 

His tone told me what his few words didn't: He wouldn't stop until I faced him. I rolled onto my side, propped my head on my elbow, and stared at him, our faces now level. 

When I didn't speak, he continued. "It's important that you understand something." He stared at me, clearly wanting a response, but I didn't know why. He'd finish talking eventually; he didn't need me to say anything. Finally, he said, "I'm sorry." 

"For what?" 

He waved his left flipper to take in the sky and the grass and the night. "For everything. For the hard sessions, the sneak attacks, the yelling and the fighting, all of it. For what I've made you become." 

"I agreed to do it." 

His dark brown eyes, almost black in the night, reflected the starlight like small puddles, their wet surfaces pooling over and running down his cheek. "Maybe, but you should never have been put in this position." He wiped his cheeks. "  I should never have put you in it." 

"But you did." My voice emerged cooler than the deepening night. I barely recognized its sound. 

"Are you that far gone already?" he said. He stared intently at me. "Or that angry? Surely you can find more than that inside you." 

I sat. "No," I said. I shook my head, a kind of panic rising inside me, pounding like the onrushing waves. 

"No." I wanted to stop talking, but I couldn't. The words wouldn't stop. I didn't know what they would be until I heard them. "You can't have this. Not this. I'll get us off Dump. I'll become as strong and as tough and as skilled as it takes. I'll save us all or die trying, and you'll train me until I can. That's our deal. That's what we do every day. That's what we'll keep doing. But now you want me to open up to you, to talk about my feelings, to pretend I'm still that kid you met here." I stood. "No. No!" I spread my arms and threw back my head. "No!" I stared at him again and shook with anger. "The next time the ship lands and the guards get out to unload some new poor prisoner, I  will lead our fight against them, and we  will beat them. I  will get us off this island." 

I closed my eyes for a few seconds. When I opened them again, my voice was once more cold and calm and level. "That's what you trained me to do. That's what you want me to do. That's what all of you need me to do." 

I turned and walked away. "  That's what you get," I said. 

I neither knew nor cared whether the wind carried my words to him or away into the night. 

  

Chapter 31 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"Jon," Lobo said, "did you not hear me earlier? Isn't it time to leave?" It was. We'd done everything we'd come to do. Lim and Gustafson and Schmidt and the rest of their team were settling in to help the boys. Maggie was gone. It was time to go. 

"Yeah," I said, "it is." 

I didn't move. I didn't open my eyes. If I did nothing, I couldn't do the wrong thing. 

"So I should take off," Lobo said, "except that if that was what you wanted, you would have said so." After a pause of several seconds, an interval so great I could probably never understand all that he had done in that time with his vast computational resources, he said, "Which means we're not leaving." 

"I don't know," I said. I shook my head slowly. "I really don't know." 

"Yes," he said, "you do. We're staying. For some reason I don't understand, every now and again, with decisions that are particularly emotional for you, you waste a great deal of time denying conclusions you've already reached." 

I opened my mouth to argue with him, but I couldn't. He was right. Some choices were so hard that even after I'd made them I had trouble accepting them. I hated it, despised that inefficiency and weakness in myself, but he was right that it existed. 

"You're correct," I finally said, "and I'm sorry. I suppose some part of me needs time to process difficult decisions." 

"You're not alone in that behavior," Lobo said. "I've noticed it in other humans. It does seem terribly inefficient." 

I opened my eyes and smiled. "It is. I suppose you never act that way." 

"Never," Lobo said, but with no trace of smugness. "Some conclusions require a great deal of thought to reach, but once I arrive at them, I act—unless, of course, you persuade me to do otherwise." 

"Aren't you glad when I do?" 

"If by 'glad' you mean do I sometimes believe you made a better choice? Yes. Sometimes—but not all the time." 

"But without me you would have acted on your original decision?" 

"Yes, of course, as I just said." 

"Even if the actions you've decided to take hurt, damage you or someone else, bring you to emotional places you don't want to visit." 

"Yes," he said, "even then. Such decisions always come at a cost, no matter when or how you make them. Sometimes we have to make choices that will hurt us. The good news is that pain is just pain; you know that." 

I nodded. "I do, but that doesn't mean I have to like it." 

"Since when does liking matter when the stakes are high?" 

"Never," I said. Benny had taught me that, many years ago on Dump, and I'd learned the lesson over and over again since then. 

"So what are we going to do?" Lobo said. 

"I'm not exactly sure," I said, "except that it involves something we never do at the end of a mission: staying." My shoulders and neck were tight with tension. I stretched them as I said, "I need to talk with Lim." 

"I'll get her on the comm," Lobo said. 

"No." I headed for the side hatch. "I need to do this in person." 

  

"What do you mean, I can't see her?" I tried to keep my voice level, but the strain was evident. 

"She's in a link with one of the teams that hasn't arrived yet," the man, Long, said. 

"First, you're her messenger, and now you're her bodyguard. What exactly is it that you do?" 

"Whatever she wants," he said. He gave me a hard look. He was as wound up as I was. He took a deep breath, stayed where he was, and spoke again. "She's the CO here. You know that. You've served. You understand how it works. Why are you pushing me?" 

I stepped back and held up my hands. "You're right. I'm sorry. I thought I was heading out. It was time, and I was ready to go, but I couldn't. I don't want to leave now. I want to stay and help." The door behind him opened. Lim stepped into view. 

"Thanks, Chris. I'll talk to him. Let him in." 

"Yes, Sir," he said. 

"We're done with that, Chris. We're a civilian organization now, here to help the boys. The sooner we behave that way, the better models we'll be for them." 

"I'll try," he said. 

Lim went back into the small building without waiting for me. 

Long stepped out of the doorway. "Good luck," he said. "We can use all the help we can get." 

"Thanks." I entered the room. 

Lim sat behind a small desk about three meters in front of me. "Close it," she said. When I had, she continued. "So you want to stay. That's nice, but we're done with the fighting." 

"I know, but I'd still like to help." 

"Why?" 

No breeze made it through the two barely open tiny windows. The air inside here was still and stifling, and I couldn't seem to fill my longs. 

It didn't seem to bother Lim. 

"I'm not entirely sure," I said. "I guess some of the boys got to me." Lim knew nothing of my past beyond our years together in the Saw and the one other mission on which she'd helped me. I preferred to keep it that way, but I also wanted to make her understand that this was important to me. "I have some sense of what they're going through." 

She leaned back and spread her hands. "We all do, every single one of us who's served. That's not enough, though, not by a long shot. Reintegration is hard, very hard, and part of the job is modeling the behaviors we want the children to learn. To help, you need training and a great deal of self-control. You don't have the training, and from what I've seen, you could do with some work on the control front." If you only knew, I thought but did not say. I've never fully lost my temper. I don't even know the limits of the damage my nanomachines could do if I surrendered to rage and ordered them to decompose everything they encountered. From what Benny did to the Aggro station, though, I suspected the planet I was on would vanish before they were finished. 

I couldn't explain that to her, though. 

"Incoming ship," Lobo said over the comm. "It's government, and it's coming fast. Should I defend?" 

"You have visitors," I said, "a government ship. Should we let it land?" She nodded, sighed, and stood. "I knew they'd want to meet. I hoped they'd give us a day. I should have known better. Bureaucrats." 

"Leave it alone," I whispered to Lobo. 

Lim headed for the door. "We'll have to continue this when I'm back." As she stepped outside, she said, 

"On second thought, before you become too committed to the notion of staying, would you like to see part of what we're up against?" 

"Sure," I said. If Lim viewed any people in the government as potential opponents, I wanted to know them. Knowledge of your enemies can save your life. 

"Okay," she said. I thought I spotted the beginnings of smile before she added, "Come with me." 

  

They insisted we meet in their ship. Typical: Bureaucrats love to play power games. As I approached it, I said over the machine frequency to Lobo, "Can you scan it and monitor me?" 

"Yes," he said. "It's old enough that I could take control of it without it even knowing. If you'd like it cooler in there, just let me know." 

I chuckled. Lim gave me an odd look; I shrugged in return. I turned slightly away from her as I said, "I don't expect to be there long. Just keep an eye on me. Out." 

A woman in dress uniform barred the doorway. Anyone who made their guard detail put on formal wear in weather like this was stupid, insecure, showing off, or all three. 

"Let them in," a male voice said from inside. 

The guard stepped aside, and we entered. 

"Sorry he made you wear that," I whispered as I drew even with her. She didn't respond, probably couldn't risk saying anything, but she also didn't hit me. Given how much I'd pissed off Long and annoyed Lim, I decided to count that as a personal communication win. No doubt the man inside played well to the Tumani population, but he would never have gotten respect from his fashion-hip counterparts in either the EC or the FC. A little taller than Lim, almost as broad as I am, and very heavily muscled, he sported scars that stood out all over his almost night-black skin like lines of insects. Because it was Tumani, I could easily believe he had come by the damage honestly, but no serious executive, government or corporate, in any more developed world would have kept the scars. The power style these days was sleek and clean and smooth. 

"Ms. Lim," he said, motioning her to a chair. 

"Senator Wylak," she said. She nodded her head low enough that she might have been bowing. She sat. 

"And your friend is?" he said. 

She waved her hand dismissively. "One of my staff." 

He hadn't offered me a seat, and her comment told me the role I was now playing, so I stayed standing. 

"Are you sure?" he said. "We normally—" 

"But of course, Senator," she said. "I apologize for the change in protocol. Had I not been awake for a day and a half straight, I would be here alone. But I  have been without sleep for all of that time. I fear that until I rest I might forget some vital instruction of yours, so because we cannot record our discussions, I—" she finished by pointing to me. 

"Very well," he said. He pointed to another chair, one a bit behind hers, but otherwise didn't acknowledge my presence. 

I sat. 

"Something to drink?" he said. 

"You're very kind," she said, "but I only now finished an early lunch." 

"To the matters at hand then," he said, "so that you may get your rest." He leaned back in his chair. 

"You've done very well. We are all quite impressed." 

"Thank you. It would not have been possible without your support." He nodded ever so slightly, the fact so obviously true that it scarcely required an acknowledgment. "We are also moving two units into the surrounding jungle, as we discussed. They will remain there for your protection." 

"And to kill any rebels foolish enough to return to this very valuable base." 

"And that," he said. "The best missions accomplish multiple objectives." He cleared his throat. "This support is, of course, expensive, and it diverts resources from the main fronts." 

"Which makes us doubly grateful for your help," she said. She straightened and leaned slightly toward him. 

"We all appreciate your gratitude," he said. "Some of my more short-sighted colleagues, however, have already begun to push for a fixed departure date for our resources—and for the date at which these boys will be safe to return to their homes or to place with foster families." Anger flitted across Lim's face, but she composed herself. "As we've discussed from the beginning, until we've spent a few weeks with the boys, we cannot even begin to grasp the extent of the programming we'll be fighting. I've always warned that this process was likely to require many months." 

"And your—" he paused as if searching for something he could not recall "—private sponsors are willing to fund such a long effort?" 

"Completely," she said. "They are as dedicated to this important work as the government of Tumani." He allowed himself a smile at that tactic. "Excellent. That is very good to hear, and I will certainly relay that commitment to my colleagues." He leaned forward. "Some of them may, I fear, still push for as rapid a conclusion as possible. We are, after all, a poor planet and one fighting an unfortunate civil war. Tradeoffs and costs must always be weighed." This time, Lim sat so far forward she was barely on her chair. When she spoke, her battle for self-control was evident in the shakiness of her voice. "These are children," she said, "your children, Tumani children, not factors to be computed by some economic equation." 

He smiled again, but there was no warmth in the expression. "No world loves its children more than Tumani," he said, "but few worlds must struggle so hard to survive and grow. When we act, we must be sure we are acting in the best interest of all. We remain committed to saving these children. I came here today simply to do you the courtesy of exposing you to the full range of discussions some of my colleagues are holding." 

Lim looked at the floor and rubbed her face with her hands. When she faced Wylak again, her fatigue was obvious for the first time since we'd entered the ship. She'd exhibited such control earlier that I couldn't tell whether she was showing how tired she really felt or simply acting the part because doing so might advance her cause. "I must apologize, sir. As I mentioned at the outset, I have gone a very long time without sleep. I greatly appreciate your effort in coming here and your willingness to share with me. I know no one could care more about these children than you. I can assure you that we will do everything in our power to accelerate the reintegration process." 

He nodded and stood. "We all appreciate your efforts." 

Lim took the cue and also got up, so I followed suit. 

"I look forward to seeing you again soon," he said. "And now, with your permission . . . ." Without waiting even a second, he turned and headed toward a door along the rear wall. Lim led me out and walked so quickly away that I had no time to say anything else to the guard, whose face was now soaked with sweat. Lim didn't speak again until we were halfway back to her command building and the ship was taking off behind us. 

"Did you hear that?" she said. "What an officious, back-stabbing jerk." 

"I take it he screwed you on time." 

"Oh, yeah," she said. "He promised me support for as long as we needed it. I never counted on that, of course, but I did expect at least a few months before the pressure began." She signed. "I was being naïve. I'm going to have to spend more energy managing that relationship." 

"Do you really think that will be enough?" 

She stopped and faced me. "It'll have to be." She waved her hand slowly to take in the entire complex. "In case you haven't noticed it, we have over five hundred boys to reintegrate into the world. We can't just walk away." 

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a moment. Lim had been right; in the face of any aggression at all, my self-control definitely needed work. Finally, I looked at her, held up my hands, and backed up a step. When I spoke, I did my best to keep my tone level and neutral. "Yes, I have noticed, which is why I came to you to volunteer to help. I wasn't proposing you—we—walk away. I was only suggesting that managing Wylak and his cronies might not work and that we should consider getting a backup plan in place." 

"A backup plan?" she said. "You think I haven't considered that? The problem is, the government won't let us take five hundred of its citizens, children or not, off Tumani, and there's nowhere else on this world for them to go. Even if we could fly them off-planet, we'd need time and money to set up a suitable facility to receive them." She shook her head. "No, Jon, this is it. This is what we have. We must make these kids ready for normal lives, and now we almost certainly must do so faster than we'd planned." Of course she'd considered her options; I hadn't meant to imply she had not. I was suggesting only that it might be time to do so again, but there was clearly no point in pursuing this topic further with her. I needed to focus on the reason I'd come to her in the first place: staying. "You can use any help you can get, including mine." 

She sighed. "I told you, Jon: You don't have the training for this. I'm sorry. I really am. I have to get back to work." She turned to go. 

"Put me to work doing anything," I said. "Let me learn by observing. In the meantime, I'll take guard duty or cook or clean or do whatever you need. I've spent plenty of time as a Private; I have lots of experience with crappy details." 

She faced me again. "You're serious." 

I nodded. "Absolutely." 

"Why?" 

 Because I've been one of these kids. Because I understand them better than you do. Because no one's ever shown me how to live in this world.  I considered all of those answers, but I finally went with the only one I was sure was both correct and something I was willing for her to hear. "I don't know," I said. 

"Something about these boys gets to me, so I want to help them." 

She studied me for several seconds before she said, "If I do this, I'll assign you to Schmidt. You'll do what she says, when she says it, and how she says it. You won't interfere in any aspect of the reintegration, and you'll stick to the scut work we give you." 

"Okay," I said, "until you say otherwise." 

After a few more seconds, she nodded her head. "All right. You can stay. The team leads are meeting later this afternoon in my command building. After sunset, they'll gather with their groups. You'll join Schmidt's staff. Location will be on your comm." 

She turned and walked away. As she was going, over her shoulder, she added, "Get some sleep. It's going to be a long night." 

  

Chapter 32 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

Lobo waited until I was inside him and he'd shut the hatch before he let me have it. 

"So we're definitely staying?" 

"You're always chiding me for asking questions I know the answers to. Why are you doing it now? You heard everything I said." 

"Of course I did. I simply wasn't sure whether to believe my audio sensors. Perhaps you were running some con you hadn't chosen to explain to me. It could happen. It  has happened." 

"There's no con," I said. "I simply want to help." 

"By cleaning barracks? Walking a guard's route? If you want to do some good in the universe, I can think of many more useful jobs than those." 

I stretched out on the cot in my quarters. "Maybe, but those boys are here, and they can use my help." 

"You won't be helping them," he said. "You'll be doing scut work for Schmidt. Alissa made it very clear: You don't get to work with the boys." 

"Then I'll help Schmidt and hope that helps the children!" I sat and rubbed my head in frustration. "Maybe I'm fooling myself. Maybe I'll never get to do more here than clean up floors. Maybe I'll be ready to leave within a week. I don't know. I don't know much about any of this, but I am sure that preparing these boys for civilian life—for being kids again—will be incredibly hard. If I can help with that effort, I will." I stood and paced back and forth in the small room. "We train them to fight, and when the fighting is over, we either send them somewhere else to fight again or abandon them to find their own way. They don't have the first idea about how to live normal lives. They don't even remember what normal was." Lobo stayed silent for several seconds. 

I kept pacing. 

"This is clearly very important to you," he finally said. 

"Yes." 

"Can you say why?" Before I could answer, he continued. "I mean that question literally: Do you know your motivation and could you explain it, or is it a compulsion you don't understand?" I stopped moving and considered his question. "A little of both. I understand part of what's driving me, but another part is pure emotional impulse." 

"Would you explain to me the bits you understand?" 

I stared into the air, not for the first time wishing Lobo, who so often felt human, had a face I could see. He'd trusted me with the secrets of his creation, but I'd never repaid that trust. He might well be my only real friend, and he certainly had never betrayed me. I had no rational basis for not telling him about this part of my past. 

Despite all that, I couldn't do it. Maybe one day, but not now. 

"No," I said. "If I were ever to tell anyone, it would be you, but I can't, at least not now." After another few long seconds, Lobo spoke again, his voice tinged with sadness. "I'm sure the irony isn't lost on either of us that I, the machine, find trust easier to grant than you, the human. I've been broken, and I've hated myself for being what I am—in large part I still do—so I can only imagine what it's like inside your mind." 

I shook my head. No. 

"Maybe not," he said, reminding me that although I could not see him gesture, he was always watching me, "but I can say, without any ironic intent, that I am sorry you cannot—will not—trust me with that information." 

Leave it to Lobo to turn nice when I least expect it and in the process to strip me of all protective rage so I ended up feeling . . . guilty. I had to admit it: I felt guilty for not trusting him. 

"I'm sorry, too," I said. "Maybe someday." 

I stood in silence for a minute. Neither of us spoke. I didn't know what else to say. Apparently, for a rare change, neither did Lobo—or perhaps he was simply continuing to be nice. 

"I'm going to sleep," I said. "Wake me at sunset." 

"Why of course, my fleshy master," he said. "I live to be your alarm clock." I chuckled. Normal, even if it included sarcasm, was exactly what I needed. 

I stretched out on the cot and fell asleep still smiling. 

  

"You're to report to the first barracks you cleared," Lobo said as soon as I was upright. I stood and stretched. "When?" 

"In a little over an hour. They've set up four eating groups; you have time to dine with yours if you want." I was hungry, but the meeting with Wylak was still bothering me. "How closely were you able to monitor my conversation in that government ship?" 

"More closely than you were," Lobo said. "I have audio and visual recordings from the ship's sensors, as well as a complete copy of the vital sign data it was gathering on all three of you." 

"You weren't joking about what you could do to that old bucket of bolts." 

"Of course I wasn't. One glance at it should have told you how easy it would be for me to penetrate." 

"Maybe, but most people who look at you have no way to know the extent of your capabilities. I try not to make too many assumptions about ships." 

"Fair enough," he said, "but I was, of course, correct about that thing's vulnerabilities." 

"What do you think of Wylak's claims of support?" 

"Because he's a politician, I assume he's lying almost every time he opens his mouth. His vitals, however, show almost no tension or variation, so either he's very good or at some level he believes what he's saying." 

I'd hoped for proof that the man wasn't telling the truth, but regardless of what those sensors showed, I was still convinced he had yet to tell the worst news to Lim. He also almost certainly wasn't alone; politicians always seem to be linked in webs of obligations and alliances to other politicians. Linked. 

"His ship is connected to some Tumani government control systems, right?" 

"Of course," Lobo said. "We may be on a backwater planet, but it is still a human-colonized world. The first thing any settlement does is get its networks working." 

"How far past the ship into those systems could you go?" 

"You want me to break into the secure systems of a planet's government?" I shrugged. "If you can't do it, just say so. I understand. Some security is simply too tough even for a machine of your intelligence." 

"There's no need to be insulting," Lobo said. "I asked to make sure I understood you correctly. If I do this and make any errors, there's a decent chance their defensive systems will track the infiltration back to me. If they do, we'll both be at high risk." 

"So don't make any mistakes, and cover your tracks." 

"Thank you for that sage advice, oh Master Hacker," he said. "Why didn't I think of those tactics? Now, the task is so much clearer and simpler." 

"Sorry," I said. 

"What exactly do you want me to find or do?" 

"Search for warning signs of trouble," I said. "If Wylak is planning to undermine Lim's efforts, he'll recruit support, arrange one or more additional trips, and so on. If we know that he's making a move and, even better, what that move is, we'll have a better chance of either countering it or at least being better prepared to cope with it." 

"Why didn't you say that was all you wanted? I can get that information from sensor feeds and various communication records. On most worlds, those records are highly secure and hard-encrypted, but on a place like this everything is at least a few computing generations old. The only problem with those sources is that they produce vast quantities of data, but that's nothing I can't handle with near-real-time processing." 

"How soon can you be monitoring his communications?" 

"I will have to proceed very carefully," Lobo said, "and I'll have to recruit and deploy low-intensity, multi-source, highly redirected probes initially, so even my first penetration attempts could take as long as a couple of days." 

"Do it. If he's planning to change the deal on Lim, I want to know as soon as possible." 

"I'm on it," Lobo said, "but I have to ask, what are you going to do if he is?" 

"I don't have any idea," I said, "but I will be giving the matter some thought." 

"Between scrubbing floors and patrolling the grounds," Lobo said. 

"Yeah," I said, "then. Thanks for the words of encouragement." As I headed out to eat, he added, "It's what I live for. That and being your alarm clock." 

  

Chapter 33 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

"We have to move out of the cave," Alex said. 

Han and I both nodded our agreement. We'd been training on our own, running on the beach. Han had the idea to race from the shuttle landing area to the group's cave. I'd reached it well ahead of them both, and it had taken me about six minutes to get there. Too long, we all felt, too long. Benny stared up first at Alex's face and then at each of ours. "Why?" 

"When the shuttle comes," Han said, "we have to be ready for it. If it flies in fast—and you know most of them do—we won't have enough time to get all of us there and in position for our attack. We need to be set the moment the doors open." 

"He's right," Alex said. "You've told us many times that we won't get a second chance to do this. We have to win the first time, or they'll add security and trap us here forever. Or worse." Benny nodded and focused on me. "What do you think?" 

"I'm with them," I said. "We ran the path. It took us a long time." 

"Jon beat us by at least a minute," Han said. "By the time we could get there from the cave, the ship could already have dropped off someone and be closing up. Jon's fast, but even he might not be able to reach the shuttle on time. Worse, if he managed somehow to make it, he'd have to fight the guards alone. That won't work." 

"You know he's right," Han said. 

"He is," I said. 

Bob and several of the others had heard us talking and come out of the cave. They all stared at Benny. He looked around at all of us. 

More people emerged from the cave. 

"I've explained before," Benny said. "We have to live where they can't watch us from above. We don't want them to know what we're doing. If they see us all sleeping near the landing area, they'll become suspicious." 

"  If they're bothering to watch us," I said, "and  if they can really see what we're doing, they'll have seen us training. That's bound to bother them." 

"It could look like you were exercising," Benny said. 

"With knives?" I said. "With fighting?" 

"They already think we're all stupid and useless," Benny said. "For us to end up attacking each other wouldn't surprise them. If we all move, though, it's sure to attract their attention. They might send more guards on each shuttle, which would lower our chances of success." He shook his head. "No, moving is a bad idea." 

"So is staying," I said. "The time it takes to get to the landing area proves that." 

"We have to split up," Bob said. "Those of who'll go after the guards need to find sheltered areas much closer to the landing spot. Maybe we can even create some places to hide." 

"Everything will be so much harder if we do that," Benny said. "We'll have to get food and water to both locations, spend time relaying information between them—everyday life will require so much more work." He stared at me and shook his head slightly, his eyes almost begging me to help him. I didn't agree with him, but I'd never seen him ask for assistance, and his expression troubled me. 

"I don't know about everyone else," I said, "but I'm tired from that run. I'm thirsty and hungry, too. We can talk about this more later. Why don't we rest and eat?" 

Alex and Han looked at me for a few seconds and nodded their heads. 

"I could use a break," Alex said. 

"And some water," Han said. 

They headed into the cave. The rest of the folks followed them. 

I hung back for a few seconds. 

Benny did, too. 

"Thank you," he whispered. 

"You're going to explain this," I said. 

He nodded. "Tonight, after most of them are asleep, out where you like to stare at the night." 

"Tonight," I said. 

  

Stars beamed through a cloudless sky and painted the ocean in rippling shades of gray. A gentle wind cooled the night and carried whispered odors of the life below the water's surface. Even up on the rock, I couldn't help but feel the push and pull of the tides. When I was younger—before Jennie fixed me, I reminded myself, for it hadn't been that long ago—I would often doze and dream of floating around Pinecone, Jennie beside me, the water a friend that would never hurt me. I knew better now, understood that the ocean's flow would not take me around our island and that it was a massive, animate force that would as soon kill me as support me, but back then it had been my friend. I rarely missed that simpler me anymore, but sometimes, watching the water, I ached for that happier self. 

The sound of Benny's cart pierced my thoughts and cleared my head quickly. I sat and waited for him. I could have saved him a lot of work by meeting him partway, but he'd picked this spot, so I let him come to it. 

"Thank you," he said as soon as he rolled into view, "both for supporting me earlier and for meeting me now." 

"You said you'd explain." I hadn't meant to be so abrupt. I considered apologizing, but Benny spoke, and the moment passed. 

"Of course," he said. "Of course. You're right that if the government is monitoring us, we'll have aroused their suspicions. What I'm about to discuss with you, I don't say to the others, and I'd rather you not repeat it." He paused and stared at me for several seconds. "In fact, I'd prefer this entire conversation stay between us." He went silent again. 

I said nothing. He wanted me to promise not to share potentially important information with guys who were going into battle with me. I wouldn't do that without first understanding what was going on. I might not be willing to do it even then. 

After a bit, he shook his head and continued. "You're not going to make this easy, are you? Fine. You decide what to tell them." He took a deep breath and stared at the ocean before again focusing on me. "I don't believe they're monitoring us. I never have. I use that justification to keep everyone in the cave, quite a distance from the landing area. When the day comes that we try to hijack a shuttle, I want everyone who's not involved in the attack to be safely distant. That way—" I interrupted him. "—if we fail, the government might decide the others weren't involved." 

"Exactly. If we lose, those in the cave might survive." 

"So let us split up." 

"The best of us are on the attack team," he said. "Without all of you, the people in the cave will have a very rough time of it." 

"But by keeping us there, you risk the entire plan failing." 

"I know," he said, "I know, but I don't want to make their lives any worse than they already are." I walked over to him and sat on the ground, right next to him, our faces so close that I could smell his stale breath. "You're willing to risk all of us dying, but you don't want to inconvenience the others." 

"No, no, it's not like that," he said, shaking his head. "I want everything to work out for everyone. I thought the best way to make that happen was to keep us together." 

"Staying in the cave won't work," I said. "We explained that to you. To maximize our odds of success, we have to do every little thing right. You've explained that to us over and over during training. Arriving too late, not being in position the moment those doors open—those failures would jeopardize all that we've been training to do." 

Benny looked into my eyes and for the first time I saw the young boy inside the leader. I remembered seeing eyes like those in my own reflection in the still ponds and the rain barrels. 

"You're right," he finally said. "Despite what I've sometimes said during your training sessions, I thought I could find a way to make it all work out well for everyone, to make you guys so good at fighting that you would all survive, that everything would be okay. I thought that if my planning was good enough and the training was extensive enough, we'd all end up okay and no one would be hurt." 

"No one hurt!" I said. I stood and backed away, afraid of the energy coursing through me. "No one hurt? 

You don't think we've been hurt already? You don't think being attacked over and over, learning to kill, fighting each other to prepare for taking on bigger, stronger, better-armed men—you don't think all of that hurts? This plan has already hurt us, and it's going to keep hurting us." 

"I'm sorry," he said. "I really am." 

"Don't be! I'm not. I used to be, but now I'm not. I understand now. If we don't attack the shuttle, we'll rot and die here. If we're going to fight, we need to be as ready as we can possibly be, because otherwise we'll fail, and the guards will kill us." I sat again and leaned close to him. "Understand this: You did what you thought was right. I've come to agree with you. We're going to do this. Some people—maybe some of us, maybe, I hope, the guards, maybe both—are going to get hurt, and some are probably going to die. That's the way it is. We've all signed up for it. You get the credit for the plan and the credit for the training. What you don't get is to pretend that no one will be hurt." 

He nodded. "No, I don't. You're right. I'm still sorry, though, so very sorry." I stared at him for a long time, wondering how he could be so smart and yet so dumb, how he could train us to fight and to kill and not understand what he was really doing. In the end, I decided it didn't matter. I agreed with his decision, but I would not let him pretend there was no cost. I couldn't do that. I stood. The air was colder now, the breeze blowing stronger, and goose bumps appeared on my bare arms. "Tomorrow, we'll tell the others that we talked, that we couldn't find a better answer than to split up, that there was no way around it. We'll build more camo cover and look for safe places where the attack team can live very close to the landing spot. We'll do everything we can to explain why the change is necessary, but even if not everyone is happy, we'll do it." 

"Tomorrow," he said, nodding his head again. 

"And when we're settled there and one day the shuttle lands," I said, "we— 

"—fight the guards and do what we have to do to take that ship," he said. "Maybe we have to kill the guards. Maybe some of us die. We do what we must to get off this island, and as soon as we can, we come back to rescue the others. Until we do, they'll have to cope without us." His voice was clear now, strong and far colder than the night. "Thank you for making me understand clearly what this will mean. If I'm to lead you, I have to accept that reality. I have to." 

I stared at him for a long time. As I did, the anger flowed out of me like the sea receding from the shore. 

"I wish—" I said. 

"Don't," he said. "Don't. You were right." He pushed off the ground and turned his cart. "Let's go back to the cave and get some sleep. We have a lot to do tomorrow." 

I let him lead the way, fell in behind him even though I could easily have walked around him and gotten there quicker, stayed with him until we passed out of the starlight and into the cave that already felt like a place where I no longer belonged. 

Chapter 34 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

My comm directed me to a location right next to the first barracks my team had captured, but I didn't head there right away. Instead, I invested some time walking the entire perimeter of the complex and getting a sense of what was going on. Four large active-surface domes stood in the corners of the enclosed fortress; Lim's people must have erected them while I'd been sleeping. Only dying slivers of sunlight remained to fight the evening's oncoming darkness, so the structures had shifted to near transparency. Multiple arches offered easy access to the large tables of food stretching down the middle of each one. No part of any dome was closer than ten meters to the complex's outer wall; Lim wasn't providing anyone with a convenient springboard for climbing out of there. 

Guards lounged near the entrances to the eating areas. If they were carrying weapons, I didn't spot them, and they dressed casually; no one wore a uniform, though each had a name patch over his or her heart. Even without the names on their chests, the guards would have stood out from the boys by their size, the quality of their clothing, and how well fed and healthy they looked. If I'd been one of the kids, I would have found these captors more annoying for their apparent wealth than my previous rebel masters, who at least looked more like them than Lim's team. This was going to be an uphill battle all the way. I wandered into the last dome, the one nearest my destination. One of the guards followed me. I turned before he could reach me. It was Long again. "How many jobs do you have," I said, "and don't you ever sleep?" 

He smiled and shrugged. "Too many, and every now and again. I do whatever Lim needs; it's a great cause, and she's a remarkable woman." 

"She is that," I said. "So, what'd I do wrong this time?" 

"Nothing," he said, "because none of us briefed you. We hadn't expected you to stay." 

"So, what didn't you tell me?" 

From five meters away, a handful of boys watched us and whispered to one another. A few pointed at Chris; others pointed at me. More streamed toward them from other parts of the dome. Chris also noticed them and faced the growing crowd. "We're just talking. There's not going to be any fighting." 

"The big one looks like he could beat you," a young voice said. "Are you afraid of him?" Chris smiled at them, shrugged again—a combination he'd obviously developed to disarm people—and said, "We're friends. Why would I be afraid of him?" 

"So you have fought with him?" another voice said. I couldn't spot the speaker. 

"No," he said. "Like I told you: We're not here to fight." 

"If you haven't been in battle together, you cannot know if he is truly your friend." Bony, the kid who'd tried earlier to get his buddy, Nagy, to fight me, stepped from behind two taller boys as he continued talking. "Only then do you find out who he really is." He turned, pulled Nagy forward, and patted the taller boy on the shoulder. "I know Nagy for my true brother, because we have killed together." A bunch of the boys cheered. 

"I don't need to fight to learn that," Chris said, "because he is my friend. You, too, can learn other ways to identify your friends." 

"Your friend is a coward," Bony said. "As big as he is, and he would not fight us." He spit on the ground. 

"A coward is no one's friend." 

More boys yelled and whistled their approval. 

Chris glanced at me, clearly annoyed, though I had no idea why. He focused again on Bony. "Choosing not to fight is not a sign of cowardice. Choosing not to fight is what most people do most of the time. They find other ways, better ways, to solve their problems." 

"So they are weak," Bony said. "We learned that only the weak do not fight back." More boys cheered. Emboldened by that support, Bony stepped closer to us. "If they were strong, they would fight." 

"No," Chris said, shaking his head. "Not all those who choose not to fight are weak. There are many ways to be strong. We will teach you—but not now. Now, my friend and I must go." As he turned to leave, he stared briefly at me, his eyes hard and clear. 

I followed him. 

"Cowards!" Bony yelled. 

"Cowards!" others screamed. 

The word became a chant. 

Chris maintained an even pace, so I did the same, though I hated having my back to that many angry people. They were boys, but they had also until yesterday been killers. 

Chris led me past the barracks where I was to report soon, around the corner of another building, and finally a few steps past Lim's small HQ. When he'd verified that no boys were in sight, he stopped and faced me. 

"You're supposed to report all confrontation attempts," he said, his voice hard and tense. 

"No one told me," I said. 

He shook his head, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. When he opened his eyes again, the anger was no longer visible. "I'm sorry," he said. "Their behavior is nothing unusual, and we've trained on multiple techniques for dealing with it, but I haven't slept in a very long time. They got to me a little." 

"It's only natural," I said. 

"Natural isn't good enough. We have to rise above our worst natures if we're going to show these boys how to become different people—how to be kids again." He rubbed his eyes. "What someone should have explained to you is that we're trying to identify leaders and troublemakers so we can help them first. Turn one leader around, and many others may follow. In any case, I'm sorry for putting you through that little show. With some of these kids, violence is all they've experienced for a long time." 

"What Bony said isn't entirely wrong," I said, "and you know it. You learn a lot from fighting beside someone." 

"No argument, but that doesn't matter. We're here to help them move past all the fighting and all the training that turned them into soldiers." 

"As if that's possible," I said. "Have you ever been able to shake your training?" He shook his head, no. "Fair point. Let me put it differently: We're here to teach them how to handle their pasts and live in the world of normal people." 

"If that's the job, why didn't we stay with them and talk to them? Why are you and I out here?" 

"Because they're not ready for that conversation," Chris said, "and I had to get you out of the tent before you ate. For the first couple of days, we have to stick to our own food and let them eat theirs." 

"Why?" 

"Their food contains drugs targeted at their dependence on the root. The drug won't do you any serious damage, but it could cause you to spend a lot of time alone with stomach cramps." I didn't want to tell him that it probably wouldn't bother me because my nanomachines would react to and ultimately remove the drug from my system, so all I did was nod. "Thanks for the warning. Isn't it a bad idea to start off lying to them? I don't know the first thing about reintegration, but I have to assume that building trust must be an important part of the process." 

"Yes," he said, "it is. We'd planned to explain how we would help them cope without the root, make this drug and other medications available, and gradually wean all of the boys from their dependence, but late this afternoon Lim told all the counselors that we were doing it this way. She said we needed to accelerate wherever we could, and this was a way to save a lot of time. Plus, given how unreceptive they'd been when she'd mentioned root in her speech, a less direct approach seemed more likely to succeed." Though I didn't like it that Lim had to lie, it was probably the right move given everything she was facing. I was particularly glad that she was taking Wylak seriously, because the more I thought about him, the less I trusted him. 

"It's her decision to make," I said. "She's in charge." 

I smiled at him and added, "So, where do I get some food?" 

  

Chapter 35 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

Light like amplified moon-glow bathed the inside of the dome and washed everyone under it in cool white tones. Schmidt and four other adults stood in front of twenty of the boys, all apparently residents of the barracks my team had first captured. I'd thought we would meet in that building, but Schmidt wanted to avoid trespassing on their turf as much as was reasonably possible under the circumstances. I sat in a chair a good five meters off to the side from the other grown-ups; Schmidt had requested a clear separation between the counselors and me. Bony and Nagy, as they had in the other meal dome, hung behind the front row of their fellows—reasonable positioning, not the first to get shot in a fight, but close enough to return fire easily should the initial rounds take out their comrades. The boys ignored the grown-ups and talked to each other, but they were obviously curious about what was to come, because none of them left. 

"My name is Portia Schmidt," she said. She spoke in a normal tone of voice and at a normal volume. They ignored her. 

"When you want to know what's going on, be quiet, and I'll tell you." She turned her back on the boys and spoke to a few of the other adults. 

"Shut up," one of the boys said. The words came from somewhere in the middle of the group. In a loud voice, he continued, "We must all remember what we learned: Know your enemy." 

"We don't need to know these people to beat them." Bony, talking from his safe position. I recognized his voice. 

Murmurs and a few cheers of approval rippled through the group. 

"Still, if they're dumb enough to give us information," he continued, "we might as well listen." He stepped in front of the other boys. Nagy followed him and stood to his right. "Go ahead,  Schmidt," he said, almost spitting her name. He crossed his arms. "Say what you have to say." A few more boys cheered, but after some half-hearted jeers, they all fell silent. 

"Thank you for listening," she said, "and welcome to your new school." 

"School?" many voices yelled. "This is no school! This is a prison!" A few of them edged closer to the four counselors. 

I stood, ready to help if the boys attacked, but Schmidt and two men on her team looked at me and ever so slightly shook their heads. 

I sat. If they thought they could take twenty boys without my help, I'd let them try. I could always get involved later. 

Schmidt returned her attention to the kids, her face impassive, neutral, not frowning, not smiling, not tense—just waiting. 

The boys stopped moving and quieted. 

"You're right," she said. "This  is a prison, because we won't let you go—at least, not yet." After an unintelligible murmur swept through the boys, Bony said, "When will you let us out?" 

"When you're ready," Schmidt said. "Ready to live like normal people. Ready to stop being soldiers. Ready to go back to being boys." 

"Being weaklings, you mean!" one boy from the back yelled. "Why would we want to do that?" 

"We're strong, not weak!" another screamed. 

"Yeah! Yeah!" Many of the boys chanted their agreement. 

Schmidt waited again, her face once more neutral. 

I was amazed at her ability to stand in front of so much emotion without reacting. The boys were ignoring me, directing none of their anger in my direction, and yet my body was responding, my pulse picking up, all of me preparing to fight. Lim was right; even if I had a great deal to teach these boys, if being a counselor meant showing the kind of self-control Schmidt had, I wasn't ready. When the other boys had wound down, Bony said, "You called this place a school. What do you plan to teach us—other than how to be weak?" 

More chants followed his question. 

He crossed his arms, smiled slightly, and sidled forward and to the right half a step. 

"We will teach you how to live normal lives," Schmidt said when the boys were silent again. "We'll show you how to get along with others. We'll help you learn how to resolve conflicts without fighting. We'll prepare you to go home—or to new homes, if your home is gone." A low wave of murmurs swept the boys, but this time Schmidt didn't wait for them to be quiet. She spoke over them, for the first time raising her voice slightly, not yelling, simply talking a bit louder. "Wouldn't you like to go home? If you have no home, wouldn't you like a new one?" 

"  This is our home," Bony said, his voice shaking, though whether with anger or sadness I could not tell. 

"We are family now, brothers, warriors together." 

"You are," Schmidt said, her voice sad for the first time. "I understand." 

"No!" Bony said. 

"No!" many of the boys said. 

"You can't!" a voice from the back said. 

"I can," Schmidt said, "and I do. I've been a soldier for more than ten years. My unit, like yours, is a kind of family, and we have all fought together many times. But we are adults, and we chose as adults to live this life. None of you did that, and all of you are still children." 

"Fight us," Nagy said, his voice flat, "and then see if you want to call us children." He spit as far as he could and hit the ground half a meter in front of her. "If you are still alive and able to speak." Schmidt shook her head. "No. We won't fight you." 

"Then you are less than our enemies," Nagy said. "You are nothing." He glanced at Bony. 

"Nothing," Bony said. He turned and walked out of the dome. 

Nagy followed, less than half a step behind him. 

Another boy took off. Two more followed. In less than a minute, they had all left. Only the five counselors and I remained. 

"You let them walk out?" I said. 

Schmidt walked over to me. "What would you have me do?" She leaned over me. I stayed seated. "Make them stay until you're done," I said. "Can you imagine a sergeant letting any of his squad walk out in the middle of a lecture?" 

"I'm not their sergeant," she said, "and this isn't the military." 

"Even a school has to maintain discipline," I said. 

She nodded her agreement. "And we will, but initially only when absolutely necessary, when they do something that will endanger their own safety, the safety of other boys, or ours." I shook my head. "If you're not going to make them learn, what are you going to do?" 

"Feed them," she said, frustration finally evident in her voice. "Get them off the root. Treat them like boys, not soldiers. Play with them. Encourage them to play with each other. Teach them every now and again, when they let us. Help them learn to resolve problems without fighting. Make it as easy as we can for them to act like boys again. Care about them, really care." 

"That's it?" I said. "That's the plan?" 

She looked down for a few seconds and pinched the bridge of her nose. When she stared at me again, fatigue and sadness and frustration had replaced the calm of moments ago. "There are a lot of therapeutic techniques we'll use," she said, "and quite a few different tactics, but yeah, that's the plan." Before she could continue, I stood and put my hand on her shoulder. "Okay," I said. "I'm sorry for pushing you. You guys are the experts. Tell me how I can help." 

Chapter 36 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

As Lim had warned, Schmidt told me that what I could do to help was provide both janitorial and guard services. I spent the next few mornings cleaning the barracks while the boys sat on steps or squatted on the ground near the buildings, kicked around some of the many small leather-covered balls that appeared with the sun on our second day there, talked in small groups, and searched for ways out of the complex. Cleaning included both literal cleaning and locating and removing anything that looked at all like a weapon. Soap, sticks, dinner utensils, pieces of plates, hard chunks of roofing material—if you could shape it and sharpen it, the boys were busy turning it into a weapon. Each day at lunch, all of us on the clean-up crew—mostly counselors who'd drawn the job that day, but also a few other support staffers who were there only for the type of work I was doing—pooled our discoveries in a locked room in the back of the best guarded of the half dozen supply sheds. 

No counselor reprimanded any boy for these weapons. Every now and then, a boy would be bold enough to ask one of his counselors to return the weapon someone had stolen from him. The counselor would always respond calmly that weapons weren't acceptable because the goal was to learn how to live and resolve conflicts without fighting. 

In the afternoons, I had what passed for guard duty: I walked a section of the interior perimeter of the wall around the complex, quietly reported over my comm any boy I spotted within five meters of me, and in as nice a voice as I could manage encouraged those boys to go elsewhere. The clear area outside the walls was still infested with mines, so Lim wanted to make sure that no one escaped and accidentally killed himself. A few boys made early runs at the wall, of course, but the rebels had blasted its surface smooth and slick enough that none of them made it very far before one of the guards spotted him and made sure he came down safely. Most of the boys had yet to accept that the rebels had also wanted to make sure none of them left the complex. 

I was on patrol about a hundred meters from the corner where I'd first entered the place when I heard shouting. 

"Kill him!" 

"You can take him!" 

I sprinted ahead and to the left, toward the voices. As I rounded the end of the second barracks up from ours, I saw one of the larger boys attacking one of the adults. The boy was swinging wildly at the man, who was sidestepping and blocking blows but not hitting back. I ran to help the man, but before I could reach him, he spotted me and said, "No!" It was Long, who was also working in this quadrant of the complex. 

I'd distracted him enough that the boy managed to clip his chin. 

Long stepped back, shook his head, and focused again on the boy. 

"There's no root here," a voice from the crowd yelled, "but none of us are sick or shaking. They're poisoning us." 

Long looked in the direction of the voice and said, "No, we're not. All we did is give you something to help you get better, so you won't need the root anymore. We—" 

The kid facing Long was almost as tall as the man. He straightened from his fighting crouch as if done and threw a slow, lazy fake, clearly hoping Long would either not see it coming or step back to avoid it and lose balance for a second. Long didn't do either one, so when the boy followed by lowering his shoulder and charging, Long was ready. He stepped to the side, spun the boy, and grabbed the kid around the waist. They might have been nearly the same height, but Long was well fed and strong and much heavier, so he easily held onto the boy and kept his head close enough to the boy's back that the boy couldn't do any real damage to him. 

The other boys continued to cheer and to call for blood. 

"Stop!" Long said. "I'm not going to fight you." 

"You people killed my family!" the boy screamed. "Our brothers told us. You killed my mother and my father and my sister, and now I'm going to kill you." He twisted and tried to escape, but Long held onto him. 

"No," Long said, "we didn't. The government didn't kill them. We didn't kill them; most of us aren't even from this planet and had never been here before a few days ago. The rebels weren't your brothers, and they weren't telling the truth. They killed your families, and they made you fight for them." 

"You're lying!" the boy said. 

"No," Long said, "I'm not. I'm sorry for what those soldiers did to you, but all I can do now is help you learn how to live normally. I won't fight you. I won't." 

"They're all dead," the boy said, tears streaking his face, "and now you're saying our brothers killed them." 

"They did," Long said. "I'm sorry." 

"Liar!" several of the boys yelled. "They were our comrades. They fought with us. They never held us as prisoners." 

"I'm not lying," Long said. "I'm telling the truth. Look around: These walls were here before we came. When those men brought you to this place, didn't they tell you not to leave? Do you think they would have let you go?" He shook his head. "No. No, they wouldn't." 

"They were protecting us from the government demons," one boy said. "Demons like you." 

"No," Long said. "That was another of their lies. They were hiding you so a group of inspectors wouldn't find you." 

"Why would they hide us?" the same boy said. "We were brave fighters, and they were proud of us." 

"Because it is wrong to use children as soldiers," Long said. "They knew that if they were caught doing it, they would be punished." 

"Our brothers would not have killed our families," the boy Long was holding said. Sobs blurred his words. "They would not have lied to us. They wouldn't have done that." 

"I'm sorry," Long said, "I really am, but they did. They manipulated you—tricked you—and they used you." 

"And now  you are using us," the same boy said. 

Long released the boy and took two steps backward. "No," he said, "we're not. We are holding you here, but only until we can teach you how to live normally." 

The boy balled his fists and faced Long. "Why won't you fight me?" 

"Because you're done being soldiers. It's time for you to be boys again." The boy spit on his face. "Coward!" 

Long wiped the spittle from his cheek but otherwise did not react. 

After a few seconds, the boy said, "I knew it." He faced the small group of watchers. "They  are cowards!" He returned to his friends. 

A couple of them patted him on the back. Others walked away as he drew closer, clearly isolating him, punishing him for failing to force Long to fight. 

Long watched them but did not move. 

When they had all left, I said to Long, "Isn't that hard? If someone attacks me, I hit back." 

"So do I," he said, still staring straight ahead and not looking at me, "under normal circumstances, but these aren't normal circumstances. And, to answer your question, yes, that was difficult. A big part of me wanted to pound that jerk into pulp, but that would have accomplished nothing. More importantly, these kids have suffered enough. Learning to master those impulses and ultimately to feel them less often—

those are big parts of what we trained to do." He rolled his neck and stretched his back. "Right now, I'm really glad we had that training." He finally turned to face me. "What's most important is to remember that these are children, not soldiers." 

 They can be both, I thought, but I saw no point in saying those words. Long, like the other counselors here, would tell me that he already understood my point. Maybe he did, but not from experience, not the way I did, not the way these boys did. 

"They are children," I said, trying to explain it to him but unwilling to tell him why I was so certain, "but they've spent enough time as soldiers that childhood may be only a distant memory, if they remember it at all. I don't even know if they can recall it." 

He stared at me for a few seconds. "I see how you might feel that way, but I have to hope you're wrong. Even if you're right, all we can do is hope that with time and help they'll all find their way back to being kids." 

"I don't know if they can," I said, my voice barely a whisper. Too late I wondered why I was still speaking, whether I was really talking to Long or to myself, about them or about myself. 

"Neither do I," Long said, "neither do I, but we have to try. Let's get back to it." 

  

Chapter 37 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

The path from the shuttle landing zone to our cave turned sharply right about six steps from the edge of the large, open flat area. A meter past the turn, it widened enough that four of us could stand side by side and still not touch each other or the rock walls. Shadows darkened the area for all but a few hours of each day, which Benny said meant that if they were watching us from the sky, they could see us only during that brief time. We'd cut long branches, wedged them between the rock walls, and covered them with shorter branches. The area underneath this simple cover never received direct sunlight, so it would, we hoped, shield us from overhead spying. 

It was our new home. 

Sitting beneath it next to Benny, the two of us briefly alone while Han and Bob and Alex fetched fruit and water, I realized something obvious that had escaped me to that point. "If they're monitoring us from above, they've almost certainly examined this path before." 

Benny stared at me and nodded. 

"Which means they're sure to notice the sudden appearance of these branches." He nodded again. 

"And even if they've never looked at the path before, if they do spot tree branches connecting two rock walls, they're going to know this is something we built." 

"Yes." 

"Which means the shelter is useless." 

"Not quite," he said. "As protection from the government, yes, it's probably not going to do any good at all. It does, however, make our people feel more secure, and that sense of safety calms them and makes the days pass more comfortably." 

"But if it's a lie, shouldn't we tell them?" 

"To what end?" Benny said. "They've already heard that the day we attack the guards, some of them are likely to get hurt, maybe even die. You and the others who can fight are training hard, and our plan is as good as we can make it. We might as well let our people have some hope that we can win." 

"So the guards on the shuttle will know we're coming for them? We won't have the advantage of surprise that we've been counting on?" 

"Maybe we won't," Benny said, "but I'm betting that we will. The reason is that a more accurate version of your statement is that we won't be able to surprise the guards  if the government is bothering to monitor us. I don't think they are. The single biggest thing we have going for us is that they're arrogant and think we're helpless. They can't see us as anything other than a bunch of useless freaks that they keep alive because some government official told them there was a small chance one of us might develop a talent they could use." He shook his head. "No, I'm betting they don't bother to watch us now and they never have." 

"If you believe that, then why did you even mention the possibility to all of us?" He sighed. "Because I made a mistake. When I first came here, I hadn't thought through the situation well. I was angry and hurt, because I knew what I could do for Pinkelponker, I knew my talents, and even though I tried to explain them to my parents and our island mayor and even to the men who dragged me onto the shuttle, no one would listen. When the guards threw me onto the sand here, everyone was so hopeless, so resigned to being on Dump forever, so useless, that I used that possibility to lash out at them." He paused for a few seconds. "I'm not proud of my behavior. I was wrong, but once I'd told everyone the government might be monitoring us, I learned that it made some of them angry. Being mad was a lot better than being hopeless. It also convinced the others that I knew things they didn't, so they paid attention to me. They listened to what I had to say." He rubbed his eyes with his upper arms. "Telling them the truth would have changed all that, so I never did. Instead, I resolved to lead them off Dump." I thought about what he'd said. I could go tell the others, but what would I gain by doing that? Hurting them by telling them the truth felt bad. Keeping his secret, though, was joining in the lie—and that felt bad, too. Something hit me. "So the reason you've pushed us so hard in training is that you feel bad about all this?" 

"No!" he said. "I've told you why we have to work so hard: Because the guards will be well-trained and have better weapons." 

I opened my mouth to speak but he started again before I could say a word. "You're probably right that my guilt was also a motivation. For that, I'm sorry—but nothing about the training would be any different if I'd never deceived anyone." 

I considered his claim and nodded, but I wasn't done. Something else still bothered me. 

"If your lie proves to be right, if they are monitoring us, then aren't I correct that they will see this shelter, know we've moved closer, and be prepared for our attack?" 

"Probably," he said. "My guess, though, is that if they do know, they'll just land somewhere else. Why bother to fight when you can simply choose another landing site?" 

"Because they don't think we can hurt them?" I said. "Because they don't see it as a fight worth worrying about?" 

Benny shrugged. "Maybe, but it's still an easier choice to land elsewhere, and people tend to choose the easiest path available." 

"And if they do? If the next person arrives somewhere else on the island?" He rubbed his eyes again. "What do you think, Jon? We figure out how to cover two locations, or we tear down the shelter and look for better hiding places." He stared at me. His voice rose as he talked. "Or we put a team on both locations. I don't know! We keep on trying, because it's either that or accept that we'll spend the rest of our lives on Dump and never do anything more with ourselves than what we're doing right now." He paused and took a few breaths. When he spoke again, his voice was low and sad. "I don't know about you, but I can't live with that. I can't." 

I stared at him for a few seconds and nodded my head. 

"I can't either," I said, "but we won't have to. We'll beat them. We'll get off this island. We will." 

  

 

 

Chapter 38 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

The two boys weren't very good at following me. Maybe they'd been better in the forest, or at night, but they were terrible at tracking me in the interior of the complex. I'd spotted them as soon as I'd turned the far northeast corner on my perimeter guard patrol, but I hadn't said anything because I figured they'd give up soon enough. Ten lazy, slow-walking minutes later, they were still trying to parallel me but stay behind the cover of the closest buildings. 

"How long are you going to let those two run surveillance on you?" Lobo said over the comm. He had shot sensors into the trees before we launched the initial attack, and they were still operational. To be safe, I was having him monitor me—not that I could have stopped him. 

I kept strolling as I quietly said, "I don't know. Watching them is the most exciting thing I've done in the last few days. They don't appear to have any weapons, so I don't think I'm in any danger." 

"They don't," Lobo said, "and if those two can take you, I may have to trade you in for a new owner. Still, why take any risks at all?" 

I stopped. He was right. "Okay," I said. 

I leaned against the complex wall, where I had a clear view of the corner of the building behind which they were lurking. They'd have to cross a lot of open ground to get me if they chose to attack. I couldn't spot anyone else, so if they wanted to make a move, I was giving them as good an opportunity as they were likely to get. 

"Enough," I said. "We're done playing. Bony, Nagy: Come tell me why you've been following me." I crossed my arms and forced a yawn. I'd learned that looking slightly bored was often the best way to interest the boys. 

I waited. 

Nothing happened. 

I waited some more. 

"Want me to drop a warning round near them?" Lobo said. "That would give them a reason to move." I shook my head and suppressed a laugh. I brought my hand to my mouth and whispered, "No. They're just boys, and besides, you know we're not supposed to fire weapons in the complex." 

"Don't think of the round as a weapon," Lobo said. "Think of it as motivation in an excitable, metaljacketed, high-speed form." 

"Are you that bored?" I said. 

"What do you think?" he said. "You're bored, and you get to walk around." Bony stepped into view from behind the building and stared at me. 

Nagy followed him a second later. 

"Leave me alone," I subvocalized, "so I can see what they want." 

"Out," Lobo said. 

I coughed into my hand and raised my head. "You two asked for this meeting," I said. "What do you want?" 

Bony tilted his head and stared at me. "We didn't ask for anything." 

"You might as well have asked me," I said, "considering the poor job you did of following me." 

"We were great trackers," Bony said, standing as straight as he could. 

"Great," Nagy said. "Many kills." 

Up to that moment, they'd behaved like boys. Now, I'd insulted them, and they were back to acting like fighters—stupid fighters, but fighters. 

When was I going to learn what the counselors kept demonstrating? Provoking the kids was rarely useful. 

"I'm sorry," I said. "I was joking. I meant no offense." Bony stared at me. 

I looked away first. 

"Okay," he said. 

"So," I said, "what do you want?" 

Bony headed my way, Nagy always one pace behind him. The two of them leaned against the complex wall two meters to my left—close enough for conversation in a normal voice but out of my immediate reach. 

"You know our names," Bony said, "but we don't know yours. The others all tell us their names." Because they work with you, I thought, while I clean and walk patrol and waste time. I said none of that, though. Instead, I told them, "Jon." 

Bony glanced at Nagy and nodded, apparently satisfied. "So, Jon," Bony said, "none of these guards—or counselors or whatever they want to call themselves—will fight us." 

"No," I said, "they won't." 

"They don't even want to fight," Nagy said. 

I thought about how hard Chris had resisted the urge to beat up the boy who'd attacked him and about how he'd worked not to show his feelings to the kids. "No," I said, shaking my head, "they don't." 

"But you do," Bony said. "I can see it. You don't do it, you walk away when we try to get you to fight, but you want it." 

I didn't know what to say. I never thought of myself as wanting conflict, but I had to admit that when they pushed me—when  anyone pushed me—anger surged in me, and I was indeed ready to fight. He laughed. "All those others, those 'counselors,' if we followed them, they would greet us like we were their best friends. Of course, before they reached us a few of their real friends would wander over like it was an accident that they happened to be there, not like they were reinforcements to hold us in case we attack. Not you, though: You let this wall get your back and wait to see what the story is. You're just like us." 

I shrugged. "No," I finally said, "I'm not. I'm a grown-up, not a kid. That's a big difference. And, I really don't want to fight you. Sometimes my—" I paused, searching for a way to explain it, conscious that Lobo was listening and by reflex not wanting to give away anything about myself "—background makes me prepare for conflict even when I shouldn't do that, but I don't want it. That weakness in me is why I'm out here walking wall patrol and spending the rest of my time cleaning up after you guys. It's all the counselors can trust me to do." 

"Whatever you need to say, Jon," Bony said, "you go ahead and say." He patted Nagy on the shoulder. 

"Me and my brother, though, we know what we see." 

"So you followed me out here to tell me your opinion of my behavior?" I said. "If so, I need to get back to work." 

Bony stared at me for a few seconds, his face growing tense. Nagy stepped to the left, widening the arc they covered. "Why do you want to disrespect me? You think I'm stupid because I'm young?" I held up my hands and edged away from them. "Whoa! Where did that come from? I answered your questions. That's all." 

"You think we're stupid enough to talk for no reason?" 

I'd watched him talk a lot, but each time he'd been after something. "No," I said, "I don't. Let me put it differently: What do you want to know?" 

Bony looked me in the eyes and nodded. He waved his hand behind him. "All those others, I can't trust them. They're doing what they're doing, and maybe it'll be good for us and maybe it won't, but we'll never know who they really are. I don't know who someone is, I don't trust them. You, though, no matter what you say, I see it: You're a warrior. Like my brother here." He tapped Nagy's chest. Nagy smiled in response. Bony thumped his own chest. "Like me." 

I didn't know how to respond, so I said nothing. 

The two boys nodded their heads as if I'd agreed with Bony. 

"So what I want is to know is this, one soldier to another: What's really going on here?" His voice cracked for a second, and in that moment he was the boy, not the fighter. "What do they want?" 

"Exactly what they told you," I said. "They want to help you learn how to live normally again." 

"What normal?" Nagy said. His eyes were open, and he was looking at me, but he wasn't seeing me; he was somewhere else. "We had land. We had a river you could swim in, right near our house, on the edge of our property. My dad taught me and my sister to swim there." He shook his head, as if freeing himself from something. "They're all dead. I woke up next to them, covered in their blood." He stared at his hands and his chest. "I washed it all off in that river, the last time I went in it." He looked again at me, and this time, I think he was seeing me. "If that's what normal was, it's long gone, as dead as my family." His voice grew stronger as he continued. "Normal is being men who do what is necessary. Normal is tracking the government soldiers who killed our families. Normal is killing them." 

"It was," I said, nodding my head, "and I'm sorry for that, but it is over. You have to learn how to go back to being boys. The counselors will help you do that." 

Nagy spit at me but hit the ground in front of my boots. "So they want us to become weak again?" He shook his head. "No. No!" He turned and headed back toward the barracks. "I will never be weak again." I watched him go. I remembered a night on Dump when I'd said much the same thing to Benny. I'd needed that resolve and the anger beneath it; without them, I might not have survived. Nagy needed them, too. I had no idea what to say to him. 

"Come, brother," Nagy said without turning. "He has nothing for us." Bony looked at me for a few seconds, and for a moment I thought he might talk to me. Finally, though, he shrugged, said, "Sorry," and ran after Nagy. 

"So am I," I said, though I had little hope that he heard or believed me. "So am I." 

 

 

Chapter 39 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

About four minutes to run from our new shelter to the cave. That's how long it took me now. I was pushing hard, moving far faster than any of the others could manage, but even for the slowest of them it wasn't a particularly long walk. Half a dozen of those who'd be staying in the cave had come with us when we'd carried some food in preparation for our first night here, but now that darkness was squeezing the last light out of the sky, they were all heading back. Benny and a couple of the others said they'd return tomorrow morning to visit. 

So why did it feel like Bob and Han and Alex and I were so far away from them, so far away from what had over the last many weeks become my home? 

We had a small fire going half a dozen steps down the path from our shelter. The night wasn't cold, and we had no reason for being awake, but when Benny had suggested that we might like a fire, no one had argued. We sat around it, doing nothing, saying nothing, not even looking directly at one another—just sitting. 

I watched the stars through the streams of smoke that tendriled into the night and wondered if Jennie was watching the sky, too. Most of the time, I tried not to think about her, to focus instead on the training, but every now and then I couldn't help but recall some happy instant of the past that increasingly felt as if it belonged to someone else. 

"It's weird, isn't it?" Alex said. 

No one agreed, but no one argued with him, either. 

"I mean, sleeping away from everyone else," he said, "leaving the cave, not hearing the ocean sounds as clearly as usual because we're in this trail—it doesn't seem right." 

After a few seconds of silence, Bob said, "No, it doesn't, but that's not what's really wrong." We all stared at him and waited for him to explain. 

He leaned his thin body forward. The firelight flickered on his cheeks and eyes. He glanced at each of us in turn before he said, "The problem is that this makes everything seem real, and until now none of it did." 

"Moving away?" Han said. 

"Not real?" I said. "All that training? All those times I had to fight you guys? All those drills? You didn't think it was real." I wanted to slap him but instead balled my fists and struggled to control myself. "I can't believe you." 

"No," Bob said, shaking his head, "you don't understand what I mean. Of course all that stuff was real in many ways: We worked hard, we got hurt, we got mad, all of that. But it was all still  practice, something we did for a while and then went back to the cave and got on with living." I stared at him and wondered how he and I could be the same kinds of creatures. Had none of this affected him? Was he that weak? Or, I wondered as a flash of insight cracked like lightning in my mind, was he that much better a person than I was? I checked the others; they were all paying close attention to Bob, so I said nothing. 

"What's different now," he said, "is that there is no more home, at least not the home we had." I lost mine a long time ago. So did they. How could they not know that? 

"All there is now is this place and our attack on the shuttle." 

That's all there has been for weeks and weeks. How could they not know that, too? 

I was too surprised to talk, and no one else said anything, so he continued. "Sure, we're sleeping away from the others, but if Benny had asked us to fish the other side of the island, we'd have spent the night over there and thought nothing of it. We've slept in other locations during our training. It's not fun to be out here on our own, but the problem isn't what we're leaving; it's what we're heading into." Bob fell silent. 

The others nodded their heads in agreement. 

No one spoke. 

I backed slightly away from the fire as I realized for the first time that none of them truly understood what was happening, that for them this had all been to some degree a game, a drill of skills they'd never need to use. No wonder Benny believed it was up to me; it was. 

"I can't believe . . . ." I stopped talking, my voice floating away with the smoke on the light evening breeze, because I didn't know what to say next. 

They all stared at me, their expressions alarmed. Only when I saw their faces did I understand how angry I must have sounded. 

The telltale squeak of the wheels on Benny's cart saved me from having to find the words to go with my feelings. Everyone turned away from me and watched the end of the trail as the sound drew closer and, finally, Benny appeared around the bend. 

"Can't believe what, Jon?" he said, his tone jovial, friendly, reassuring. The others visibly relaxed, smiles easing onto their faces and their shoulders lowering. Benny was only a kid, a kid no older than I was, a kid with flippers for lower arms and feet, a kid younger than many of the others, and yet he really was their leader. He showed up, and they thought everything was better, even though nothing had changed. 

Amazing. 

He looked up at me as he continued talking. "That we're really here?" He propped himself on his elbows, smiled, and surveyed each of us in turn. "Well, we are, and you guys were right to insist we come to this place. It's hard, no doubt about that, but now we're where we should be. When the next shuttle comes, we'll take it, and we'll get off this rock!" 

Bob and Alex cheered in agreement. 

Han nodded his head. 

I said nothing. 

"I thought you were going to stay with the others," Bob said. "You left." 

"I was," Benny said, "but I was being stupid. What if the shuttle lands while I'm back there? You guys overcome the guards, and then what? You have to wait on me to get here to fly the damn thing!" He shook his head. "No way. The minute that ship is ours, we're getting out of here!" This time, all three cheered. 

I couldn't believe them. Nothing at all had changed, but now they were happy. 

"Hey, Jon," he said. 

"Yeah." 

"I was carrying some more fruit on my cart, but I lost it a bit down the path. Would you help me gather it?" 

I was glad for the excuse to get away from the rest of them. "Sure, but I can handle it on my own." 

"Nah," he said, "I made the mess, so I should help clean it up." The smile never left his face, but his eyes and voice hardened enough that his intent was clear. 

"Should we come?" Bob said. 

I kept staring at Benny as I said, "No need. You guys take it easy. We'll be right back." Benny led me along the path for about two minutes of slow, squeaking rolling. He stopped and faced me. 

"What do you think you're doing?" he said, his voice clear even though he was whispering. 

"What do mean?" I whispered in return. He obviously hadn't wanted anyone else to hear our conversation, so at least for now I'd play along. 

"What were you about to say to them?" 

"Did you hear them?" I said, the anger surging into me again. "They don't understand. I only now realized that they've never understood. This is all a big game to them—maybe not a fun game, definitely a scary one, but still a game. Even though you've told them that some of them may die, they've never really gotten it." 

"And you have?" he said. 

"Yes." 

"You've understood what it's like to beat someone with your fists until they're unconscious," he said, "or to stab him repeatedly with your knife until he falls, or to slice his throat and watch him die. You understand all that." 

The rock walls on either side of the path closed in on me, the air stopped moving, and I wanted to punch Benny. Why had I bothered to come with him? What else had he been training us to do, if not those things? How were we not to understand it? He'd been more than clear. I ground my teeth and stayed completely still, because no matter how little the others had gleaned from his lessons, I had learned how much my own anger could rule me. 

I held my ground, stared at the sky, and thought some more about what Benny had said. No matter what else I'd thought of him, I'd never figured he was stupid. If he was saying something that struck me as really dumb, I probably didn't understand him. 

Then I did. 

"You don't get it, either, do you?" I said. "You've never been in a fight. You've never hurt anyone." He shook his head but kept staring at me. "No, I haven't, so in the very real way I'm trying to describe, no, I don't get it. I can't. You can't, either, any more than you can understand what it's like to swim in the ocean until you've done it. You can think about it, people can tell you about it, you can read about it, watch videos of it—you can learn everything there is to know about it, but you can't understand this sort of thing until you've been through it." 

"How do you know that?" I said. "Maybe some people can. Maybe I can. Maybe by seeing it over and over in your mind you can come to understand it." 

"Maybe," he said, "but from everything I've read and what I've seen of all of us—including you—that's not how it works." 

"So we're all going to fight those guards and not really be ready?" 

"You'll be as ready as I can make you." 

"But that's not truly ready, not as ready as we'll be after we do it." 

"That's right." 

"That's terrible," I said. "Some of us may well die and never even get a chance to know exactly what happened to us, what we did wrong, what we did right, any of it." 

"Yes," he said, his voice even lower now. 

"How can you live with that knowledge and still do what you do?" I said. "How can you train us all—

people who trust you, people who think of you as a friend—send us off to fight, and then sit back and watch, knowing what can happen, knowing we're not completely ready?" 

"Jon," he said, "take another look at me. What else can I do? Fight with you? I'd cost you far more than I'd help you. Not train you? We'd be stuck here forever. Not come up with this plan? Again, we'd all be stuck here—and we've all decided we don't want that." 

I didn't know what to say. He was right, but I hated it. 

"Did you ever read, Jon?" 

"No," I said, "I never learned how. They all said it was a waste of time for anyone to try to teach me, because my brain wouldn't ever be able to hold enough to make the result worth the effort. And, of course, there was always plenty of useful work I could do in the fields and around the village." I chuckled. "Now, I'm sure I could learn, but there's nothing to read." 

"You'll get your chance," Benny said, "once we're off Dump. The reason I asked is that I read a lot before they threw me away, read every chance I had. A lot of what I read was history, what men and women before us did back on Earth. Reading taught me a lot about how the shuttles worked. It's also one of the ways I learned about this training, about fighting, and about how people like me have always been sending people like you out to fight for us." 

"What do you mean?" I said. I pointed at his front flippers. "There can't have been a lot of people like you." 

A slight grin crossed his face before he continued. "No, not like me in having this birth defect. Like me in being unable—or sometimes unwilling—to fight, but still ordering others to do it. As near as I can tell, for as long as there have been people, there have been other people, older or more powerful or richer or in some way above or exempt from the call to battle, who have ordered soldiers to go into combat and, sometimes, die." 

"But you're just a kid," I said. "Who are you to do that?" 

"The only leader we have," he said. He craned his neck upward, toward me, as far he could. "Unless you want the job." 

I pictured Bob and Alex and Han around the fire, in training, trying to fight with me. As bad as it was to know how poor their chances were, it would be worse to watch them walk away from me and toward a battle with the guards and not be beside them, trying to save them. I would already be leading them during the shuttle attack; that was more than enough responsibility for me. 

"No," I finally said, "I don't want that. I'd rather fight with them." He nodded. "Let's head back. Let's make them as happy as we can tonight, and train as hard as we can tomorrow. That's the job." 

I picked up the still tied collection of fruit that he'd clearly pushed off his cart so he could reach us faster. He didn't wait for me; he knew I could catch up. He turned and headed back. "That's  my job," he said. I'd never heard him sound more sad, but when we entered the clearing, he greeted the others with a smile and a joke about how much time I could waste simply picking up some fruit. 

I laughed along with the others. 

  

Chapter 40 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

The scream came from near the corner barracks. I stopped patrolling the perimeter and turned toward the sound that broke the quiet of the darkening day. 

"Get him!" 

"Kill him!" 

I sprinted toward the noise. As I drew closer, I could make out other, less loud voices urging the people involved in the fight to stop. 

I cut to the inside of the row of buildings in time to see Schmidt and Long tear around the corner and spot the large circle of boys. 

Boys were also running toward the conflict, streaming into the circle and merging with it. As a few of them joined from the same angle on which I was approaching, the crowd parted enough that I could see for a second what was happening: Nagy was chasing Bony, swinging wildly and yelling, his mouth working but no words emerging. 

Though I wanted to barrel through the boys, I was never supposed to get violent in any way with them, so I slowed as I reached the perimeter of the crowd and began gently working my way to its center. Nagy's voice was no clearer than before, because he was yelling wordlessly, animal sounds of anger and pain erupting from his throat as if his body could no longer contain them. 

Bony's words were clear. "I didn't mean anything bad," he said. Gasps punctuated the words as he zigged and zagged to evade Nagy. "I was trying to make you feel better." 

Nagy stopped running. He held his arms at his sides, craned his neck forward, and stared at Bony. The shorter boy stopped, too, and faced his friend. 

"You're weak," Nagy said. He spit at Benny and hit the small boy's shirt. He pointed at Schmidt and Long, who were now on the inside of the circle but standing still, watching but not moving. "Like them. Like all of them." 

Bony said nothing. Tears rolled down his cheeks. 

"You made me weak," Nagy said, "you and your crying and your stupid words." 

"You're my brother," Bony said as he began to sob. 

"No!" Nagy said. "I had a family, a real family, and a brother, a real one, not some little coward who ran away as his family was killed." 

"We couldn't have saved them," Bony said. "Not your family. Not mine." 

"You could have tried!" Nagy said. "You could try now! At least I went down with them." His voice faltered and for a few seconds he hung his head. "I fought, and I fell, and I don't know why I lived. You—

you ran away." 

"What could I have done?" Bony screamed. "There were so many men I couldn't count them all, and they were stabbing and—" 

"You could have fought!" Nagy said. "Instead, you left your family, and now you're leaving me." 

"No," Bony said, "I'm not. I'm right here, brother." He held out his right arm. 

"We could have saved them!" Nagy screamed. He launched himself at Bony and knocked the other boy onto the ground. 

Schmidt and Long darted into the circle. They each grabbed one of Nagy's arms and pulled him off Bony. The smaller boy stayed on the ground, curled in a ball and motionless. "I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry," he said. 

Long wrapped his arms around Nagy's torso as the tall boy kicked and screamed, his eyes seeing nothing, only memories visible to him. 

Schmidt stood in front of him and spoke slowly and gently to him. "It's not your fault," she said. "It's not your fault." She glanced over her shoulder at Bony and at me before she focused again on Nagy. "It's not your fault." 

"You can't keep me here!" Nagy screamed in reply. "You're all too weak. None of you can stop me!" I pushed past the last boys in front of me and bent over Bony. I couldn't tell if he even knew I was there. I picked him up. There was nothing to him, even after weeks of eating decently, just a sticklike frame of sinew and bone. His eyes were shut. 

All the boys in front of us stared at me. 

I walked toward them, and they parted to let us out. 

My body vibrated with energy. My face burned. I had to blink to see clearly. I glanced at the boy in my arms, over my shoulder at Schmidt, Long, and Nagy, who were still locked in their positions, and back down at Bony. 

"It's not your fault," I said, my voice hoarse and rough. "It's not your fault." 

  

"You did a good job out there," Schmidt said. 

"What?" 

"You did a good job," she said again. "With Bony. With not diving into the conflict." 

"With controlling yourself," Long added from his seat on the chair next to hers. The sky outside the small window over their heads was dark but somehow felt less dim than the inside of the tiny room Schmidt used as an office and meeting area. 

"How was that good?" I said. I had to struggle to keep my voice under control. "Bony's best friend turned on him. All I did was carry him away and repeat what you were saying." I shook my head. "I don't even know why I said that stuff to him." 

"Because it's true," Schmidt said, leaning forward in her chair, "and he needs to hear it, over and over again, until he learns it, until he believes it and knows it, deep in his heart." She sat back and took a deep breath. "It's vital to healing." 

"Do you believe it?" I said. "Not about them. About yourself, about all the bad things you've done in combat?" 

"That's different," she said. "I was an adult." 

"Is it?" I said. "Is it really different?" 

Long stepped between us. 

"Do you ever think about when you were a kid?" he said. 

 All the time, I thought, but I sure wasn't going to say that to them. Instead, I forced myself to lean back in my chair. I shrugged. "Who doesn't?" 

"Most people," he said, "have memories—" 

"—sometimes suppressed," Schmidt said. 


"Sometimes suppressed," Long agreed, "of problems that occurred or things that went wrong, things that were in no way their fault but that they blamed themselves for causing. Maybe a parent's issues, or a sibling's. Those events leave scars." 

"Now imagine," Schmidt said, "the kind of damage that happens when what goes wrong is adults abusing the kids, or forcing them to do horrible things, or exposing them to scenes no child should ever have to see." 

"Like being beaten, or being forced into fighting," Long said. 

"Or killing," Schmidt said. "Imagine the damage." 

I didn't have to imagine anything, but I closed my eyes as if trying to do just that. Instead, I fought to control my reaction, breathe slowly, and show nothing. 

After a few seconds, I opened my eyes. 

Schmidt was watching me carefully. She nodded as she said, "You're getting it. Good." 

"Look," Long said, and he began to pace, "we're over-simplifying, of course, but the concept is close enough and correct in general. If we are to help these boys to live normal lives, eventually we must persuade them that whatever they did, whatever horrible acts happened while they were forced to be soldiers, were not their fault, not really. They never had a choice, not if they wanted to stay alive. They have to see that the blame belongs on the adults who commanded and trained and shaped them." 

"And that it wasn't their fault that those soldiers killed their families," Schmidt said. "That they couldn't have saved their parents and brothers and sisters. That it wasn't their fault that they lived while others died, that the rebels turned them into soldiers." 

"A lot of that makes sense," I said, "because they didn't have any choices up to the point at which they became soldiers. Once they were, when the action started, they had the same options all of us who fought did: Walk away, kill, or be killed." I shut up; I hadn't meant to speak. Schmidt shook her head. "First, was walking away ever really an option for you in combat?" When I was in the Saw, if you went somewhere you knew, it was either to train or to fight. The fighting occurred in places I'd never been before. Abandoning your unit was never something you would even consider. You were with them. You were a team. 

"No," I said. "Walking away was never an option." 

She nodded. "And you signed up. You made a choice to serve. These kids were never  adult soldiers. They never had a chance to make an informed, adult decision about their actions. Once recruited, most, maybe all, of them had no real chance to do anything except what their leaders taught them to do." 

"Few of us do," I said. "The training makes sure you react, not choose." Benny had molded me first, and later the Saw had refined my techniques and made me an even better soldier. Good training induced action without hesitation. 

"Exactly," she said, "but these boys don't understand any of that. They blame themselves for everything, all that they did and a lot that they didn't—and most of all, for not saving their families." I'd never found Jennie. I'd failed to save her. I kept hoping one day to find a way to get past the blockade on the one jump gate to my home planet, go there, and find her, but I'd never made it. I didn't even know if she was alive; the odds were certainly against it. 

"Do you understand, Jon?" Long said. 

I glanced up at him. "Well enough, I think." 

"Good," Schmidt said. "We all need to be following the same script when we talk to Nagy, so we can help him." 

I recalled the look in the tall boy's eyes, the sound of his roaring, beast-like screams. "He may be too far gone," I said. 

"So we'll work harder," Schmidt said, "because we're not giving up on him." I was trying to figure out how to explain to her why I was so sure Nagy was in trouble when Lobo spoke to me privately over the comm. 

"We need to talk," he said. "Wylak's changing the deal." 

  

Chapter 41 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

I stayed quiet until I was safely inside Lobo and standing in the pilot area. I paced back and forth across its width, drained enough that I wanted to keep moving lest I fall asleep, but at the same time feeling buzzed from the encounter with Nagy and Bony. 

"I take it your eavesdropping on Wylak has paid off," I said. 

"Cracking through a wide array of governmental security systems and a smorgasbord of personal countermeasures so I can tap into every data feed related to a major government official is hardly mere eavesdropping," said Lobo, "but, yes, my efforts have yielded results we must discuss." I couldn't stop thinking about the two boys and how I could explain to Schmidt and Long why I was so sure Nagy was in worse shape than they realized. I wasn't in the mood to banter with Lobo. Annoying him, however, would only prolong the conversation, so I stopped moving, took a deep breath, and said, 

"Thank you for doing all that. What have you learned?" 

"My, aren't we Mister Formal and Considerate all of a sudden," he said. I shook my head but didn't respond. 

After a few seconds, he said, his voice low and gentle, "Jon, it was just a fight between two young male friends." 

"No," I said, "that's the problem: It wasn't." 

"Fights among the boys are common," he said. "You don't see most of them, because they occur in other areas, but they happen often." 

"I understand, but though I can't justify or explain the feeling, I know that Nagy is in a very bad way. He needs more help than they realize." 

"If you want to go back to them, we can have this conversation another time—but sooner would be better." 

I rolled my head a bit to try to work out the kinks in my neck and shoulders. "Maybe you and Schmidt and Long are all correct. Maybe I'm over-reacting. In any case, this sounds important, so let's do it. What's going on?" 

"Wylak's been devoting a lot of government computing cycles to financial and military simulations," Lobo said, "simulations that have concerned the boys. He's also participated in a great many meetings about them. I've been able to monitor some but not all of those meetings." 

"None of that is surprising," I said, "given what he said when Lim and I met with him." 

"I agree in general," he said, "but the details pose the problem. When you and the others captured this complex and those boys, you hurt the rebels. The government forces have been on the offensive ever since, and they're gaining ground. The problem is, they're short on soldiers, and they're low on money." 

"Oh, no," I said. 

"Wylak's models show that the inducements and ongoing fees the government would have to pay families to take these boys represent a large investment at a time when he and many of his colleagues feel they need to divert as many of their resources as possible to winning the war once and for all." 

"So he's decided that he can save money and perhaps crush the rebels by turning the boys into more government troops." I whispered, "By making them soldiers again." 

"A task," Lobo said, "that he feels would be a simpler and cheaper reprogramming effort than what Lim and her team are trying to accomplish." 

"Damn," I said, my voice growing louder. "Damn! He's probably right, too, because few, if any, of these kids ever really understood what they were fighting for. Show them proof—real or faked—that the rebels killed their families, get them back on the root, fire them up a bit, and—" 

"—and they'll be ready to fight again in the jungle," Lobo said. "They'll probably even thank the people who let them. Exactly. Wylak's also told his colleagues that the reintegration of the boys can occur later, after the war. When it comes time to ask for the budget to do that, they'll easily get the money, because the boys will be heroes." 

"Or dead or so much worse than they are now that no one can help them." I pictured Bony and Nagy carrying guns, heading into the woods again. I couldn't let that happen. None of them should have to do that. "So is it settled, or do we have maneuvering room?" 

"Unclear," Lobo said, "because some of the most important meetings were in hardened private areas. From the data I've been able to gather, it appears that not all key players are on board with his plan. That's one of the reasons he's bringing a team here." 

"One of the reasons?" I said. "And, when?" 

"From discussions among his staff members, it appears that Wylak has two motivations for his visit. First, he wants to show some of the opposition that the boys are far from ready to resume normal lives. He's never mentioned that no one expected them to be ready at this stage in the process." 

"He wants to prove Lim's program is a failure." 

"I assume so. He also wants to give some of his supporters a first-hand look at the boys, to convince everyone that even though they're young, these kids could prove to be valuable battlefield assets." 

"How's he going to do all this without tipping off Lim?" 

"Tomorrow, he'll call her and suggest that an inspection tour could increase support for the work here, and that he very much needs that support. He'll unveil as already in motion and too late to change his plan to come two days later. He knows she won't appreciate the visit, and he has to assume she'll be suspicious, but she's unlikely to suspect anything near the full extent of what he's doing." Each time I deal with a government, my lifelong desire to stay away from all of them seems wiser. "So we tell her," I said. "She confronts Wylak and threatens to spread his plans far and wide, all over Tumani." 

"None of the key meetings have involved the man himself," Lobo said. "He's too smart for that. So if Lim tries to blackmail him with information I've gathered, he'll deny everything, chide and fire the staffers who were in the meetings, and find reasons to send Lim and her entire team, including us, out of this planetary system." 

"Yeah," I said, nodding my head, "that makes sense. It wouldn't even be hard for him; reasons to close any operation are always easy to come by." 

"The situation is particularly difficult," Lobo said, "because the boys are citizens of Tumani, so the government does have the legal right to govern them." 

"This is abuse, not governing!" I said. My body shook with anger. "They're kids! The fact that they're from this planet doesn't mean we have to let its government destroy them." 

"No," Lobo said, his voice quiet and calm, "it doesn't. It does, though, mean that many other governments, including the two coalitions watching this planet, are unlikely to support outside interference in a sovereign entity's legitimate choices." 

"Legitimate? The coalitions can't consider the use of child soldiers as legitimate! They would never sanction this action on their planets." 

"No, they wouldn't," Lobo said, "which is why at best Wylak would deny any accusations, keep the boys here, and wait for any trouble to blow over before he did anything. Remember also that this is not a coalition planet." 

"At best?" 

"One of Wylak's contingency plans involves portraying Lim's operation as an illegal military action funded by the rebels and performed by off-planet mercenaries. The government troops surrounding the complex will claim they've been trying all along to persuade us to leave the boys alone." 

"So we become the bad guys," I said. 

"Yes. Worse, Wylak's people will then ask the two federations to intervene and help deport us." 

"Which he can do while claiming to be trying to save the boys." 

"Yes." 

"So, he's going to come here, soften up Lim, and sell his associates. Later, he'll return with two offers, one that lets her and the rest of us walk, and one that has us leaving under armed escort." 

"That's my analysis," Lobo said. 

"You have to hand it to him: It's a solid plan." 

"Yes, it is. So, what are we going to do about it?" 

"I'm not sure," I said, "but I know the first step is to talk to Lim." I headed for the side hatch. "This is not going to be fun." 

  

Chapter 42 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"How sure are you of this information?" Lim said. The moment I'd mentioned the topic, she'd insisted we talk while walking far away from anyone else. The bright stars and gentle breezes made it a perfect night for a walk with a beautiful woman—unless she was your commander and you were delivering very bad news. She'd turned angry immediately and stayed that way. 

I couldn't blame her. 

"It's completely reliable," I said. 

"Your source?" 

I stopped and stared at her but said nothing. 

After a few seconds, she said, "If I act on this and you're wrong, I could destroy everything we've accomplished so far." 

"Two separate things," I said. "I'm not wrong. You know me well enough to know that I'd never bring this to you if I weren't sure of it. As for acting on it, you shouldn't do anything until we have a clear strategy." 

"That bastard!" Lim said. "And 'we' need a strategy? Last I checked, you were a damn janitor." I fought the urge to snap back and instead forced myself to respond in a cold, flat tone. "That's true, because I have no training in reintegrating child soldiers. This, though, is the sort of problem I know a great deal about. This is the kind of thing I do—and you know it." 

"Yeah," she said, nodding her head, "but I also know that sometimes your answers don't turn out entirely the way you planned. I still have the scar to prove it." 

"Perfect solutions are rare in this line of work—and you understood that when you agreed to help me before. As for the scar, you're the one who chose to keep it; the wound wasn't big enough that the medtechs couldn't have removed all traces of it." 

She smiled slightly and cocked her head. "Fair points. I thought the scar was rather dashing. Made me more attractive." 

As if you needed that, I thought but did not say as the starlight painted her face in gentle white and her smile glowed more brightly than the stars. 

"So," she said, the smile vanishing, "what do you recommend we do?" 

"Let's start with where we are now. What's your backup plan?" 

She shook her head. "We don't have one, as you already know. We figured the worst that would happen was that Wylak or someone else in the government would press us to finish a bit early. Even that seemed unlikely, because Chu's people are paying the tab and this is costing Tumani nothing. To be safe, though, we padded our time estimates. After our meeting with Wylak, it was clear that he'd be pressuring us, so I've been sending frequent status updates to placate him." She shrugged. "We thought that would be enough." She paused. "We could always take our case to the Tumani public." 

"She has indeed sent those updates," Lobo said to me privately over the comm, "but they've done nothing to change the situation." 

"Try to fight Wylak in the Tumani media," I said, "and he'll portray us as a gang of mercenaries who kidnapped and brainwashed these poor children. His connections have to be far better than ours. He'll get us booted off the planet and take the boys." 

"We could appeal to the two Coalitions." 

"They'd have to be willing to go against the planet's government, and they'd have to agree that both of them would do it together, because neither will let the other establish a stronger position here. No, no way that's happening. They'll stay out of it and let you and Wylak sort it out." 

"I'm back to my question," she said. "You pointed out that this is the sort of thing you handle. What do you recommend?" 

"For now, play along. Warmly welcome his inspection tour. Introduce his people to as many of the boys as possible. Show them all the progress you've made. Maybe seeing it all in person will change his mind." She stared at me for a few seconds. "You don't believe that," she said. 

"No, I don't. In my experience, if you gamble on politicians giving a damn about anyone they send into battle, you're making a fool's bet." 

"So when playing along fails, what should we do?" 

I shrugged. "I don't know yet." I held up my hands to stop her from speaking. "But I haven't had any time to think about it. I came to you the moment I received this information. I'll come up with something, but I need more than a few minutes to work it out." 

"And when you do," she said, "will you tell me the whole plan?" She paused and stepped to within a hand's width of me. "Unlike last time?" 

I backed away. "It depends," I said. "It just depends." 

I left before she could respond. 

  

I wandered through the complex, staying on the glowing grass-and-sand paths that wound around and between the buildings, skirting the groups I encountered, listening to the forest life and the movements of the people and letting my mind settle. The night bugs and small creatures sounded the same as when we'd first crept up to the edge of the jungle on the evening we arrived. The noises from the boys, though, had changed. In the first week, they'd rarely spoken to the adults, and when any of us had come near them, they'd either scurried away or dropped into voices so soft no one could hear them without assistance. The place had buzzed like an angry insect with indecipherable sounds that hinted of whispered plans and threats. Now, though, laughter and conversations filled the buildings and the social areas, where kids and adults mixed freely and comfortably. Here and there, two or three or four boys stood by themselves and mumbled to one another, but those groups were now the exception and not the norm. A boy maybe fifteen or sixteen darted from between two barracks. He carried a ball and shrieked wildly, as did the two kids chasing him. At first glance, he reminded me of Manu Chang, the psychic boy that Maggie and Jack and I had rescued and helped escape to Maggie's group. 

The three boys vanished around the corner of the next dorm over, their laughter trailing after them. If only we could have shown the Tumani people these before and after images, they'd surely understand how much good Lim and Schmidt and Long and all the others were doing. 

Or perhaps not. Perhaps a civilian population that lives far from the combat zones will always be willing to sacrifice a small percentage of its young to ensure its lifestyles. The people of Tumani certainly had reason to fear what the rebels would do to them; the trail of slaughtered jungle villages stood as an easy explanation to any who didn't understand. Someone had to fight; the question for the leaders and the people alike boiled down to age limits. 

I shook my head and breathed deeply. No, I couldn't accept that. There were acts no group should commit. Sending children into combat was one of them. One day, each kid would reach his or her majority, and at that point the obligations of adulthood would become theirs, but not until then. Not until then. 

I was getting nowhere. Lim had brought me into this mess. It couldn't be the only one like it. I'd never tried to help child soldiers before, but others must have. I'd jumped from planet to planet never even checking to see if the problem existed. Others, though, must have confronted it before. Even if the people of Tumani were willing to turn a blind eye to this practice, surely others on other worlds must have dealt with it. 

It hit me. 

"Lobo," I said, smiling as I picked up my pace and headed back to him. 

"Yes," he said, drawing out the word. 

"I need to record a message for you to get to Maggie." 

  

"Go," Lobo said. 

I stared at the image of Maggie on the wall in front of me, a still Lobo had captured when she and I had met inside him. Back in my con artist days, I'd learned that most people communicate more naturally when they're looking at their mark, or at a picture if the person wasn't available. I wasn't exactly trying to con Maggie, but I did need to be very convincing, because the plan I was developing depended on her help. I took a slow breath and spoke to the image as if the real woman was standing in front of me. 

"Hi, Maggie. I didn't expect to need to reach you. I didn't even expect to still be here on Tumani, though I now realize that you believed I would be." I smiled and chuckled. "You had me figured right. Now, though, there's a problem, a big one, and if I'm going to have any chance of fixing it, I'll need your help. More to the point, these boys need your help. The first thing I need you to do is find Jack and bring him here so the three of us can meet. The rest, well, I'll explain that when I see the two of you. It's safest that way." I thought about Lim's request that I keep her informed, but I couldn't take the risk of honoring it. 

"When you reach Tumani, don't come here. Leave a message with Lobo. We'll send you the location of a safe house in Ventura. I'll meet you there." I paused, unsure how much to risk scaring her away before I could explain. No, not warning her wouldn't help, and given our background, if I didn't tell her, she'd have every right to smell a con. She might as well understand in advance what the price tag would be. 

"Maggie, this is going to cost you or your people a lot of money, as well as a fair amount of time assisting Jack. If you don't want in, or if your people won't back you, just let me know. But whatever you do, do it soon. We don't have much time, and we need every day we have." 

I waited a few seconds, but I couldn't think of anything else I needed to say. "That's it. Get this on its way to her." 

"Before I do," Lobo said, "I have to ask: Jack? Really?" 

"I need his particular skills. There's no better con man." 

"That's debatable," Lobo said, "given that you were able to con him. Why don't you do this yourself?" I shook my head. "I can't. I can't leave here. If I go now, Lim will be on her own." 

"Not true," Lobo said. "She has plenty of people helping her. She assigns you only the worst jobs, so she's clearly not depending on you for much. She can afford to be without you." 

"That  was true," I said, "until Wylak decided it was time to move on her and this place. Now, whether she appreciates it or not, she needs my help." 

"And the data I gather." 

"And that," I said. "Most definitely that." 

"Is there no alternative to Jack?" 

"What have you got against him?" 

"Other than the fact that he drugged you, stole from you, kidnapped the boy he asked you to help him protect, and left you unconscious on the floor near my front hatch, not much." Lobo paused, but clearly only for dramatic effect—and perhaps to use all of his vast computing resources to determine precisely how much sarcasm he could add to his voice when he continued. "Oh, yeah: I had to spend multiple days trapped under a heap of rubble with him walking around inside me, talking, constantly trying to work me, needling me as if I were some cheap washing machine he could easily persuade to share local gossip." 

"You never told me he pumped you for information," I said. "What did you tell him?" Lobo knew a lot that I'd rather Jack never learn. 

"Oh, please," Lobo said, annoyance now trampling the sarcasm. "As if he—or anyone—could get me to give them any data I didn't want to share." 

"Sorry," I said. "Just being cautious." 

"Cautious?" 

"Okay, okay: paranoid. Sorry." 

"So it has to be Jack?" 

"He's the only person I know who can do what I need on the timetable I need it." 

"How are you going to motivate him? Need I remind you that Mr. Altruistic was ready to sell Manu?" 

"Jack was trying to make money off the boy," I said. "We have no proof he would have actually sold him. In any case, though, I understand the concern, and I plan to entice Jack into this project with the same two incentives that have worked with him for as long as we've known each other: It's a fun and interesting challenge, and he'll get a lot of money when it's over." 

"So we're going even more into the hole on this one?" Lobo said. "Lovely. You know, fuel and weapons don't grow freely on the ground." 

"No, no," I said. "If I even hinted that I was paying, Jack would never sign on. He'd never trust one con man to pay another. That's why I told Maggie it was going to cost her and her people: They're going to compensate Jack." 

"I can't picture her or her organization being thrilled at the prospect of putting a lot of money into Jack's pockets, particularly not after the way he treated Manu." 

I took a deep breath. "That is the weak link in the plan. I have to hope she'll be true to her word and persuade them to do it." 

"And if she doesn't," Lobo said, "or she can't?" 

"I don't know," I said. "This is my only idea." 

"Well, don't worry too much," Lobo said. "I figure Maggie will do it, but not for the boys or for Lim or for Jack. She'll do it for you. You're counting on that, aren't you? You're taking advantage of her feelings for you, though admittedly in a good cause." 

"I don't know," I said. "I don't like to think of it that way, but maybe so. Maybe so." 

"And you called Jack the best con man." 

  

Chapter 43 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

"Jon, Jon! Wake up!" 

I rolled over in response to the noise and the pushing on my shoulder and stared up into Han's face. Shards of light sliced yellow and white lines into the gray sky. We didn't have morning training today, so I had been counting on sleeping well past sun-up. "What?" I said, clinging to the last edge of sleep. 

"Do you hear that?" 

I propped myself on my elbows, my brain still foggy. "Obviously not, or whatever woke you would have made me wake up, too." 

"Listen!" he said, the ess sound a hiss. I finally realized he was whispering. I closed my eyes and tried to take in all the sounds. A breeze fluttered the leaves on the branches covering our heads. Waves washed back and forth on the beach. A few insects flew nearby. Then I heard it, a very low rumble that the ocean's rhythms almost covered. 

"Everybody up!" I shouted as I stood. 

Han smiled and crawled over to Bob, who as usual was deep asleep. He could sleep through thunderstorms that left the rest of us wide-eyed and nervous. 

Benny and Alex sputtered awake. 

"What?" Benny said. 

"Huh?" Alex added. 

"I'm not positive," I said, "but Han might have heard the shuttle approaching." 

"So why isn't it here?" Benny said, his eyes now clear. "That thing can move, really move. It could fly toward us faster than the sound of its approach." 

"What did it do when it brought me?" I asked. I'd never really listened to the ships landing on Pinecone, and now I regretted not doing so. 

"It circled a few times," Benny said, "probably to make sure the landing area was clear, and then it landed." 

"So maybe it's doing that again," I said. 

"No," Benny said, "because if it was that close, we'd hear it clearly." He paused for a few seconds and stared at the rock wall in front of him. "More likely, its pilot is being cautious and hovering offshore for a few minutes to see if anyone's going to appear at its destination." He fell silent again for a bit. We all listened and stayed quiet. The deep background noise didn't change. "No, that doesn't make sense, as I'd have realized if I were fully awake. If they were worried about this spot, they'd land somewhere else. No, this is probably just another approach route. No two shuttles have come in exactly the same way. It must be their standard protocol to vary their landing pattern each time." Benny stared at me before adding, "Or maybe it's some other ship heading some other place, and it has nothing to do with us." 

"When have we heard another shuttle?" I said. "Not once since I've been here." Benny nodded. "Best to assume it's ours." 

"So how long do we have?" I said. 

"No way to tell," Benny said. "Maybe several minutes, maybe less—but not long." I picked up my knife, two of the small bags we'd made of scraps of fabric and filled with sand, and two of the larger, thicker bags full of rocks. I stuffed the two with sand in the waistband of my pants, the tied parts hanging out, and the other pair in my pants pockets. 

No one else moved. 

"What are you waiting for?" I yelled. "Grab your weapons, and take your positions. This is it." Han's head bobbed up and down in agreement. "This is it," he said. "This is it." I grabbed his shoulders and shook him. "Look at me," I said. "Look into my eyes." Han's head stopped moving, and he stared at me, but I couldn't tell if he was fully aware of me or looking somewhere else, someplace I couldn't see. 

"If we go, we go full force, all of us, holding back nothing. If you're not ready, we can wait for another shuttle, but you have to decide now. Right now." 

Han focused fully on me and nodded his head once. "Now," he said. "No more waiting." 

"Bob?" I said. "Alex?" 

They stepped next to Han, their knives in their hands, their hands shaking slightly but their faces set. 

"We go," Alex said. 

"Yes we do," Bob said. 

I checked each of their eyes once more. They were scared, but they were as ready as they could be. The low rumble we'd been barely able to detect washed over us in a loud roar. They all stared at me, waiting. 

I didn't know what to say. I didn't know if any or all of us would survive. I wanted to tell them something, give them some hope, thank them, come up with words that would somehow make it all a little better, but in all the times I'd imagined the attack, I'd never fully understood that of course it would come to this: Three other kids ready to risk their lives and looking to me to lead them. 

I forced a smile. "Let's go get a ride off this dump!" 

They smiled in return. 

We crept to our positions. 

The roaring grew louder. Dust blew down the path from the landing area. 

The shadow of the shuttle darkened the ground. For the first time, we could see it hovering far overhead. We flattened ourselves against the rock walls, hoping no one in it was looking at us. It began its descent. 

  

 

Chapter 44 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"Bad news," Lobo said over the comm. 

At almost the same time, I heard the shouting. I stood a hundred meters from the entrance Lim's ordnance disposal team used to leave and re-enter the complex as they slowly cleared the minefield outside. That door stood open; they were headed out to work today. The many devices buried in the cleared area that surrounded us varied so widely in technology that none of the gear Lim had been able to smuggle into the system could locate everything that lurked under the ground. Gustafson and I had suggested the ages-old method of letting a great many large animals wander the areas, but she'd immediately vetoed the notion. She was right to do so: Frequent, nearby explosions and animal deaths would not help the boys. For the same basic reason, she was committed to not triggering any of the mines, so the removal process unavoidably involved both people and machines. Those people also functioned as counselors, so they worked on the mines as time permitted, and progress was slow. They'd cleared the full width of the complex on this side, but only outward for a total of twenty meters. Past that, to support ground transport they'd worked on just one road leading away to the forest. 

"What is it?" I asked Lobo, "and does it have anything to do with all this shouting?" 

"To answer your second question first," Lobo said, "yes. What you're hearing is an artifact of actions Wylak has taken." 

"What actions?" 

"In advance of his visit tomorrow, Wylak has forbidden anyone from exiting the complex on foot. Only supply ships are allowed in and out. His message to Lim claimed these rules were for the protection of all the boys, but he's really just buttoning up the place." 

"He's stopping the clean-up crew?" 

"Not only them," Lobo said. "He's given orders to the soldiers in the forest that they are to keep everyone inside, regardless of their reasons for leaving. So, the moment the external door opened, Tumani troops stormed up the ten-meter-wide cleared road. Now, Lim and four of her people are standing outside and arguing with the sergeant in charge of that squad." 

"Why is Wylak bothering?" 

"He's run a set of low-cost scenarios for keeping us all here. They figure that a single military fighter can destroy any of Lim's shuttles that tried to launch, the supply ships can't carry many people, and the troops already in place can blockade the only safe ground route out of here." 

"So as long as we don't clear any more mines," I said, "they think they can control us cheaply and easily, because they have to guard just that road." 

"That appears to be the case." 

"Could their fighter stop you?" 

"Please," Lobo said, "there's no need to be insulting. I'd obviously have to use my weapons and thus break cover, but assuming I did, no, of course not." 

"So you and I and anyone we could carry could leave here easily enough." 

"Yes," he said, "not that it matters. You know you won't go, not with hundreds of boys and all of Lim's team stuck here." 

I stopped fifteen meters away from the open doorway and leaned against the external wall. The guards who policed the area had drifted outside, no doubt wanting to support Lim. The faces of boys crammed the windows of the nearest barracks, Bony's and Nagy's home. Our routine rarely changed, so I could imagine how exciting it must be to see a confrontation between adults—particularly adults who had steadfastly refused to fight. The kids had to be very curious to learn how Lim's people would deal with the soldiers in front of them. I scanned the line of windows and saw Bony, then Nagy, both of them staring intently at the action I could hear but not see. 

I closed my eyes and considered the situation. Wylak's move was annoying, but it didn't pose any significant new threat, nor did it provide any new information; we'd known he was going to start squeezing us. How, though, was he explaining these changes to his people and to the troops? 

"Can you hear the details of what's going on outside?" 

"Are you just determined to annoy me today?" he said. "Of course. I've told you before: I have enough sensors in and around this place that I hear and see everything. It's a small enough area that it's no problem to cover." 

"Sorry," I said. I didn't want to encourage a rant. "So what reason are these troops giving Lim for interfering with the mine-removal team?" 

"One of the oldest and most annoying justifications of any government: They've told her that they're doing it for her protection. The sergeant in charge is claiming that the Tumani troops stationed in the surrounding forest have spotted rebel troops in the area and that a few of those troops have used secret paths through the mines to break into the complex and communicate with some of the boys. Consequently, the only way they can keep everyone safe is to make sure no one enters or leaves the compound." 

"Because anyone going in could be a rebel spy, and anyone leaving could have been recruited by the rebels." 

"Exactly." 

"And they expect her to believe that?" I said. "That's a weak story." 

"Yes, it is," Lobo said, "and I can't tell whether the sergeant thinks Lim will buy it, but I doubt he or Wylak cares. They know that what she believes simply doesn't matter. So far as they—and Lim—know, no one has sensors monitoring all of the external walls. The rebels didn't, and Lim didn't install any, either. She didn't think she needed them. So, she can't prove the rebels didn't enter here. Without proof, she's an off-worlder, they're the government, and so she loses." 

"Lim has to accept their orders to stay in the complex," I said, "but that's only a small loss in the short term. The important work is what she's doing inside with the boys. Wylak's tightening his control on the area, but we knew that was coming." 

"So we let it go?" Lobo said. 

"Absolutely. The only way to fight it would be to expose what you're capable of doing, and that could create far greater problems for us." 

"Nagy's on the run!" Lobo's voice boomed in my ear. 

A second later, I saw Nagy round the corner of the barracks, a piece of a tree branch in his hand, screaming, "You killed my parents!" 

I lost a second reacting before I took off to intercept him. 

He raced closer to the exit, yelling as he ran, "I'll kill you!" 

"Nagy, stop!" I yelled. 

He ignored me. 

I was a little bigger and probably faster if we'd both begun from a standing start, but we hadn't. He'd been running when I saw him, and he was still accelerating. He burst through the open doorway when I was still several meters away. 

"No!" 

I glanced to the right and saw the source of the scream: Bony, his much shorter legs stretching as he sprinted toward me. 

I rounded the doorway in time to see Nagy push past Lim and rush toward the troops. 

"No!" I screamed again. 

"No!" Bony echoed from behind me. 

The sound of the shots drowned out everything else. I couldn't tell how many, but it wasn't a large number, and they came in a quick burst. No more followed. 

They'd fired enough, though, to do the job. I burst past Lim in time to see Nagy hitting the ground and, a couple of meters behind him, a woman on the mine-disposal team spinning and falling. 

"Stop!" I screamed. I forced myself to halt as I saw the soldiers take aim at me. I held up my hands. "I'm not armed. I just want to get the boy." 

"No one move!" the sergeant said. 

"You killed him!" Bony screamed. "You killed my brother!" I stayed where I was. I glanced over my shoulder: Lim had her arms around Bony and was controlling him. 

Bony screamed and sobbed, his words now unintelligible. 

The woman who'd caught the other round moaned and held her shoulder. 

I faced the soldiers again. I clenched my fists and tightened my jaw as I fought to control the rising anger. When I spoke, the words emerged short and clipped. "Let us take the boy and the woman inside." The sergeant stared at Nagy, who still hadn't moved. 

I studied the man's face. He wasn't more than a few years older than Nagy, barely an adult. I still wanted to kill him. I wanted to kill all of them. 

The sergeant looked at me again. "He shouldn't have attacked us," he said. I stared at the ground and struggled to stay under control. Though the heat of the day was behind us, sweat ran down my arms and back. My eyes burned. I tasted copper and felt my body ready itself for violence. I held up my hands. I could pick up some dirt, spit in it, and instruct the nanomachines to replicate and consume everything human in front of them. I could kill the sergeant and his troops and the men in the surrounding woods. I could destroy them, erase them so it would be as if they'd never existed. They'd shot and killed a boy, and they were helping a man who planned to make the other boys into soldiers again. They deserved to die. 

"Jon," Lobo said, "I assume you know this, but I could wipe out that entire platoon before they could reach the cover of the forest." 

"It's not your fault," I heard Lim whisper to Bony. "It's not your fault." I could do all that, I could kill the soldiers, or I could say the word and let Lobo do it, but what would that teach Bony? These men shouldn't have shot Nagy, but did they all deserve to die for doing it? They saw a threat and reacted the way they were trained: They fired. At least part of Nagy knew he should never have charged at armed men in a tense situation. Maybe another part of Nagy had learned what so many veterans, young and old, have burned into their subconscious: The only final relief comes with death. But did he want to die? I'd never be able to ask him. 

What was certain was that the soldiers were wrong. They'd responded entirely out of proportion to what Nagy had done, but did that give me the right do to the same to them? 

No. I wouldn't kill them. 

I looked back up at the sergeant. "He was just an angry kid with a stick," I said. "You didn't need to shoot him." 

"He shouldn't have attacked us," the sergeant repeated. 

I nodded. "You're right: He shouldn't have done that. But you shouldn't have shot him." The sergeant stared at me for several seconds. He tilted his head forward momentarily, an instant of acknowledgment, one I knew he wanted me to see and his men to miss. 

It was all he would give me. 

"Let us go back inside," I said. 

"No more attacks," the sergeant said, his voice stronger and his focus clearer. He stared at me and past me at Lim. 

"No more," I said. I turned my head to confirm my statement with Lim. "No more." Her eyes were moist and she shook with the effort of controlling herself. When she spoke, her voice was low and angry and hard. "Agreed," she said. 

"Take him, take all of them," the sergeant said. "Go back inside, and stay there." He looked one last time at Nagy and shook his head. He motioned to his men. They backed up slowly, their weapons at the ready. I faced Lim and the others. A man and a woman helped the wounded woman to her feet. Lim stared after the soldiers. 

"Take them inside and tend to them," I said. 

She glared at me, her expression furious. 

"Please," I said. "They all need you." I tilted my head toward Nagy. "I'll get him." She hugged Bony closer to her and wrapped her arm around his head, covering his ears. "This isn't over," she said. 

"I know." After a few seconds, I added, more to myself than to her, "It never is." She nodded and turned to take Bony inside. 

He held his ground, wiped his eyes, and said to me, "You will take care of my brother, make sure he gets his honor?" 

"I will," I said. "It is  my honor." 

Bony nodded once and let Lim lead him away. 

I walked over to Nagy as the soldiers marched away and Lim and the others retreated to the complex, the two groups separating from us, from the dead boy and me, as if whatever afflicted us might infect them, too. 

Nagy's lifeless eyes stared unseeing into the sky as his blood continued to drain into the ground. I crouched, put my arms under his shoulders and upper legs, and stood easily; for all his height, he weighed very little, his arms and legs no more than gristle and bone in a thin bag. His blood, still warm, soaked quickly into my left sleeve and onto my arm. 

For a moment, I couldn't move. I stood there, alone on the one stretch of ground cleared of deadly mines, holding a dead boy. I'd known he was in a bad way, and I'd told Schmidt, but had I done enough? If I'd helped him more, might he have stayed inside with the others and remained alive? 

Standing there, Nagy in my arms, I couldn't stop from thinking of all the boys and young men, themselves barely past boyhood, that I'd seen die over the decades and decades and decades since my time on Dump, since my own childhood ended. 

I headed toward the complex. I walked slowly, pausing after each step, not wanting to see anyone else, not yet. Once I stepped inside, all the watching boys would see another of their friends dead; not long after that, all the boys would know of Nagy's death. To Wylak, those boys were disposable, tainted assets that would cost a great deal to integrate into society but very little to return to combat. The economic equations spoke clearly and loudly. Because of them, he wanted to send those same kids back into battle, where they would kill and be killed. Those who survived would be even less fit than they were now for life in a world that no longer needed their services. 

I couldn't let that happen. 

"Lobo," I said over the comm. 

"Yes," he said. Before I could say anything else, he added, "I'm sorry." I stared at the dead boy. I had nothing useful to say in response. The best I could do now was to try to stop this from happening to the others. 

To do that, I needed help. 

"Any word from Maggie?" I said. 

  

Chapter 45 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"Nothing," Lobo said, "but that's not surprising. According to the protocol she gave me, the response window opened less than an hour ago." 

Schmidt met me the moment I stepped inside the complex and the door whisked shut behind me. Two medtechs stood beside her. 

"We'll take him now," the nearer one said, his voice barely loud enough for me to hear. I held on to the dead boy. "I promised Nagy would get the honor due him." The medtech stepped closer to me and reached for the body. I said, "  I promised." 

The medtech retreated. 

Schmidt put her left hand on mine where it gripped the dead boy's shoulder. "We'll honor that promise, Jon," she said, "we all will, with a burial and a ceremony tomorrow afternoon. Right now, though, they need to look after him." She tilted her head toward the barracks where boys stood in clusters and stared at us. She lowered her voice to a whisper as she said, "We don't want to parade a dead body in front of them." 

I scanned the boys and spotted Bony. He and Long were watching from the side, ten meters to my right. The boy clenched and unclenched his fists. The man kept his hand on the boy's shoulder. 

"I'll take Nagy wherever they want him to go," I said. 

Schmidt stared at me for a second. "Follow them to the med facility. Do it quickly. And clean up before you let anyone see you again." 

I glanced at my blood-soaked left hand and nodded. "As soon as I have, I need to talk to Lim." 

"She's a little busy right now." 

"Tell her that I need to see her and continue our previous conversation. She'll understand, and she'll see me." 

"Jon," Schmidt said. 

Before she could continue, I said. "  Tell her. " 

The medtechs turned and left. I followed them. I didn't wait for Schmidt to respond. 

  

I ignored Schmidt's order to clean up, so my left arm was still soaked with Nagy's blood when I approached the command cabin. I didn't recognize the guard standing outside, but he clearly knew me, because he stepped out of my way and motioned me inside. 

Lim held up her hand as I entered and continued the conversation she was having over the comm. " . . . an accident, I agree, but a preventable one and a terrible, terrible waste. If your soldiers—" I couldn't hear the other party, but the person cut off Lim. 

"I understand they aren't your soldiers  per se, Senator," she continued, "but surely as a ranking member of the Tumani government you share my concern for the death of one of your citizens, a minor." Another pause, this one longer. 

"Yes, I appreciate that you do, sir," she said, "and I am sorry if I in any way implied that you did not. I look forward to our meeting tomorrow." 

She slammed her fist into the wall beside her. Dust rose and marked the impact. 

"That pompous, lying jerk!" she said. "There's no way those soldiers braced us on their own." 

"You're right," I said. "He's behind it. His people are implementing a new strategy." Lim turned her head and for the first time focused on me. 

"What strategy?" 

"They're pinning us in," I said, "initially by blocking the land exits. All for our own good, of course." 

"Initially?" 

I nodded. "If Wylak gets what he wants, they'll launch a fighter over us, escort all of us off-planet, and turn the boys over to the military. None of this is news or particularly surprising." 

"How are you so certain?" she said. 

"I just am," I said. 

She stared at me for a few seconds. "How will he get away with this?" 

"By letting us do the work for him, waiting for people not to notice us, and moving in." 

"So this poor boy's death—" 

"—only made his case stronger." I took a deep breath and fought to keep my voice under control. "Yes. When your weak security left a doorway open and Nagy took advantage of the error to charge those soldiers, he helped demonstrate that you can't control these ex-killers and that someone else should be in charge." 

"That's crap!" she said. "In all the time we've been here, that's the only incident to occur outside these walls." 

I held up my hands to placate her. "I understand. I really do. In this kind of game, though, you know that perception is vital, and a wrong single incident can do a great deal of damage." Lim twisted her head a few times and rubbed her eyes. "Of course," she said. "We've been making such good progress with the boys that I hate that he'll be able to make anyone judge us by this one event." 

"So do I," I said, "but I hate even more that this boy is dead. You do remember that part, don't you?" I stepped around the edge of the table and put my left arm on it, right in front of her. The drying blood read as black in the dim light. "Don't become like Wylak. Don't forget this blood, this boy's blood." Lim shoved the table away and stood faster than I would have thought possible. "Don't you lecture me, Jon Moore, on remembering blood. I remember all of it, all the young dead bodies we've seen. You should know better." 

I shook my head. "I do. I do. I'm just so damned frustrated, and for a moment there you sounded like him." 

"It comes with this job," she said. "If I don't think about all the other boys, the hundreds and hundreds who are still alive, I'll screw up, and Wylak will send them back to fight." 

"Of course." 

"Speaking of them," she said, "you told me before you were working on a plan to help combat Wylak and his tactics—and, I assume, to stop him from taking control of the boys." 

"I am," I said. 

"So are you going to tell me about it now?" she said. "My team and I can't help if we don't know what's going on." 

 But you can't hurt, either, I thought but did not say. I had only the vague outline of an idea, but even with only that little bit clear to me, I knew that I couldn't afford for Lim or anyone else to behave differently. 

"No," I said. "Not now." 

Lim smacked the wall again. "Why not?" 

"I'll explain later, if need be, but not now. Not now." 

We stared at each other for a few seconds. Lim was furious, but she knew better than to believe she could push me into telling her something I wanted to keep private. She had to be searching for a way to persuade me. 

"Maggie is in this system," Lobo said over the comm, "and ready to talk. She's brought Jack." Unless someone had intercepted the transmissions and was trying to trick us, Maggie had moved fast, faster than I would have expected possible. Good, because right now we needed speed. Perhaps, though, her security wasn't as good as she'd said. Perhaps someone had intercepted the message and was setting a trap. 

"I have to go," I said to Lim. "I need some time to clear my head, so I'm heading into Ventura. I'll be back for the service tomorrow afternoon." 

"What?" she said. "You can't leave. Wylak said only supply ships—" I was out the door before she finished and never heard the end of her sentence. 

"Lobo," I subvocalized as I headed to him, "do you have a safe house set up?" 

"Of course," he said. 

"Good," I said. "Put on your best supply transport camo. It's time to find out if Maggie is really here or if her protocols weren't as solid as she thought and someone is out to capture us." 

  

Chapter 46 

  

Ventura city, planet Tumani 

Lobo's camo made him look so much like one of Lim's supply ships that no one even contacted us as we lifted off and flew toward Ventura. Lobo stayed in character the entire flight, moving slowly and staying low. 

I used the time to study the available data on the safe house Lobo had rented. 

"These are standard advertising specs," I said. "I can't count on their accuracy." 

"Not completely," Lobo said, "but I didn't have a lot of research options. It's not like I could have inspected the inside of the place for you, at least not without completely destroying it." Great, he was in a mood. 

"If you were so worried," he continued, "you should have checked it out earlier yourself." 

"You're right, of course," I said. "I'm sorry." 

"It's four minutes on foot from the landing site that Lim's supply ships use," Lobo said. "It's the tallest building in a very low area. It's one of the larger in the neighborhood—big enough that it has a flat roof for small air shuttles—but not the widest, so its height doesn't make it stand out too much. I can reach you in under a minute, hover over the roof, and take you out of there in no time. All the windows and doors are currently sealed. The interior floor plan is complicated, with four different external access points on the first floor. If Wylak or anyone else has hacked our transmissions to Maggie—which I seriously doubt—you'll have many options for escaping safely." 

"And if everything is fine and Maggie shows up with Jack?" 

"They'll think you're overly paranoid," Lobo said, "and shake their heads at the unnecessary time, caution, and cost that went into the meeting." After a couple of seconds, he added, "Not that there's anything newsworthy in such a realization." 

Yeah, he was in a mood, and I saw no point in encouraging it. "Thank you for the thorough preparations. Please drop me at the landing site. I'll call you when I'm in position." 

  

The building Lobo had rented stood a story taller than either of its neighbors but was, as he'd noted, otherwise unremarkable. A rectangular box with dark brown wood siding over permacrete and regularly spaced activeglass windows, it seemed to be aiming for frontier rustic, but it couldn't pull off the look. Instead, it, like all the buildings on this block, emitted an institutional vibe, as if a government designer were trying to convince neighborhood owners that prisons masquerading as shops wouldn't hurt their resale value. Six structures lined each side of this street. A full third of the dozen sat dark, lifeless, and unoccupied, like headstones for the dying commercial zone. 

I used the rental code to let myself in via a back door after both Lobo and I checked the area and spotted no one. Whoever owned the place had left the counters, tables, chairs, and kitchen of the restaurant that had previously been the first floor's sole tenant. Dust coated everything. I put a microcam high in the corner opposite the door and verified it was transmitting to Lobo. 

The other three floors were far sadder, largely empty spaces with here and there a chair, a coat rack, scraps of electronics, and bits of fabric the only signs that anyone had ever worked there. I swept the entire space slowly and carefully, checking everything in both IR and visible light. Lobo ran a detailed scan with data from sensors in my shirt. 

The building was, as he'd promised, entirely empty. 

"Satisfied?" he said. 

"Yes. Contact them and tell them to meet me in two hours." As good as being early to a meeting is, arriving at the meeting location before anyone else knows about it is even better. "Get them to give you a comm for contact along the way. Give them the address of the bar three buildings over, The Wooden Dream." 

"In progress," Lobo said. "And if any additional people show up?" 

"I don't believe that will happen," I said. "Do you think anyone's going to be able to crack the encryption you're using?" 

"No," he said, "unless they have Maggie in custody, in which case they only have to crack her, not the transmissions." 

"I doubt either is happening," I said, "but to answer your question, if someone else does appear, I'll deal with the situation then. If it's a large group, I'll head back to you. If it's only a person or two, I'll try to snatch one for interrogation." 

"Finally," Lobo said, "a task on which I could get personally involved. Let's hope for someone with information we need." 

"Let's not," I said. "Let's hope for Maggie and Jack on their own. Time is short. Out." I left the building and walked down to The Wooden Dream. I made a quick pass through the place, bought a take-out glass of a tasty golden fruit juice, left a big enough tip to wipe the disgust off the bartender's face, and headed outside again. I scanned the other side of the street until I found a good spot in an alley midway between the bar and my building, a stretch of paved nothingness a couple dozen meters long that had a decent view of both locations, and slipped into it. The glow of the merchant lights penetrated only a few meters into the alley, so I could remain in darkness and still watch the front of the bar. 

If Maggie and Jack arrived alone and on time, I had a boring couple of hours ahead of me. If anyone came to secure the area, my time would be far more exciting. 

I sipped the juice slowly, making it last. I systematically and carefully scanned the bar and the surrounding buildings from top to bottom, checked both directions of the alleyway in which I stood, and hoped for continued boredom. 

  

Five minutes before they were due, Maggie and Jack strolled down the street to The Wooden Dream. When they reached its front walkway, Maggie turned to go inside, but Jack put his hand on her shoulder and shook his head. They looked like just another couple out for an evening drink. Maggie, her long red hair in a single thick braid hanging down her back, wore a fashionably tight one-piece suit whose fabric shimmered in different colors as light washed over it. Jack had clearly planned for the possibility of more action, because he was in matching pants and shirt that almost matched his night-black skin. The bar's signs and windows painted them in yellows and reds and blues that turned almost white as three couples burst out of the front door and the light from inside flooded the night. 

Those six had been in the bar when I'd taken up my watch, but I still focused on them and looked for signs they might be either with Jack and Maggie or monitoring them. 

They weren't: Without saying a word, the six of them veered away quickly. 

Jack faced away from the bar, scanned the area for a moment, and spoke, his voice loud enough to carry all the way to me. "We won't need to go inside. He's not there. He's watching us, to be sure we're alone." He held out his arms and smiled. "We are, Jon. It's just the two of us." I smiled despite myself. Jack and I had worked together too much for me to be able to fool him on something this simple. "Send them to the meeting house," I said to Lobo. "Tell them to go in the front and stay in the first room until I arrive." 

"Done," Lobo said a few seconds later. 

Jack took Maggie's elbow and guided her toward our building. As they walked, Jack said, "He won't be there, either, not yet, but we'll see him soon enough." 

Maggie's reply was quieter, but I could just make out her words. "Must you two make everything so difficult?" 

Jack laughed. His gentle humor reminded me of why he was such a superb con man: You couldn't help but trust and like him. Each person he met wanted to know him and, unless Jack was in a hurry, came away from even a brief encounter convinced that he truly was Jack's new friend. 

"This is entirely Jon's show," Jack said, "so don't lump me with him. His choices, however, are simply prudent. You've seen firsthand how badly some seemingly innocent meetings can go, so let's play along with Jon's obsessive security measures—measures that are," Jack raised his voice, "completely unnecessary in this case, because we are alone." He stopped Maggie, surveyed the area once, smiled, shook his head, and continued walking. "Have it your way, Jon," he said more quietly. "We'll be seeing you." 

  

Lobo monitored the data from my sensors while I spent ten minutes circling from my post in the alley to the rear of the house. I spotted nothing unusual. 

"Either you're clear," Lobo said, "or the people following Maggie and Jack are so good that I also can't spot any sign of them. That's possible, of course, but it's unlikely. The two of them are sitting in the front room, waiting for you as I told them to do. Jack is still and calm. Maggie is pacing and annoyed. In other words, both are behaving consistently with their past patterns. I thus have to conclude that Maggie contacted Jack, that they both came of their own free wills, and that all is well." 

"I agree," I said, "but he's called Slanted Jack for a reason, so I never want to assume that anything he does is straight." 

"This time, though, Maggie is involved," he said, "so you might be able to trust her." 

"Her group's agenda will always trump our relationship, so trusting her completely is not an option. I wouldn't even have asked for her help if I'd seen another way out of this." 

"But you didn't, so stop stalling, go inside the house, and ask them." I hate that Lobo is right so often, but I  was stalling. Involving Maggie was bad enough, but having to rely on Jack was downright dangerous. Still, if all went well, I could make this profitable for him, and nothing garnered Jack's loyalty like money. 

"I'm on it," I said. I dropped short-term, degradable sensor dust as I walked; if anyone came this way, we'd know. "Yell if you spot anything." 

"As if I wouldn't," Lobo said, "though if you're wrong and someone did follow them, I could save you the interruption—and both of us a great deal of hassle—by blowing them apart before they reached the house." 

"No, thank you, but no," I said. "In addition to being completely unnecessary killing, it would draw attention to us and thus make the mission harder." 

"Fine," Lobo said. "I was just offering to help." 

"Now  you're stalling  me," I said, "so let me get inside and talk to them." 

"Out," Lobo said. The annoyance was still clear in his voice, but I ignored it. I slipped in the back door as quietly as I could, but from the front Jack's words were clear. 

"About time, Jon," he said. 

I walked to the front room. 

Maggie glared at me from the corner to the right of the door. 

Jack sat on a chair one meter away from the front wall. He smiled slightly as I entered the room but otherwise did not move. He'd always possessed an uncanny ability to be completely calm and still, a very useful gift for a con man working long-term angles. "I wanted you to have a clear view of me," he said. He tilted his head slightly toward the microcam. "That's where I'd have put it," he said, "and we're not so very different." 

"Yes, we are," I said. Jack also had a talent for quickly finding the best ways to tweak anyone. 

"And yet you sent your pet messenger to summon me," he said, "so clearly you need me." 

"Pet messenger?" Maggie said. For a moment, she looked like she couldn't decide which of us to hit first. She shook her head, smiled, and walked toward Jack. 

"I'd rather you didn't," he said. 

She ignored him and put her hand on his shoulder. A few seconds later, she said, "He's trying to split us in the hope that doing so will increase his profit." 

"You don't have to be a mind-reader to know that," I said. "You just have to listen, or know Jack, or both." Maggie's smile vanished, so I added, "But, thank you for confirming it." Jack stared at Maggie. Though his smile never changed, his eyes hardened. "I hate when you do that. It's an invasion, a rape." 

She looked at him for a few seconds before responding. "You're right. It is, and I'm sorry for reading you. Though you may not believe it, I hate hearing what others are thinking. I did it, though, not because you provoked me, but because I trust that Jon wouldn't have asked me to bring you if it weren't important, and I had to know what you were planning." 

"Maggie," I said. I needed her to back off and let me run this, because the more we annoyed Jack, the more we'd have to squeeze him to make him help us—and the more we did that, the less we could trust him. 

Before I could say anything else, Jack broke the tension for me. 

"You could simply ask me," he said, "and we could have an open and honest dialog." Maggie looked at me. 

I glanced at Jack and back at her. 

She and I both started laughing. 

Jack joined us a moment later. For a short time, none of us could stop laughing. 

"Okay, okay," Jack said, gasping for air, "I guess that was a bit of a stretch." He calmed himself and said, 

"So what do you want?" 

"Your help, obviously," I said, "at the kind of work you do best." 

"You're running another con?" Jack said. "Why didn't you say so? I'd have come along without complaint." 

"No, you wouldn't," I said, "and it's not a normal con. For one thing, there's no money in it." Jack's smile vanished. "So we're back to doing good for good's sake, is that it, Jon?" I shrugged. 

"Sorry, old friend, but you know that's not what I do. If you need to sting some bad guy, sign me up—but make sure a big payday is waiting." 

"I didn't say there was no payday. I said there was no money in the con." Jack leaned ever so slightly forward. "So how do we get paid?" 

"  We don't," I said. "You do." I faced Maggie. "You said your people had a great deal of money, and you'd do anything you could to help me and the boys if it came to that. It has. How much money do you have available, and how serious were you when you said that?" 

A sad expression washed over her face. I wished I could have briefed her first so she'd understand the way I had to play this for Jack, but there was no time, so once again I'd hurt her. "More money than you could need," she said, "and yes, I believe I can explain the situation to them. I wouldn't have offered otherwise." 

"My needs are many, vast, and expensive," Jack said, "so please never assume you have too much money." 

Maggie's sadness turned to anger as she faced him. "Surely even you, a man who would sell a child, must have limits on your greed." 

Jack's expression didn't change; Maggie didn't understand how important self-control was to a con man. 

"As I explained to you then," he said, "I never planned to sell or endanger the boy in any way. As for limits," he shrugged, "perhaps, but I've yet to encounter them." Maggie shot him a dirty look. She opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, I stepped between them. I put my hand on her shoulder. "Maggie, I'm sorry for sounding like I doubted you. I did not. I know, though, that you're representing a larger organization, so I didn't want to take anything for granted. I appreciate your offer, and I feel bad for having to take you up on it." I stared into her eyes and hoped she could tell how much I needed her to follow my lead. "Are we good to go?" She smiled slightly and nodded. "Of course." The smile disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. "There is one new development, though." 

"What's that?" I said. 

"My people have given me complete freedom to provide you with whatever you need, but you have to agree to one condition." 

When she didn't continue, I said, "Which is?" 

"You will owe them a job." 

Jack leaned back and smiled. He knew how much I hated owing anything to anyone, and he was enjoying watching me suffer. 

"What kind of job, and when?" 

"I have no idea," she said, "though I do know they don't have anything currently in mind, so it probably won't be soon. Based on past experience, I'd expect it could even be years from now. I'm supposed to reassure you by telling you that they won't ask you to do anything that I don't first approve." 

"That's my only option?" 

"Yes," she said. If you want their help, you have to trust that they won't ask you to do anything I don't vet." Her expression softened. "I'm sorry, Jon. If I'd known about this, I would have warned you." 

"So one day they'll find me and cash in this favor?" I said. 

She nodded. "That's it." 

"We could try to do this on our own," Lobo said privately over the comm. "If you make this deal, you know you're obligating both of us." 

He was right, and I knew it, but I wasn't going to let down those boys. "Okay," I said. "Deal." 

"Fine," Lobo said, "don't ask me. For what it's worth, I would have agreed." I ignored him and focused on Maggie. 

She nodded and said, "Again, I am sorry." 

Anything the Children of Pinkelponker might ask of me would be a problem for another day. I had to focus on the challenge in front of me. I faced Jack. "I need you to run a gig for me. I have the outline, but you have to make it happen. Maggie will provide the resources you need, and when it succeeds—and only when it succeeds—she'll pay you a fee we'll negotiate." 

"Perhaps she and I—" Jack said. 

I cut him off. "No. You and I both know how much different games bring, so we'll settle the amount." 

"And your cut?" he said. 

"Nothing. I'm not going to make any money on this one." 

"That's not like you," he said. "Even with the boy, you turned a profit—a healthy one, as I recall." 

"Yes, I did, but not this time." 

"Why not?" 

I pulled over two of the dusty chairs and motioned to Maggie to take one. I sat in the other. 

"Let me fill you in on what's happening," I said. 

  

"That man Wylak is disgusting!" Maggie said. "He can't believe he'll get away with putting those boys back into combat." 

"Of course he can," Jack said, "and he almost certainly will. People have an amazing capacity to ignore unpleasant facts. He needs more soldiers, and he's short on volunteers. As long as no one rubs their faces in what's happening, his constituency will happily ignore any little rumors they might hear." Maggie shook her head. "Your view of people is so cynical." She faced me. "Jon, I'm sure if you inform the Tumani newstainment groups, they'll—" 

"Do what?" Jack said. He looked at me and shrugged. "Are they going to believe their own Senator Wylak, whom they've almost certainly covered for years, or us?" 

"I can't believe they wouldn't want to cover the story," Maggie said. 

"It doesn't matter whether Jack is right or wrong," I said. "What we know for certain is that even if we found sympathizers in the Tumani media, Wylak would get us deported before their coverage could do any good. He'd then be in charge of the boys." I took a deep breath. "I wish there was another answer, but I can't see one. If I don't deal with this situation, there's every chance that those boys will be fighting in the jungle before anyone even knows it's happening." 

Jack smiled. "So it's a perfect highlight reel—" he paused "—except it's not, because he has too much control." 

"Would one of you—" Maggie said. 

I nodded and interrupted her. "He does indeed. Nothing on this world is safe for us." I waited a few seconds. 

Jack got it. He stood and for the first time showed signs of excitement. "How long do we have?" 

"That's the problem," I said. "I don't know, but no more than a month, maybe less." I thought about how Wylak could take advantage of Nagy's death, as I'd warned Lim he would. "Probably less." 

"I'm glad you two are having so much fun," Maggie said, "but—" Jack cut her off. "You're going to have to help me," he said to her, "because on this timetable I can't do everything alone. And, of course, you're going to have to pay me. A lot." 

"Is money all you think about?" Maggie said. 

"No," Jack said. "It should be clear that I'm already considering a great deal more, including how to make this plan work. But, you said you had money, and Jon expected you to pay me, so I see no reason you shouldn't do so." 

"Yes," Maggie said, "I can pay you." 

"And can you cover a great many rather steep expenses?" Jack said. Facing me, he added, "You know that rushing this will be tough." 

"Yes," I said, "but not as tough as the timing. That's going to be even trickier." 

"I'll do all I can to be ready," Jack said, "but I'll need at least some notice. You know that an instant turn isn't possible." 

"I do," I said. I realized I was smiling. Despite everything, working with Jack was always a rush—at least in the early going, before anything could go seriously wrong. "I have some ideas." 

"That's it!" Maggie said. 

Her shout startled us. 

We both turned to her. 

"If I'm going to fund this," she said, "I am damn well going to understand what's going on." 

"I'm sorry," I said. "Of course. We were just caught up in the planning." 

"It is fun, isn't it, Jon?" Jack said. "You know you miss it. Come on, admit it." 

"No," Maggie said, "don't. Before you two do anything else, explain to me just what you're talking about and exactly what it is that you want to do." 

Jack and I sat. 

After a few seconds, Maggie returned to her chair. 

We told her. 

  

 

Chapter 47 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

I motioned to the others while the dust was still thin enough that we could see each other. I went through the ritual Benny had taught us: I tied a thick piece of cloth over my face, shut my eyes, and put my index fingers in my ears. I'd expressed concern that I wouldn't be able to tell when the shuttle was down, but Benny had, of course, been right that I wouldn't need to worry about that; the noise rattled my skull so hard that knowing when it had stopped would be easy. 

As soon as the sound diminished, my heart started beating harder. The urge to charge ahead was strong, but I resisted it. When the guards had dropped me here, the world outside the shuttle had been quiet and dust-free. Benny said that's the way it had been for him, too, so we knew the guards liked to wait a while before opening the doors. Benny figured it was probably because they were making sure they were safe, but they might also have wanted to avoid all the noise and dust. The reason didn't matter as long as they did it again this time. 

When I could hear nothing, I pulled out first my left finger, then my right. The only sounds were metallic ticks and, after a few seconds, the swish of the wind through the branches over us. I wiped my hands on my shirt and pulled the cloth off my face. I carefully checked my eyelids; no dust. I opened my eyes and saw only a bright blur. I held that position for a few seconds to let my vision stabilize; Benny had made us practice this part so much I did it automatically. When the intensity of the light seemed normal, I opened them the rest of the way. 

I held up my hand to the others, edged forward, and dropped to the ground when I was half a meter away from the edge. I crawled forward and peeked around the corner. 

The shuttle was sitting side-on to us, the same position it had occupied when they'd dropped me here. The guard would be bringing our newest resident out of the opposite side. 

As far as we knew, no one on Dump had ever attacked a shuttle. We were counting on the guards to be at ease and not expecting any trouble. 

I heard the sound of a door sliding open. I rose to my knees and launched myself forward, motioning to the others as I ran. Han, the next strongest of us, was to follow me around the rear of the shuttle. Alex and Bob were to sprint to the front to distract the guard. I didn't check to see if they were all doing as they should; there was no time for that. I had to hope they held to the plan and no one panicked. In a few seconds, I was at the far corner of the shuttle's rear. I pulled up. Someone bumped into me. I ignored the urge to verify it was Han and instead took a deep breath. I pulled a cloth full of rocks and one of sand out of my pockets, rocks in the right, my strong side, and sand in the left. I tensed my legs and braced myself to go. 

A low, wordless scream punched the air. 

Right on time. 

I pushed off and rounded the corner of the shuttle. 

Everything moved so quickly that only later was I able to reconstruct what happened. A guard turned to face Bob, who was desperately trying to stop, his momentum carrying him forward and making him an easy target. 

Bob skidded to a halt and reversed direction, his face wide with fear, a low cry bursting out of him. I yelled for the guard's attention. 

He ignored me and pulled the trigger on his weapon. It boomed repeatedly as rounds slammed into the sand in a line heading for Bob. 

I threw the cloth full of rocks at the guard's head. It sailed wide of him. I kept moving and crashed into his back with my shoulder. I stayed on him as he sprawled forward. 

His gun fired a short burst as we tumbled to the ground. 

I heard Bob cry out in pain but couldn't look because I had to focus on the guard. As he hit the sand, he tried to roll to his right away from me. 

I dropped of the other cloth, grabbed his body with both hands, and went with him, his weight slamming into me at first and then pulling me up beside him. 

He slashed an elbow backward toward my face. 

I raised my right forearm in time to block it. My arm shook from the blow, and pain screamed through it into my shoulder. 

He scrambled to his knees. 

I reached for his foot with my left arm but missed him. 

Alex, his one arm twirling another piece of cloth full of rocks, ran at the guard. The man pushed away from me but not far enough, as Alex let go of the cloth and followed the flying rocks toward the guard. Most of the rocks missed, but a couple hit him in the face. Alex jumped on him. 

The guard fell backward, more surprised and off balance than hurt. 

Alex rode him to the ground and punched him in the face. 

I shook my right arm and pulled my knife as I scrabbled to get to the guard. Alex's blow hurt the man but not badly. 

The man yelled and punched Alex in the neck hard enough that Alex choked, grabbed for his throat, and fell to the side. The guard pulled a handgun from his right hip and turned toward Alex. I screamed, loudly but not with any conscious thought, and leapt onto the guard, slashing down with my knife as I did. The blade caught in the sand for an instant before I pulled it up and along the guard's neck. He fired the handgun once into the sky as his throat split open and blood burbled out. My left ear hurt from the sound but I didn't care. The anger took over and pain vanished and all I wanted to do was lash out. I plunged the knife into his throat again, this time in the center. A spray of blood hit me as I twisted the blade and moved it from side to side. 

The guard shook once, then stopped moving. Blood streamed out of him. It was everywhere, coating my knife, soaking me. 

I pulled out the knife, my grip on the bone blade as tight as if it had grown out of my arm. The blade was shaking. I wondered why. 

Between the ringing in my left ear and the pounding of my own pulse I could barely hear anything, so the next scream was little louder than a whisper. I turned toward it with the dim knowledge that I had to get moving, that we weren't done. 

The second guard stood in the open doorway of the shuttle, his face red with rage as he raised his rifle and aimed it at me. 

Han, the source of the sound, reached the guard and pushed the end of the rifle so it no longer pointed at me. 

A shot boomed and at what seemed like the same time bits of stone flew into the air on my right. The guard pulled Han toward him and twisted his rifle. 

I pushed off the ground with my left hand and launched myself toward the shuttle. Han lost his grip on the weapon and fell backward. 

The guard aimed the rifle at Han. 

I screamed and tried to move faster. 

The guard stayed focused on Han and pulled the trigger. 

I ignored everything but the man, the target in front of me. I roared at him, my teeth pulling back, the world reducing to him and only him. 

He swung the rifle toward me. 

He was too late. I crashed into him, chopping forward with my knife as I did. The blade hit some type of armor and glanced off it as my momentum carried the guard and me backward into the shuttle and all the way to its far wall. 

He dropped the weapon as we hit. 

I raised my right knee into his crotch as hard as I could and connected firmly. He croaked in pain and surprise but managed to push me off him. 

I stumbled backward and lost my grip on my knife. 

The guard reached for his handgun. 

He didn't make it as Alex ran into him, my friend's entire weight connecting at speed with the man's shoulder. 

Alex bounced off the man and stumbled backward. 

I pushed myself up. 

The guard kicked Alex in the crotch. 

Alex fell and the guard kicked him in the head. 

I hit the guard in the face with my left hand and then my right. 

He screamed and raised his arms to cover himself. 

I grabbed the back of his head with my left hand and pulled it down while at the same time I kicked up with my knee as hard as I could. My knee smashed into his face. 

He screamed again, but this time he fell to his knees, his legs buckling. 

I spun behind him and kicked his spine. 

He fell face forward. 

I leapt onto him and punched the side of his head a couple of times with both hands. At first his hands blocked me, but then they fell and were still. 

I grabbed his head with both hands and slammed it onto the floor again and again and again. I screamed, no words, just howls. My hands turned slick and blood poured out of him and still I smashed his face up and down. 

"Jon!" 

The word sounded as if it had come from a very great distance. I couldn't see anything. 

"Jon!" 

I heard it a little more clearly. 

Something grabbed my right arm and pulled it off the guard's head. 

I let go with left, balled my fist, and swiveled to my right, ready to smash whatever was attacking me. 

"Jon!" 

My vision cleared enough that I could see it was Alex, his one arm on my right, his body leaning against my shoulder, his mouth and ear bleeding. 

I stopped the punch short of his face and stared at him. I wondered what he was doing. 

"Jon, stop. He's dead. Stop." He paused and sucked in air. "They're both dead. It's over." I stared at my blood-soaked hands. I had to concentrate to make my fingers release their grip. Alex stumbled out of the shuttle, coughing and crying as he went. 

I took a deep breath to try to calm myself. As my senses returned, the stench hit me, and my stomach churned. I ran for the open doorway and made it a few steps outside before I doubled over and threw up. My eyes watered and my guts hurt and still I kept heaving. 

When my body relaxed enough that I could stand up, I looked around. 

Alex sat on the ground a few meters away, bleeding and sobbing and staring at the shuttle. I followed the line of his gaze and saw Han stretched out on the sand. I stepped toward him but stopped short when I saw the huge hole in his chest. His eyes were open and fixed on the sky, but he wasn't ever going to see anything again. 

Alex hurt and Han dead and Bob—where was Bob? 

I spotted his legs sticking out from the end of the shuttle. "Bob!" I said as I walked over to him. "Bob!" He didn't answer. He didn't move. 

When I could see the rest of him, I learned why: Blood seeped from a hole in his neck that he'd tried to cover with his left hand, back when that hand worked. Back when Bob was alive. He had launched himself for cover and, from the smooth patches in the sand behind him, even managed to crawl a bit before the wound overcame him and he bled to death. 

Bob dead. Han dead. Alex crying behind me. We'd won, but Bob and Han were dead. My body shook. I hugged myself but couldn't stop. 

I heard the sound of Benny's cart coming around the corner at the same time he said, "Jon?" He emerged into the clearing a few seconds later. 

I stared at him. I felt cold. My body screamed in pain in too many places for me to count. I shook my head, all the explanation I could muster. 

"Jon?" he said. "Are you injured?" 

"Injured?" I said, my voice rising to a scream in one word. Before I could stop myself, more words raced out of me. "You ask if I'm injured? Bob is dead and Han is dead and Alex is sitting on the ground crying and useless and I've killed two guards and I can't stop shaking—and you ask if I'm injured?" Benny quit rolling. He looked at me. He stared at Bob for a long time. When he faced me again, his eyes were wet. After a few seconds, he said, "I'm sorry. I've known them all longer than you have. I'm so very, very sorry. We knew the risks." 

"Did we?" I said. "You and I have talked about it, sure, many times, but did we really understand? You were the one who said we didn't." 

"No," he said, so softly I had trouble hearing him, "of course we didn't." He cleared his throat. When he spoke again, his voice was clear and strong. "We have to go. We don't have long. They may have sent a distress signal, but even if they didn't, the shuttle will be due back. We have to get out of here and hide. We'll come back later for the others." 

"That's it?" I said. "Our friends are dead on the ground, and we leave?" 

"Yes," Benny said, "because if we don't, they will have died for absolutely nothing. I can't fly the shuttle without you. You know that. We have to go together." 

I glanced back at Han and Alex. I shook my head as if I could somehow force out all the bad things that had happened. 

Benny rolled forward, past Bob's corpse and all the way to me. 

"Jon, we leave now, or we may never get the chance again. I obviously can't force you, so the choice is yours." 

He waited until I finally looked down at him. "Decide." 

  

Chapter 48 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"Lim is furious with you," Lobo said. 

After talking with Jack and Maggie and running a counter-surveillance route on my way back to Lobo, I'd been exhausted. I'd fallen asleep in my quarters inside Lobo as soon as we'd touched down in the complex. The sun was rising as we hit the ground, so I hadn't slept a lot, but thanks to the nanomachines my body was completely rested. My mind, though, was another story; I'd awakened as jangled as when I'd stretched out on the cot. 

"That's not surprising," I said, "but it also doesn't change anything." 

"I thought you should know," he said. "You should also be aware that the service for Nagy starts in ten minutes." 

"Ten minutes?" I said. "Why didn't you wake me earlier?" 

"Because I know your sleeping patterns, and your vitals suggested that you were on track to be ready in time. As you indeed are." 

Lobo's smug tone may be his most annoying attribute, but there was no point in calling him on it. I walked out of the side hatch he opened for me. "Any update on Wylak's visit?" I said over the comm. 

"He'll arrive after the service," Lobo said, his voice back to all business. "Lim suggested that would be best, and he agreed. No other activity." 

"Thanks," I said. 

Lobo guided me to the gathering. By the time I reached it, most of the boys were already there. They stood in a huge arc that formed two-thirds of a circle around the shroud-covered body. In accord with Tumani custom, Nagy's corpse and shroud lay on a simple wooden platform. Lim and most of the rest of the staff, all but those on duty elsewhere, stood in a clump in the opening in the semicircle. A few meters separated them from the edges of the groups of boys on either side of them. 

Lim glared at me as I entered the area. I ignored her and went to Nagy. I stayed well back from him, but for reasons I couldn't explain, it wasn't enough for me to stand with only the living. For a moment, I wanted to be with the dead. The sight of Nagy's long, thin, lifeless body transported me back to Dump, to the moment when I realized Bob was dead. I'd screamed then, and I wanted to scream now, but I didn't. I shook my head at all of it, the fighting and the dying and the loss of childhood, Nagy's and Bob's and even my own. No. I had no right to that, not then, not in front of a dead boy. Nagy and Bob and Han and so many others that I had seen die—all of them were gone. They had paid everything. I was alive. I walked to a spot between the boys and Lim's people. I didn't belong with either group. Lim had arranged for two local priests to come and offer prayers. I didn't hear anything they said. Their voices blended into the background like the wind and the calls of the birds in the trees above us. The sun beat down and I sweated heavily, but I didn't mind. I didn't care at all. I didn't even feel it. My attention returned as Long was talking. 

"Though we'd known Nagy for far less time than many of you, we'd come to care very much for him," he said. "We can't know how you feel, but we can tell you how sorry we are at this senseless loss, at the way he died for nothing." 

"No," I said, "that's not quite right." 

Long and Lim and Schmidt stared at me, their expressions and their postures telling me to shut up and back off. 

I couldn't. 

"He died trying to be the soldier that was all he knew how to be," I said. "It was all that was left inside him. Fighting had kept him alive when he had nothing else, and fighting killed him." 

"I think we can all agree—" Lim said. 

I waved my hand and cut her off. "He didn't die for nothing!" Murmurs spread through the boys. "He died being the only thing he knew how to be. If he'd been in the jungle fighting, he'd have done the same thing, and his death would have been honored." 

"That's enough!" Lim said. 

"No," I said, "it's not. These boys, these former soldiers, they understand. No matter what you say, they understand. They've felt the same urges Nagy did. They know." 

The whispers of the boys grew louder. 

I walked a few meters forward, closer to Nagy's corpse and farther from Lim. I spoke now to the boys. 

"What  was senseless here, what  was for nothing, was not Nagy's death. It was his  life, the life the rebels made him live. What was so utterly wrong was the fact that Nagy was ever a soldier." The boys fell quiet. 

"What  is so wrong—" I said. I paused and scanned the semicircle of boys. "—is that any of you were ever soldiers. It should never have happened." 

A few angry shouts from the boys. "We were good fighters!" one said. 

"I'm not saying you weren't. I'm sure you fought as well and as hard as you could—but you should never have had to fight! We shouldn't be here now, standing around this boy's dead body. We shouldn't be together. You should be playing or going to school or eating with your parents and brothers and sisters. None of this should ever have happened!" 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The boys were quieter now. 

"But it did." I opened my eyes. "It did. The rebels captured you and turned you into soldiers. It was senseless and wrong, but it happened. I wish it hadn't, but it did." 

I wanted to stop myself, but I couldn't. The words kept coming. 

"I understand it. You may not believe me, but I do. I've been fighting my whole life, since I was a kid, and I lost my family and I had to fight to get anywhere. Sometimes, I think it's all I know. Sometimes, late at night, when I can't fall asleep or I wake up sweaty and shaking, I wish it all hadn't happened. But it did." I paused for a few seconds and looked at the ground. "I've seen my friends die, many, many before Nagy, and I've done bad things." 

My voice wavered. I tried to control it, but I couldn't. I kept talking anyway. 

"These people—" I gestured toward Lim and her team, "—they tell you over and over that it's not your fault, and I see in your eyes that you don't believe them, not most of the time. But you should. It isn't your fault." I paused. "It's not your fault." I pointed at Nagy's body. "It's not Nagy's fault. Yes, he ran where he shouldn't have. He did a stupid thing, and he got himself killed. But if you aim a gun at a target and pull the trigger, the round will hit the target. When the rebels turned you into soldiers, they aimed you and pulled the trigger. They aimed Nagy, and he hit the place his path was always going to take him: Death. He died." 

I stared at the corpse for a bit and looked back at the now quiet boys. 

"You don't have to join him there. You don't have to die. The rebels trained you and aimed you, but you are not weapons! Not if you choose not to be. You can stop it now. You can try what the counselors tell you or find your own way or do whatever it takes, but however you do it, you  can stop. You can learn again what it's like to be a kid, and you can live again. Just live." 

I turned around and walked back to where I'd initially stood. A step away, I stopped and faced the boys once more. "I won't lie to you. You'll have many bad nights and some bad days. Sometimes, the awful past will wrap so tightly around you that you'll barely be able to breathe. Sometimes, the ghosts of Nagy and your other dead friends will invade your dreams. But you'll be  alive. You'll be alive." The circle was silent. 

"And you'll have  won. Every day you stay alive, every day you refuse to be that weapon, every day you live a normal life, you'll be beating the rebels, winning against the people who tried to ruin you, who did stupid and senseless and wrong things to you. You'll be alive." I took a deep breath. "You'll be winning." I wondered at myself, at how I'd lost so much control, at the sudden need I'd felt to speak, at my inability to stop. 

I had to go. I left the circle, the boys, the counselors, the death. I couldn't stay there any longer. My pulse drummed in my ears. My fists clenched and unclenched. My body shook. 

Lim began speaking again, but I couldn't focus on her words. 

I picked up my pace. I wanted to get back inside Lobo. 

I heard the footsteps closing on me and whirled around to face the attacker. Bony ran to me. 

I put my arms behind my back to hide my fists. 

The kid studied my face for a few seconds. He nodded his head. "You gave Nagy respect," he said. "My brother would have liked that." He moved his foot back and forth on the ground and stared at it before he looked again at me. "I don't know about all that other stuff you said, but I'll think on it. I'll think on it." We stood in silence for a bit, both of us out of words. I knew I should do something, but I had no clue what. 

Finally, Bony nodded his head again, turned, and jogged back to the other boys. I watched until he disappeared into the crowd and no one was looking at me any longer. I started for Lobo. I walked a few steps, but it wasn't enough. I picked up the pace until I was jogging, but that wasn't right, either. I pumped my legs harder, forcing myself to move faster, slamming into the ground with each footfall, my breaths coming harder and harder, my body hurtling ever faster forward, my eyes blurring, my heart pounding with effort and fear and anger, and still I could not escape. Though I ran alone and nothing was chasing me, I could not escape. 

  

Chapter 49 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

Lobo's side hatch slid open when I was fifty meters out. It shut as soon as I crashed into the wall opposite it. I leaned against the cool metal and struggled to breathe. 

"I'm not sure I've ever heard you reveal so much about yourself at one stretch," Lobo said over the speakers, his voice lower than usual. 

I pushed off the wall and walked to the front. I paced back and forth in the pilot area. Moving was good. My breathing slowly returned to normal. 

"For whatever my opinion is worth to you," Lobo said, "what you said to the boys was right." My heart stopped pounding. 

"Damn it!" I said. 

"Everyone loses control sometime," Lobo said. "All you did was talk. It could have been much, much worse—and you know it." 

"That's no excuse," I said. "And,  you never do." After a very long pause, Lobo said, "So far, that's been true. There are things, though, that could make me. You have to know that." He paused again. "Stay around so we don't have to find out." I smiled briefly. "That's my plan." 

"Lim is approaching," he said, his voice back to the usual volume and all business. I leaned against the wall farthest from the entrance. "Let her in. We might as well get this over with. She has every right to be furious." 

"Okay," he said. 

I stood in silence, not even trying to understand my loss of control. All I wanted was to be sure I was over it and had regained command of myself. 

Lim entered the small area a few minutes later. She leaned against the wall opposite me. Her face was tight with tension, her body as taut as if she were already in a fight. 

We faced each other across the empty space. 

I'd said all I had to say, so I stayed quiet. 

After a bit, she nodded her head and said, "Thank you." 

I hadn't expected that reaction. I tilted my head in question. 

"You were right. Long made a small error in expression, but still, you were right, and your correction—" she chuckled "—your tirade, it helped us reach a lot of the boys." Her face and stance softened. "Jon, I know what it cost me to listen to you and think about what I've seen, about some of what we've seen together, so I have a sense of what it must have cost you to say." 

I nodded. She did. I could never forget standing with her among the corpses of murdered children in a village on Nana's Curse. We were both in the same Saw unit. We'd seen a lot, enough that we foolishly believed we'd seen it all, but not enough to know better, to know that you can never see, never even imagine all the bad things that people can do to one another. 

I still had nothing to say to her, though, so I kept listening. 

Lim nodded in return, as if we'd agreed on something. Maybe we had. 

"The timing sucks, but Wylak will be here soon. You were gone a big chunk of the night, so I have to ask: Did your trip go well?" 

"I think so," I said, "but I won't know for sure for a while." 

"What does that mean?" 

I'd contemplated explaining it all to her, but there was too great a chance that knowing what I was planning would affect the way she behaved. We couldn't afford that. We needed her to do what she was doing: Everything she could to buy time with Wylak. 

"It's still too early and too risky to be worth discussing," I said. 

"Have you considered the possibility that I might be able to help?" she said. 

"Yes, and you can't." 

She rolled her shoulders. "You're asking me to trust you with a lot," she said, "and without explaining why." 

"Yes." 

"Okay," she said, "okay. So what do we do now?" 

"Meet with Wylak as planned. Do what I'm sure you were planning to do: Yield on as many points as you can to buy more time to reintegrate the boys." 

"Do you really believe that strategy can get us the kind of time we need?" 

"No," I said, "I don't. I do believe you have a small shot at persuading him to give us more time, and right now we can use every day we can get." 

"I'll do my best." 

"I know you will." She turned as if to leave, and I said, "One more thing: Take me to the meeting with you." 

"Why?" 

"Because the more I can learn about this guy, the better. It shouldn't be hard; he already thinks I'm your aide." 

We stood again in silence. 

"This isn't easy or natural for me," she said. "Yielding to your demands while you give nothing in return, spending time prostrating myself before this asshole—none of it sits well with me." 

"I know." 

She took a long, deep breath. "I'll do it because this effort—these boys—matter that much to me." I nodded and smiled. "I know that, too." 

She smiled, too, a full-on grin that lit her face. "Okay. Enough of this talking with each other crap; let's get ready for the meeting with Wylak." 

  

Wylak's shuttle was larger and more clearly a military vehicle than the one that had flown him here last time. More guards surrounded this one, and they acted much more serious than their predecessors. Even from thirty meters out, they looked like they knew what they were doing. They kept moving, and their weapons were always at the ready. 

I put my hand on Lim's arm to stop her. "Call your people," I said. "Tell them not to let any boy come within sight of this shuttle." 

"You don't really think—" 

"Yes I do. Compare this crew to the help he brought last time. These guys are with him because they'll follow any order he gives. All we need is for some boy to approach them while carrying just about anything, and they'll have all the excuse they need to shoot—and more proof of our failure to reintegrate the boys." 

"I can't believe he'd kill an innocent kid." 

"He wouldn't," I said. "He'd have these guys do it. That's how people like Wylak always work—and you know it." 

She made the call. 

When she finished, we resumed walking. I held my arms out to my side, palms facing forward. 

"I could solve this problem for you," Lobo said. "I could be in position to trank them in less than a minute." 

"No," I subvocalized. I wanted to avoid letting Wylak have any data about Lobo's capabilities in case we needed to fight seriously. I had to hope it never came to that. 

"Your choice," Lobo said, "unless they shoot you. If they do, I'm coming for you." 

"Good," I subvocalized. 

Lim stared at me. "What?" 

"Nothing worth discussing," I said. 

The guards stopped us and scanned us for weapons. They were thorough, very thorough, particularly with Lim, who showed no reaction to their groping. Wylak had definitely opted for a rougher group this time around. 

When they couldn't find any excuses to detain us any longer, the one nearest the door whispered into a comm. 

The door opened. They motioned us inside. 

It shut as soon as we were clear of it. 

Another guard stood in front of us and blocked our way. 

We waited. Government officials and corporate bigwigs often feel the need to flaunt their power. It's always struck me as stupid, because those with real power don't need to prove it, and those with none aren't going to convince anyone with a senseless display of their own importance. I'm good at waiting, though, so I just stood there. 

Lim glanced at me in annoyance. 

Behind her, the guard smiled slightly. 

Wylak wasn't showing off his power. He was hoping to annoy us into acting foolishly and giving him an excuse for taking over earlier than he already planned. That was also not a good bet, but from his perspective it was a tactic worth exploring: It was cheap to try, and if it worked, the payoff was huge. I responded to Lim by closing my eyes for a second, opening them, and shaking my head slightly. She faced forward. 

The guard caught our interchange and shrugged a question: Why not? He lowered his rifle in invitation. I smiled at him and turned my palms outward: Not today. 

He shrugged again. 

We waited some more. 

After half an hour, another guard emerged from the door behind the man in front of us. "The Senator will see you now," she said. 

We followed her into a spare, functional space with rows of seats along the external walls and a row of back-to-back seats running down the center. Wylak sat in one of the seats nearest the rear right corner. The guard led us down the narrow walkway and pointed to two seats opposite the Senator. She took up a position beside him. Her eyes never left us. 

Wylak stared at a display in his lap and occasionally mumbled a few words. 

We waited some more. I counted the seats; just this chamber, if fully packed, could bring in two dozen soldiers. 

After a few minutes, the man finished what he was doing and stared at Lim. "My apologies, Ms. Lim," he said. "The work of a servant of the people is never done, particularly during wartime." He ignored me completely. Fine by me; the more arrogant he was, the better for us. 

"The Tumani people are fortunate to have such a devoted Senator," Lim said. "How may we serve you today?" Her posture and her tone didn't match her words, but at least she was trying. He leaned forward and smiled. "Let me begin by apologizing for bothering you in the middle of such important work. We share a deep respect for the sanctity of childhood. Nothing matters more to me than the youth of our country." 

He was focusing to the right of Lim; he was recording this entire exchange, with the video aimed solely at him. The guard was his witness. When he pulled the plug on us, he'd leave no doubt with the public that he had done so for the sake of the boys. 

"Of course," Lim said. "The welfare of these boys is my top—my only—concern." He nodded as if both agreeing and thinking. "So I'm sure," he said, "that you must share my deep sorrow at the senseless loss of that poor child's life yesterday." He sat straighter. When he continued, his voice had hardened. "A loss for which I trust you assume full responsibility." 

"Excuse me?" Lim said. 

Wylak clasped his hands. "I appreciate your reluctance, but you had agreed to control these poor children, which is why our troops were so caught off-guard by the sight of one of the boys—a very tall, adultlooking boy, it must be noted—charging them and waving a weapon." 

"A weapon?" Lim said. "He was carrying—" 

"Now, now, Ms. Lim," Wylak said as he cut her off and stood, "this is not the time to try to avoid—" She interrupted him. "If you think you can—" 

"What I can do," he said, "is whatever the Tumani people need me to do, including kicking out of this system any off-worlder who puts the lives of our citizens at risk." 

Lim stood. Her eyes blazed. Her fists were clenched at her sides. "All we have tried to do is take care of these boys—" 

"And you have done all you could with your meager resources," Wylak said, his voice now smooth as oil, 

"but trying is not the same as doing." 

"Why you—" Lim said. 

I stood and put my hand on her shoulder as I interrupted her. "What I believe Ms. Lim is trying to say, Senator, is that the tragic loss of this boy is, as you've said, one for which someone must assume responsibility. We look forward to the full investigation that will surely be necessary to identify that responsible party. Would you be willing to divulge at this stage the timing of the government's inquiry?" Wylak stared at me. For the first time, he really saw me. He remained quiet for several seconds as he assessed me. 

I did my best to look like a bureaucrat who'd spotted an opportunity for career advancement. He didn't buy it, but it was also clear that he didn't care much about who I was. Lim had already given him the emotional reaction he needed to support his case. He could afford to be gracious and move on. He focused again on her as he continued. "Of course we all want to understand what in your process failed and allowed this poor, troubled boy to leave the compound while armed, but that can wait. Our focus now must be on the future, on the fate of the rest of the young men currently under your care." Lim stepped forward. 

Wylak didn't move. He smiled. 

The guard stepped toward Lim. 

I squeezed Lim's shoulder hard enough that she turned toward me for a second. I smiled at her and took a gamble that she'd understood me: I released her shoulder and sat. 

She forced a smile and sat. 

Wylak worked hard not to show his disappointment, but enough was evident in the expression that swept across his face that I knew Lim had seen it. 

"The future of these boys should of course be your primary concern now," Lim said, "as it has been ours all along. As we've discussed before, the reintegration process requires a great deal of time. So far, you've given us very little. We are making great progress, quite frankly doing better than I had ever expected, but much work remains." 

Wylak nodded as if he were seriously contemplating Lim's words. "Though Tumani is still a small and poor planet, we are, of course, sophisticated enough to understand the difficulties you face. At the same time, I trust that you appreciate the fact that we have all invested a great deal of time already, more time than any of us had expected would be necessary." 

"That's not—" Lim said. 

Wylak held up his hands and interrupted her. "Please, Ms. Lim, I realize how difficult it can be to hear criticism of your work, but sometimes course adjustments are necessary in even the best of programs—

which I'm sure you would admit yours is not. In this case, we in the government have an obligation to our people that should—no, that  must—supersede any arrangement with any private organization such as yours." His voice rose in volume as it lowered in tone. He'd stopped talking and was now campaigning, though whether by habit or for some real goal I could not tell. "Given the terrible incident of yesterday and how far you still have to go after so long a time with these boys, I'm sure you'll agree that a schedule review is in order." 

"How long?" Lim said. "We've had so little time. We're nowhere near—" 

"The end?" he said. "I feared as much, which is why I am here." Lim opened her mouth to continue. 

I touched her shoulder again. 

She whipped around to face me. Her expression was so full of rage that she could barely speak. Wylak had manipulated her perfectly. 

I shook my head slightly, faced him, and said, "What do you propose, Senator?" He spread his hands wide, magnanimous in victory. He ignored me and continued to speak to Lim. "We do not expect miracles, of course, but as we've made clear from the start, we cannot support this endeavor forever. We've also received some information—confidential, of course; I'm sure you'll understand—that leaves us concerned about the motives of some of your staff." 

"What?" Lim said. 

Before she could say another word, he continued. "We've thus informed both the Expansion Coalition and Frontier Coalition representatives at our jump station of the possibility that those same people whose motives worry us might try to kidnap some of the boys. We must protect the children." 

"I cannot believe you would dare accuse—" Lim paused, so angry she could barely speak. I took advantage of her momentary silence and said, "Senator, I believe you were going to tell us your proposal." 

He continued to ignore me and address only Lim. "I suggest we return in two weeks," he said. "If the boys are through the reintegration program and ready to go home at that time, wonderful. If not, then I'm sure we can all agree that some changes in the program are in order." 

"I cannot speak for Ms. Lim," I said, "but I am positive that she would  not agree with that statement. I believe, however, that you have already decided you'll be back in two weeks, so there is no point in further discussion. Is that correct?" 

He didn't like me being that direct. He had to struggle to maintain a smile as he stared at Lim and said, 

"Only because of our strong working relationship, Ms. Lim, am I able to overlook your aide's implication that we approached this discussion with anything other than an open mind. If you'd like to suggest an alternative timetable, please do." 

Lim forced a smile and leaned against the wall behind her. "I think three months would be more reasonable, as you and I have discussed in the past, Senator." 

She was back in the game, and he was getting angrier by the second. Either he'd lost control, or he had all the recordings he thought he needed, because when he next spoke, the politician was gone. In his place stood the fighter who had earned all those thick scars and chosen to keep them. "Two weeks. If you're not done by then, we take over." He turned his back on us. "Escort them out." Lim shook her head and glared at me, but when I stayed quiet, she did the same. The guard led us out of the room, through the shuttle hatch that was open when we reached it, and into the afternoon sunlight. 

Lim stopped, turned, and stared at the shuttle. 

The guards spread around us. 

"We're leaving," I said to them, "and we're still unarmed." Lim glanced at me, turned, and stomped off. 

I followed her, my back tingling until we reached the closest dorm and turned its corner. The moment we did and were safely out of sight of the guards, Lim wheeled on me. 

"What was that all about, Moore?" 

I backed away from her. "He came to annoy you and manipulate you into saying things he could use later when he showed the meeting to others. He got what he wanted." 

"So what do you think I should have done?" she said. "Should I have sat there like you did and accept everything he said?" 

"I think we both should have fought more intelligently with our words," I said, "but only so we'd feel better later. We entered the meeting knowing what he wanted. We left it with him getting exactly that. It was always going to proceed that way. Nothing we could have done would have changed the outcome." 

"You're saying we've already lost?" she said. "You're giving up? I thought I knew you better than that." Playing the calm one in a tense situation is not something that comes naturally to me. I'd far rather fight, but I've learned that sometimes the most effective combat strategy is to speak very carefully. I'd tried, but today had been hard, brutally hard, and I was almost out of what little control I'd regained. I stepped forward until I was inches from her face. "You do," I said, "and you'd do well to remember it. You do  not want to screw with me right now. I did everything I could to save your ass in there, and if you'd calm down and admit you screwed up, you'd see that I did. Even so, none of it mattered, because as I told you yesterday, he'd already decided to come back in two weeks. He was simply working us, and he did a very good job of it." 

She looked into my eyes, and for a bit we stood like that, friends and former squad mates teetering on the edge. "I did screw up," she said, "and I'm sorry. I'm frustrated by what Wylak is doing, the way he's setting us up to fail all these boys, and I'm angry at myself for not seeing it coming all along. I expected him to push on the timeframe, but never this much." She shook her head and stared at the ground. "He knows there's no way we can succeed in only two more weeks." 

"Of course he does," I said. "He's counting on it. If he gave you enough time to reintegrate the boys, they'd be of less use to him as soldiers." 

"So what now?" she said. "Even if we had the resources, we couldn't get them off the planet; the coalitions would never let us." 

"No," I said, "they wouldn't. We could never do it." I took a deep breath and stepped backward a meter. 

"What you need to do now is get your team to help the boys as much as possible in the next two weeks, and hope that's enough time." 

"Enough for what?" she said. "I already told you—" 

I held up my hand. "For my backup plan to work." 

"Are you finally going to explain this plan of yours?" she said. 

I looked at her and thought about the meeting with Wylak. I pictured what might happen if Maggie and Jack couldn't pull off what I'd asked, imagined what Lobo and I might have to do, and I knew there was no way I could tell her. I couldn't trust her to keep it all secret, not when she was as emotionally involved as she was, not when there were so many ways this could go wrong. My outburst to the boys scared me enough. We couldn't take any more chances. 

"No," I said, "I'm not. You focus on the boys. Let me take care of this." 

"We're already focusing on the boys. We can't do anything different or faster; it doesn't work like that. They need time, a lot of time, to deal with what they've experienced." 

I stared at the sky and the trees and the birds—anywhere but at Lim. When she'd stayed silent for a few seconds, I looked at her again and said, "I understand that. I do. I'm not the enemy. I know you're doing the best you can. From everything I've seen, you and your team are doing a great job. I realize you can't make the process go any faster. All I'm saying is that over the next two weeks, the best you can do is to keep on helping the boys." 

"And you?" she said. "What are you going to be doing?" 

"Most of the time, I'll be walking the perimeter and cleaning the dorms—whatever Schmidt tells me to do. I'll also be coordinating and working on certain aspects of my plan." 

"And I'm supposed to leave you alone and hope you'll rescue us?" 

I wanted to explain it to her. I wanted to tell her I wasn't doing it alone. I couldn't, though, take the risk that she might tell someone, not with what I was asking Jack and Maggie to do. 

"Yes," I said. "As hard as that will be for you, yes. You can't even tell anyone else there might be a plan. Everyone has to stay the course you've charted." 

Lim stared at me for a long time. Finally, she said, "I hope you know what you're asking, and what you're taking on. You have to decide if you want to do this by yourself. If you do, it's all on you, Jon. The fate of these boys, of all of our work, of everything: It will all depend on you. Are you really ready to make that decision, to accept that responsibility?" 

I thought about how many times I'd put myself in that situation and about all the deaths and pain that had resulted from my past failures. One by one, the decisions pile up, and in the blink of an eye a lifetime of them tower over you, blocking the light and leaving you in darkness. I flashed again on Nagy's body and all the way back to when I was sixteen, to the first time I let my teammates down, to Bob and Han dead on the ground around me, their blood soaking into the soil, and Benny asking one more decision of me. All I could do was nod my head and walk away. 

  

Chapter 50 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

I heard Benny's voice, but I couldn't make any sense of what he was saying. Bob and Han dead on the ground, Alex sobbing, his head bleeding—it was all too much. I was afraid to open my mouth lest the screams inside my head escape into the air, but trying to contain them left me shaking and unable to hear anything outside me. 

Benny rolled backward for almost a meter. 

I barely noticed him. 

He pushed forward as fast as he could until the front edge of his cart smacked into my leg. 

"Ow," I said, startled by the pain in my shin. "What are you doing?" 

"Trying to get you to focus on me," Benny said, "and apparently succeeding. We have to go now, Jon, or soon a backup ship will arrive, and we'll be stuck here. It's time for you to decide." 

"We can't leave them here," I said. "We have to do something for them." 

"They're dead, Jon. There's nothing we can do." 

"We should bury them, or at least get them out of the way, put them somewhere safe. Something." 

"Jon!" Benny screamed at me, louder than he ever had in training. "We don't have the time. When the others hear the shuttle take off and we don't return, they'll come here. They'll take care of . . . the bodies. If we want to help all those people, our friends, the ones still alive, we have to go.  Now." He was right. I knew he was right, but running away and leaving Bob and Han where they lay, where the shuttle's take-off would cover them with dust, seemed an insult to them. They were dead, so I knew it couldn't matter to them, but the idea of abandoning them gnawed at me. 

I glanced at Alex, who had not moved or even acknowledged us. "Alex?" He didn't answer, so I ran to him, knelt so my face was level with his, and said again, "Alex?" 

He looked at me for several seconds as if I was a stranger. "Jon?" I nodded. "Alex, we have to go now. We have to get the shuttle out of here, or we could end up losing it." He tilted his head toward Han's body but wouldn't look at it, wouldn't look anywhere except down or straight at me. "And them?" he said. "What about them?" 

"We have to leave them to the others. The others will come as soon as we're gone." 

"I don't know, Jon." 

Behind Alex, Benny rolled along the side of the shuttle and toward its entrance. 

"We're out of time," I said. 

Alex shook his head and rocked back and forth. "I can't. I just can't. I can't do it anymore." Benny rolled into the shuttle. "Jon," he said, "it's time." 

"If we take off," I said, "we could hurt Alex." 

"If we don't," Benny said, "we'll be condemning everyone, including him, to staying here until they die." I grabbed Alex's shoulders. "You heard Benny, Alex. You know he's right. You have to go with us. We'll come back for the others later, when it's safe, like we planned." 

"I can't," he said. "I can't I can't I can't." 

I stared at him for a few seconds and nodded my agreement. He couldn't. He'd be of no use to us. I moved close enough to him that I could get my left arm under his legs and my right around his back. I pulled him close and stood. He was heavier than I expected but not a problem to lift. 

"No!" he screamed. He pounded against my leg with his one arm. "I don't want to." 

"Stop," I said, keeping my voice as calm as I could. "I'm not going to make you. I'm moving you back to the path, where you'll be safe when we take off." 

He turned his head so he could see my eyes. "Really?" 

"Yes." 

He nodded and fell quiet. He huddled against my body the way I'd seen sleeping babies resting on their mothers. 

I walked around the shuttle's front, to the path, and down it to our sleeping area. I put Alex on the ground carefully, so he was under the cover of the branches. I leaned him against the rock. "You rest. The others will be along soon enough." 

"Jon!" Benny's cry sounded far away; the shuttle must have muffled his voice. 

"I'm going now," I said to Alex, "but I'll be back for you. I'll be back for all of you. You tell the others. Okay?" 

Alex said nothing. His eyes focused nowhere at all. 

I grabbed his chin. "Okay?" 

He finally saw me and said, "Yes. I'll tell them." 

"Good." 

I jogged to the shuttle. 

Benny waited inside the door. "We're way past time, Jon. You have to get me up front, lift me so I can see the controls, and operate them as I tell you. Just like we rehearsed." 

"I have to move Han and Bob first," I said. 

"No!" Benny looked frantic. "I'm telling you: We are out of time. We're past out of time. We must take off. Now!" 

I was exhausted and yet trembling with rage. I wanted to hit something, but our enemies were dead. Our only way to help our remaining friends was to leave two of them behind. If Benny had said another word, I might well have started hitting him—and if I had, I'm not sure I'd have been able to stop. Instead, he stayed silent. 

I took a deep breath. We'd done too much, lost too much, to let this opportunity go. 

"Tell me what to do," I said. 

  

Chapter 51 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"Two weeks. That's all you have, Jack. I'm sorry I didn't guess more accurately. Once Wylak's people take over this place, the boys are doomed. He'll have them back in combat as soon as the last of Lim's team have jumped from the system. I won't let that happen, so if you don't want to come back to a bloodbath, make it work. Two weeks." I paused. "Cut it there, and send it everywhere you can." 

"Maggie gave me multiple protocols and destinations," Lobo said. "The last transmission reached her quickly, so it's likely this one will, too. Before I send it, though, I have to ask: Will we really fight if necessary?" 

I hadn't decided until the end of the recording, but the moment I said the words, I started wondering if they were true. Still, I could not think of any other viable option. "Yes." 

"We'll win," he said, "but only at first. The troops around this place won't be any problem for me, and because they won't be expecting me, neither will the ships that bring Wylak. Our casualties should be minimal, because none of the opposition will be prepared. The second wave, though, will know what it's facing. The battle with them won't go as well." 

"I know," I said. I didn't tell him that we could stay here safely for as long as I was willing to use my nanomachines to disassemble any attackers. Doing that would mean letting a lot of people know what I was, something I'd avoided for almost a hundred and forty years. Of course, if they bombed us, we'd lose, because I'd never made a nanocloud that could disassemble anything moving at the speed of a missile. 

"The alternative is to let him take the boys." 

"Okay," Lobo said. "I've sent the transmission. Now, I have a great deal of work to do." 

"What work?" 

"The only logical thing: Prepare for battle. I'm going to try to inject triggers into every communications and power system on the planet, so that if it comes to war, we can disrupt every system I can reach." I started to say that his response was extreme, but it wasn't. He was right. If we killed a senator of a planetary government and all the troops who were backing him, we were declaring war. "Good thinking." 

"Of course," he said. "Thinking is what I do best." After a pause, he said, "Will Lim's people back us?" 

"I don't know. I haven't discussed it with her." 

"So you're willing to make this decision on your own?" 

"I'm not doing that," I said. "I'm making it with you." 

"No," Lobo said. "You're leading. I'm following. I'm with you. It's that simple." 

"And what would you do?" 

"Hand the complex over to Wylak and leave the planet," he said. "Sometimes, we lose." 

"You'd abandon hundreds of boys who'd counted on us? You'd let Wylak throw them back into combat?" 

"Yes," Lobo said, "when the alternative was a full-scale war with the two of us taking on an entire planet and thousands of people certain to die. Yes." 

"I can't believe that." 

"It's the truth," he said. "That is what I, left on my own, would do. It is what Lim would do. It is what any sane and rational person would do." 

"So what does that make me?" 

"On this topic," Lobo said, "insane and irrational. Obviously." I opened my mouth to argue, but I couldn't; he was right. I should walk away. If Jack couldn't implement the plan on the new schedule, and I wasn't at all sure that he could, I should walk away. No. Not this time. Insane, irrational, whatever; I was not leaving this time. 

"You're right," I said, "but I won't go." 

"So we'll fight," Lobo said. 

"You could head out," I said. 

"You know better," he said. "When I asked you to help find the man who created me, you did. Why?" That incident had cost me a lot, including having to watch several people die. With the same information, though, I'd make the same choice again. "Because you asked," I said, "and we're a team." 

"Exactly," Lobo said. "I'm with you." 

"So let's hope Jack succeeds and we don't have to fight." 

"Indeed," Lobo said, "but while we're hoping, let's also make the right preparations. If we go to war, I can promise you that before we go down, they will pay dearly." 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 52 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

Long and a dozen of the boys stood in a large circle and kicked a ball around. The game seemed to involve stopping the ball and quickly redirecting it to another player. Most handled the task with ease, but every now and then one of them would let the ball slip by, and the others would poke fun at him. No one seemed to get angry, even those who missed. 

The only games I'd ever played were with Jennie, and none of those were physical. By the time my mind had developed enough that I could handle any kid game that interested her, I was already so much bigger than she was that we stuck to hide-and-seek, cloud shape naming, running, and building sandcastles. The idea of being a kid who had friends and played games with them was appealing but no more relevant to me than the flight of the birds that zipped from tree to tree overhead. 

"Moore," Long called, "want to join us?" 

I'd been walking patrol along the perimeter and hadn't even realized I'd stopped and was watching them. Guard duty had become dramatically more boring since Nagy's death, because everyone knew now what could happen if you tried to leave. Still, Lim insisted we keep at it, which was wise; Wylak would be on us in an instant if anything else were to happen right now, and we needed every bit of the two weeks he'd given us. 

We actually needed more, but we couldn't have it, so I had to hope Jack was at the top of his game. I also didn't mind the patrols. They kept me outdoors, in the world. When you know you might be fighting in less than a dozen days, the air tastes cleaner, the trees smell nicer, and even the food in the meal tents tastes better. 

"What about it, Moore?" Long said. 

I smiled and said, "No, thanks. I've never done anything like it, so I'd be terrible at it." 

"Only one way to get better," he said. "Besides, it's good to do things in a group. Builds teamwork." 

"Big man afraid of a little ball," Bony said, shaking his head in mock disbelief. "Makes no sense." The other boys laughed. 

"You going to let that challenge stand?" Long said. "You're giving us grown-ups a bad reputation." His tone was joking, but his expression made it clear that he wanted me to join them. I had no idea why, but I also couldn't see how it could hurt. "Okay," I said. "I'll try. You guys have to take it easy on me, though, and someone has to show me what to do." 

Bony and the boy next to him, whose name I didn't know, made room for me between them. A kid kicked the ball to Long, who stopped it with his foot. 

"Do what I did," Long said. "As soon as you've stopped the ball, pass it to anyone you want except the guys on either side of you or the one who sent it to you." 

He kicked the ball to Bony, who stopped it and sent it to a boy to his right. 

"That's it," Long said. 

"Seems easy enough," I said. 

The kid with the ball fired it at me. I moved my foot a second after the ball shot past me. Everyone laughed. 

"Oh, yeah," Long said, "I forgot one other rule: You miss it, you run and fetch it. Better get moving." Everyone laughed again. 

By reflex, I began to get angry, but as I looked at the faces of the kids in the circle, it was obvious that though they were laughing at me, it was with no particular malice or meanness. So, I smiled and chased down the ball. 

  

When Long called the end of the game forty-five minutes later, so we could all get ready for dinner, I was soaked with sweat. I was also more often than not stopping the shots that came my way. After watching me be everyone's target for the first ten minutes, Bony had taken pity on me and showed me how to move my foot slightly backward as the ball made contact, so I was absorbing the momentum rather than bouncing the wall off my rigid leg. The combination of exercise and the focus necessary to handle the kicks had let me escape for a time the problems we were facing. I was grateful for that and thanked the others as they left. 

Bony and three other boys stayed behind, so I waited with them. When the remainder of the group was out of earshot, he said, "How old were you?" 

"Huh?" I said. 

"How old were you when you first had to fight?" 

"It's complicated," I said. 

He shook his head and turned away. "I should have known," he said to the others. "Let's go." I caught him in a few steps and knelt so I was face-to-face with him. "I'm not avoiding the answer. It's complicated because—" I stopped as I realized that Lobo was going to hear all of this. If I was going to tell Bony, I should have told Lobo first, but the boy was reaching out, and I didn't want to turn him away. The more I thought about it, the less I wanted to go into details. Finally, I said, "It's complicated because I don't like to talk about my past. That's all." I decided to go with my mental age, which was hard to nail down, because I had been learning so quickly after Jennie fixed me. "About ten," I said. "I don't remember exactly." 

He nodded. "I'm eleven." 

"Twelve." 

"Ten." 

"Eight," the smallest boy said, clearly proud. 

Nothing I could say would make clear why this was nothing to be proud about, so I stayed quiet. After a bit, Bony said, "How bad did it get?" 

"Bad enough," I said. My mind flooded with images of Bob and Han dead on the sand on Dump and of Alex crying in my arms. "I lost friends." Benny next to me, both of us strapped into chairs in the Aggro labs—torture rooms, really, but they called them labs. All the pain, all the deaths, all the people I'd never see again—it all washed over me. "I lost a lot." 

Bony nodded again. "You want us to stop fighting so no more of that happens to us." 

"Yes," I said. "You've seen too much already." 

"But you're still fighting," he said. "How long have you been doing it?" 

"Most of my life," I said without even thinking. "Pretty much all of it." 

"And you're okay," he said. "You're doing good. So fighting can work out." I wanted to scream how wrong he was, how the cost grew and grew as the years wore on, but I knew from watching Schmidt and Long and all the other counselors that responding violently never helped. I took a deep breath and said, "You don't see it, but I pay every day. If you stop now, you'll have days, maybe even weeks, possibly whole months, when everything is good and your time as a soldier doesn't enter your mind. I don't have that." 

"Maybe," Bony said. 

It was my turn to nod. "Maybe. That's the best I can offer you, because I don't know for sure. These counselors tell me the pain will fade, and I believe them." 

"Maybe is better than no chance at all," Bony said. 

"It is," I said. "It most definitely is." 

"So why are you still fighting?" he said. "The way you walk, the way you look around, everything about you says you're a soldier." 

I started to answer but couldn't. I wasn't sure I knew. "That really is complicated," I said. 

"The lines at dinner are always long," he said. "We have time." I sat and considered his question. 

He and the other three sat in front of me. They all stared at me. Two played with the grass. Bony and the other one remained still. 

Finally, I said, "You may not believe me, but I'm honestly not completely sure. I'll tell you what I know, and it'll have to be enough, because it's all I have. Partly, I fight because people need help. Even when I'm trying to hide, people who need someone like me seem to find me." 

"You must not be trying very hard," Bony said. "You're a grown-up. You can go anywhere. It's a big universe." 

"You're probably right," I said, "though it always feels like I'm trying. That's why that answer is only part of it. Another part is that fighting has become what I do, like some people build things and others staff jump gates." I took a deep breath. "And part of it is probably because I need to—though I'm not sure why." 

"Being like you doesn't sound so bad," he said. The other three nodded their agreement. I wanted to grab them and shake them and tell them how wrong they were, but instead I hit the ground hard with my right fist. 

"It's worse than you know," I said. I leaned toward them. "Listen, I'm no good at explaining this, but if there's any chance at all that you can have a normal life—and you can, all of you can, I really believe that—then you should jump at that chance. These people are here to prepare you for that kind of life. When you're ready, they'll find you families." I closed my eyes and saw Jennie on the day she'd left me, Benny as we were boarding the shuttle on Dump, all the people I'd cared about and lost over so very many years. When I looked at the boys again, my throat was full and talking was difficult. "You'll have that chance. You have to take it, you really do. Be glad every day for the new life you get." 

"What if that man Wylak kicks out the counselors?" Bony said. 

I leaned back in surprise. 

"What, you don't think we hear things?" he said. He chuckled. "We all listen, and we all talk. Just because you're big doesn't mean you always remember to close a window or whisper or look around before you open your mouth." 

I smiled. "You're right about that," I said. 

"So what about that man?" Bony said. 

I shook my head. "I won't let that happen." 

"So to stop us from having to fight, you plan to fight?" He paused. "That doesn't seem like a great plan." 

"You're right," I said. "It doesn't." 

He nodded, tilted his head, and said, "Were you trying to hide before somebody got you involved in all this?" 

"Yeah," I said. "I was." 

"You're not very good at the hiding game, are you?" he said. 

The others laughed. 

I joined them. "No, I guess not." 

"And now you'll end up fighting again," he said. 

"I hope not. I don't want to fight. Sometimes, many times—most times—there are other options." I needed Jack and Maggie to succeed. "I think this is one of those times." 

"But you're not sure," Bony said. 

"No," I said, "not completely." 

"Then we'll fight with you," he said. 

"No!" I said, my voice louder than I'd intended. I held up my hands and quickly said, "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to yell. It's just that if you're ever going to have those normal lives, you have to stop being soldiers sometime. That time is now. You're kids. Fighting is not your job." 

"We were good fighters," Bony said. "We could help." 

I stood. "I'm sure you could, but no more. No more. With any luck at all, none of us will have to fight. No matter what, though, you won't." 

Lobo's voice came over the comm. "As honest as you're trying to be, do you want to make that promise? I have news." 

I did, so I didn't bother to answer him. I stared at the boys. "No more fighting for you." 

"You say that now," Bony said, "but when you need soldiers, we'll be ready." I wasn't going to change his mind, so I ignored him and forced a smile. "Let's get some dinner. I'll race you." 

I took off at a slow jog so they'd have a chance of catching me. 

While I was still in front of them, I said over the comm, "Please don't tell me the news is bad." 

"I wish I could comply with that request," he said. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 53 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

I followed the boys to the dinner line but wandered away as soon as they joined the crowd of hungry kids. I didn't want to have this conversation anywhere that anyone might have even a small chance of hearing it, so I quick-walked to Lobo and stayed silent until I was inside his front pilot area. 

"What's happening?" I said. 

"Wylak's been showing the highlights from your meeting," Lobo said, "with an emphasis on the parts where Lim turns emotional. He's selling the idea that they can no longer trust her with the boys. He's getting a lot of buyers." 

"Do we care?" I said. "We already know he's coming." 

"I see that I should not have taken your question literally," Lobo said, "and instead jumped right to the most important point: Wylak and hundreds of soldiers will be here five days early." 

"So we have only eight more days?" 

"I'm glad to see your arithmetic skills are still in order." 

"You can joke about this?" I screamed. "We may lose all these boys, and you're making jokes." 

"Yes," Lobo said, "so that we can move quickly past the part where you get emotional and instead focus on dealing with the problem. You entered here with an elevated pulse, and this news was sure to upset you, so I simply hastened the process." 

I sat on the couch. He was right. I'd spent this whole job fighting my emotions, letting them affect me more than I should allow. If we were going to save these kids from Wylak, I had to do better. He'd goaded Lim easily, and now we were paying for her mistakes. I couldn't add mine to our troubles. 

"Sorry. I won't do that again. From now on until we're done, you can count on it." I took a deep breath. 

"So, where are you on the preparations?" 

"Ahead of schedule, which is good," Lobo said, "but it's not clear if I'm ahead enough to cope with this acceleration. I'm penetrating the key Tumani networks, but I'm nowhere near where I want to be. I can't go any faster, though, without leaving traces they might detect." 

"Will you finish before Wylak arrives?" 

"Maybe, but I can't be sure. There's no way from the outside to tell how many layers of protections I'm going to have to pierce. My best estimation is that I will be into some but not all of the defensive, power, and communication systems." 

"So if we have to fight?" 

"We disable what we can, hope the resulting chaos affects the networks that are still operational, and battle whatever forces reach us." 

I wanted to push him harder, but that was another dumb, emotional urge; he was doing the best he could. I twisted my neck to work out some tension. "We have to figure out how to draw the troops away from here as quickly as possible. We need them focusing on us, not the complex, or we'll endanger the boys too much." 

"If we leave, they'll also be vulnerable to a secondary attack while we're occupied." 

"Lim and her people can defend the narrow entrance path for a while," I said, "as long as we can stop any of Wylak's troops from entering this airspace and landing." 

"I can do that," Lobo said, "but you know I can't stop a full-fledged airborne assault—missiles or bombs—on this place." 

"Wylak wants the boys alive," I said. "He won't kill them. He won't even be expecting any resistance, at least not initially." 

"And when he encounters us?" 

"I don't know," I said. "The more I think about it, the less I like fighting. It exposes us and the boys to a host of potential dangers. That's why it's only an alternative if Jack doesn't come through." 

"We have other options," Lobo said. "We could leave." 

"I already told you—" 

"I remember, of course," Lobo said, cutting me off, "but I need to raise a vital point: If we stay and fight, we will be risking the lives of all the people here, including the boys. Once we take on the Tumani armed forces, we'll be in a war. Politicians who make wartime decisions are often willing to sacrifice civilians for victory." 

"If it comes to that, we could contact the coalitions—" 

"And give them what evidence?" Lobo said. "Wylak has primed them to see us as the problem. All the data would be easy for us to fabricate—and even easier for Wylak to deny." I stood and paced back and forth in the small space. Endangering the boys would be a self-defeating choice for Wylak, because the whole point of his maneuvering was to get more soldiers. On the other hand, he was a man who fought to win. If we challenged the entire government on its own turf, he would easily gain the support he needed to wipe us out. He might even get the EC and the FC to help him, because no coalition looked kindly on an attack on a sovereign government. Once either coalition had troops on the ground, he would also be a big step closer to getting them to fight the rebels for him. Going to war with him and his troops could ultimately prove to be the biggest favor we could do for him. Damn. 

"I said I wouldn't let him take these boys. I said I'd fight. If it comes down to fighting or leaving, though, I can either risk their lives or abandon them to being soldiers again." 

"Yes. At least as soldiers, some might survive." 

"To live what kinds of lives?" I said. 

"Maybe the kind you live," Lobo said. 

I didn't know what to say to that. I couldn't save myself from the hard nights and the dark dreams and the visions of past losses that were always at the edge of my mind. I'd thought I could help save the boys. I still wanted to believe that. 

"I need to think," I said. "We have some time. Besides, maybe we won't have to fight. Anything from Jack or Maggie?" 

"Yes," Lobo said, "to my surprise. That's the one bit of good news: As we were talking, an encrypted but verifiable burst from Jack arrived. He said he could handle the new, shorter schedule you sent." 

"Good," I said, "because now we have to tell him that he just lost five more days." 

  

I was too tense to eat, but I wasn't yet sufficiently in control of myself that I was willing to risk talking to Lim or any of her people. One of the lessons I'd learned early in my time with the Saw is that when a mission gives you a chance to sleep, take it. I stretched out on my cot and tried to calm myself. In eight days, I might have to choose what to do about the boys, but I didn't have to make that choice now. In eight days, I might fail them, might send Bony and his friends and all the rest back to war for Tumani. In eight days, I might fail them a different way, turn them into soldiers fighting alongside me by dragging them into a conflict they had no clue was brewing. I might soon do those horrible things. But not today. 

Today, I could hope that Jack would come through. 

Today, I wasn't failing anyone. 

Today, they were boys safe in a complex with people who cared about them and who were trying to help them return to normal lives. 

Today, everything was okay. 

I fell asleep wishing foolishly that it could stay that way and fighting to stave off the memories of my own past failures, those many days when the best plan I had simply wasn't good enough. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 54 

  

Dump Island, planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier 

"Get inside," Benny said, "and push that top button." 

I did. The door shut. 

Benny's eyes were half closed. 

"Are you falling asleep?" 

He blinked a few times and said, "Are you crazy? No, I'm not sleeping. I'm reviewing everything I learned so I don't crash us into the side of the mountain." He shook his head. "Pick me up and take me up to the front of the shuttle." 

Benny was heavier than I expected, and my muscles were sore, but I lifted him and slung him over my left shoulder. 

"No," he said. "Turn me around. Carry me facing forward. I need to see everything clearly." I put my right arm between his legs and pulled him across my body to the position he wanted. My arms shook with the effort of holding him, and I had to fight to maintain my balance with all of his weight in front of me. I took small steps to avoid falling as I made my way toward the front. After three paces, the walls opened into what looked like people-size cages, three to a side, each one a barred area barely big enough for a person my size to sit. They'd changed the shuttles since they'd brought me here, I'd ridden in a plain room, not a cage. 

Benny started shaking. "Oh, no!" he said. "Move faster!" I picked up the pace. "What?" We reached the front in a few seconds. 

"Put me in that chair," Benny said, his left flipper pointing to a very large, padded seat on our left. "Help me sit up." 

I did. 

"What's wrong?" I said. 

He studied the controls on a panel in front of us, his eyes frantically scanning back and forth. "Where was the person the guard was bringing here?" he said. 

I shook my arms to loosen the muscles as I recalled my initial sighting of the first guard. He'd been alone. The only people I'd seen emerge from this shuttle were that man and the other one who'd followed him, the one whose head I'd pounded into the floor. 

"I didn't see anyone," I said. "Maybe that person is somewhere else on board." 

"No," Benny said. "No, no, no." He hit his thighs in frustration. "They weren't coming to drop off anyone, Jon." 

"What do you mean? That's the only thing they come here for." 

"They were coming to collect," he said. "Maybe they were monitoring us and wanted to stop what we were doing. Maybe they wanted one or more of us for some other purpose. I don't know. But they were coming to kidnap some of us." 

"So?" I said. "We stopped them. We have the shuttle. Nothing changes." 

"Maybe," Benny said, "but I read that hunter teams are usually more careful than the transport teams." 

"So let's get the others before they can send anyone else. We can cram them into here—there's enough room—and then leave. Once we're somewhere safe, we can figure out what to do with everyone." 

"No," Benny said, his voice calmer now, his words slow and distinct. "We can't take that chance. We have to leave. I'll tell you what to do. You'll be my hands—just like we planned." He pointed at a button in front of him. "Push this." 

I did. 

A display snapped to life along the opaque window in front of us. It showed a lot of words and numbers. None of it made sense to me. 

"Do you hear the engines?" Benny said. 

"No. What's wrong?" 

"They should have started," he said. 

"Maybe all that stuff—" I pointed at the display "—is telling you what to do next." He shook his head. "No. Everything there says the engines are working, but they're not. We have to get out of here. Pick me up!" His face turned red. "Now!" 

I'd never seen Benny scared before. I threw him over my shoulder and ran for the front. As we approached the door, Benny said, "Hit the same button." 

His voice sounded far away. I felt like I was maintaining my pace, but when I looked at my feet, they seemed to be a great distance below me and made of rock. 

I pushed the button. 

Nothing happened. 

"No," Benny said. "No." Tears ran down his face. "I'm sorry. I couldn't even save you. I'm sorry." My legs wouldn't hold me. I sank to my knees. 

I was still too high. I managed to lower Benny onto the floor. It looked so nice that I joined him there, on my side. Everything spun in tight circles. 

Darkness inked along the walls and the ceiling and covered the lights. 

The world fell away into a perfect black pit. 

  

"Up!" 

I heard the word at the same time that I registered the pain in my belly. Light blinded me as I opened my eyes. I blinked to clear my vision. 

A man in a dark blue jumpsuit stood over me. He kicked me again in the stomach, stepped back, and pointed his rifle at me. "You're obviously awake. I know you heard me. They pay us the same even if you're a little banged up. Save us both a lot of trouble, and get up." 

I didn't want him to hurt me again, so I rolled onto my stomach and got to my hands and knees. My arms and thighs shook, the floor spun, and I vomited. I fell onto my side on the cold, white floor and barely missed hitting the mess I'd made. 

"It's the gas," he said. "Does it to all the new subjects. One of the reasons we have the hoses and the drains." He stepped backward. "Second try will go better. Up." I repeated the process of getting to my hands and knees. He was right; I was steadier. Benny. 

I glanced around the room. 


He was on the floor to my right and behind me, unmoving. 

I turned to him. "Benny?" 

"Stop!" the man said. "He's not your problem. Stand." 

"Is he—" 

"No," the man said. "He's not dead. He's just not conscious yet. You came around faster." 

"Jon," Benny said. His voice wavered. His eyelids fluttered but he couldn't keep them open. "I thought I could save you all." 

The man laughed. "A freak like you saving anyone? Yeah, right." 

"Let me help him," I said. 

The man kicked Benny in the head. 

Benny's head snapped backward. His mouth dripped blood. 

The man turned back to me and stomped on my stomach so hard that I rolled onto my back. I gasped and choked and struggled to breathe. "You better worry about yourself," he said. "Now, get up. The doctors need new subjects, and they don't like to wait." 

I rolled as if I couldn't control the pain and managed to get closer to him. I curled into a ball on my knees and elbows. I pushed my toes against the ground and tensed my legs. Benny had trained me well. I had taken out the other guards. I could do it again and save Benny. "Where are we?" I said. Before the guard could answer, I launched myself at him, springing as hard as I could for his knees. I hit the opposite wall instead. I never even saw him move out of the way. 

I glanced back in time to see him turn his rifle so the butt was facing me. 

"The last place you'll ever be," he said. "Aggro." 

The rifle smashing into my face turned the room a fiery red, and I was gone. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 55 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

I woke up screaming soundlessly, my throat tight with the effort of choking off the sound. I'd learned long ago that no matter how bad the dream, I had to wake silently. All too often, any sound would make my real-world situation much worse. 

For the first few years after I escaped from Aggro, the memory of those initial minutes on that hellish space station visited me every night. They would come first, lights strobing in my unconscious mind. A rapid-fire succession of other awful moments on Aggro would then smash into me until I wrenched myself from sleep. 

Listening to the screams of other prisoners and knowing my turn was coming. 

Seeing a new face in a cell down the row and realizing I hadn't yet learned the name of the previous occupant. 

Watching them drag Benny to the lockdown and drop him on the floor, unwilling to do him even the small kindess of aiming for the cot. 

Waking in my cell after a session in the chair and seeing my skin shifting and my muscles cramping and wondering if this was the dose that would kill me, if whatever miracle of resistance had kept me alive so far had finally proven inadequate. 

Most of all, the hours I was strapped in the chair, my entire body immobilized, my eyelids held open, as they talked about me as if I was a weed they were going to pull. They cut me and injected me and stuck electrodes in me and kept at it until I passed out. 

When Benny and I escaped, he'd sacrificed himself to destroy the station, so that there would be no trace of what had happened there and nothing to connect me to it, so I could lead a normal life. I shook my head at the naïveté of my younger self. I'd never known a normal life, and after Dump and Aggro, I certainly wasn't suited for one. 

I stood and stretched. I couldn't let that happen to these boys. Lim and Schmidt and Gustafson and Long and all the others had given them a chance, and now all that work might prove to have been for nothing. I wished I could fix it myself, not have to depend on anyone except Lobo, just get him moving and somehow make it all better, but I couldn't. 

I hated it. I hated the powerlessness, the lack of good options. 

I could fight, take on a planet's army, and put the boys at risk, or I could trust Jack to come through. He was the best con man I'd ever known. He could do the job, but when I'd needed him before, I'd always been there to help him, to make sure he got it right, to catch and correct any errors. The more I thought about it, the more I realized I'd always depended on others. I'd always needed help, from Jennie and Benny on Pinkelponker, through Jack and the others on our crew, to Lim and the rest of my unit in the Saw, all the way to the present. I'd never done it entirely alone. No one does. My head spun with frustration that was morphing into anger. I needed to burn off some energy. 

"I'm going for a run," I said to Lobo. 

"I have new information," he said. "We need to talk." 

"Over the comm," I said as I stepped to the side hatch, "unless my leaving will somehow increase our risk." 

Lobo answered by opening the door. 

I sprang out as if the guards on Aggro were chasing me. I pushed the pace hard for the first ten minutes, wanting my lungs and legs to hurt so much that I could feel no other pain. I ignored the boys and counselors I passed, barely noted the morning cool or the fresh wet smell, and ran. I headed for the rear of the complex, the area with the fewest people. Whenever I could, I cut off the cleared paths and through openings among the trees. As my mind focused entirely on running despite the throbbing in my legs and the lack of oxygen, I slowed my pace and worked to bring my breathing under control. When I could finally speak clearly, I was alone and winding in and out of stands of trees at the far back of the complex. "What's up?" I said. 

"I have a secured a great deal more data," Lobo said, "which is good. I have also received a very brief transmission from Maggie. It said only, 'On it.'" 

"Why so short?" I said. "Can you tell when she sent it and what messages of mine she had received?" 

"I don't know," he said, "and no. My guess—and it is only a guess, though of course I'm rather good at such speculations—is that she and Jack received your second message but are very busy. Of course, they're probably in another system, which would mean they'd have to use one or more couriers to relay their response to us. Perhaps for reasons we cannot know she did not trust the encryption—a poor choice on her part, but a possible one—and so rather than risk someone decrypting what she said, she kept it vague. That way, anyone who might crack the message would learn nothing from it." He paused. "Or maybe they don't feel the need to report to you. One cannot be sure; that's the interesting part of guessing." 

"I'm glad  you're having fun." 

"Both of us are doing all that we can usefully do," Lobo said. "Even as you and I talk, most of me is working on security systems all over this planet. Small bits of me are also monitoring everything in the complex and, to the degree that my sensors let me, the troops outside it. What is wrong with enjoying the work I'm doing?" 

I stopped jogging in a small clearing and walked back and forth across it. "Nothing. I'm sorry. Being here has stirred up a lot of memories. Few of them are good." 

"Talking about them might help. If you can't tell me, who can you tell?" I shook my head. "Maybe someday, but not now. I need to focus on the work." 

"Okay," Lobo said. "I'll be around—unless, of course, we go to war with the entire planet and lose. In that case, there won't be enough of either us left to worry about what the mysterious Jon Moore never chose to share." 

I laughed. A few seconds later, I stopped walking and said, "You did that intentionally. You were trying to cheer me up." 

"Of course," he said. "And I succeeded." 

"For an AI," I said, "you're amazingly sensitive." 

"Technically speaking, and with all the data available to me, I can say with a high degree of certainty that no qualification is necessary. I am amazing." 

I laughed again. "And now you manage to continue to cheer me while being completely honest and highly egotistical. Well done." 

"Is it egotistical if it's true?" Lobo said. 

"It can be," I said, "but you've distracted me enough. It's time to get back to business. You told me about Maggie's brief response. What other information do you have?" 

"Wylak has been recruiting support both among his colleagues and in the military. He plans to show up an hour after sunrise. He's told the supporting troop leaders to expect armed resistance and to fire at the first sign they might be in danger." 

"Damn. He wants everyone awake. He wants a conflict. He's preparing for a massacre." 

"That's the logical inference." 

There would be no halfway in any conflict with Wylak. If I decided we would fight, we would have to enter the battle completely, without reservation. It would be a massacre, but at least initially, his troops, not Lim's, would die. 

None of that was news, though, not really. If we were to take on a planet, holding back would not be a viable option. Surprise and, at least initially, superior firepower from Lobo would be the only advantages we'd have. 

"So we make sure we're ready," I said. 

"Yes," Lobo said. "All that's changed is that we know the hour of his arrival." 

"Is there any chance we could smuggle out the kids beforehand?" 

"As Wylak said he would, he's alerted the jump station staff to that possibility, and they're searching all departing ships. He's also monitoring all flights in and out of the complex. We might get some of the boys into town on the pretense of supply runs, but unusual traffic would cause him to shut us down. We might well end up accelerating his timetable." 

"Not worth it," I said. Any way I looked at it, either Jack and Maggie came through, or we would have to fight or surrender the boys. 

"Incoming armed adults!" Lobo said. "Four of Lim's team, approaching in a spread formation, weapons in hand. ETA two minutes. Should I come to you?" 

Lim must have tired of waiting for me to explain what I was doing. I was surprised that she was willing to use weapons, but I'd played right into that strategy by going so deep into the complex. The worst they would do initially, though, was try to hurt me; killing me wouldn't accomplish anything. If they shot me anywhere but the head, my nanomachines should be able to repair the damage. More than likely, they were here to make sure I went to Lim. She wouldn't want anyone else to hear the plan first. 

"Is Lim among them?" 

"No," he said. 

"Don't come yet," I said. "If they shoot me, trank them if you can, and pick me up before they can haul me to Lim." 

"I may have to clear a landing space," Lobo said, "which would make quite a mess." 

"If you have to, do it," I said, "but I don't think it will come to that. Monitor our progress. When we go into a building, scan all around it and tell me the locations of the nearest boys." 

"Why?" Lobo said. "It makes no sense for you to need them or use them for assistance when your goal is to stop them from fighting." 

"I'm not planning on asking them to help. I have a feeling some will be listening." 

"As you wish," he said. "ETA forty-five seconds." 

I sat with my back against a rough black tree, spread my arms, turned my palms face up, and waited for my interrogators to arrive. 

  

Chapter 56 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

Long's laugh preceded him. He stopped three meters short of me and stood beside a tree. He held the pistol in his right hand and pointed it not at me but definitely in my direction. I had no doubt that he could shoot me before I could reach him. From the look on his face, neither did he. 

"She said you'd know we were coming." 

Long and I had become casual friends during our time here, but when a friend comes for you with a gun, you have to treat him like an enemy. I stayed silent. 

"Your choice," he said, still smiling. "You can walk there, or we can carry you." 

"Maybe," I said. 

"There are—" 

"Four of you," I said. "I know. But you can't afford to significantly damage me, and I don't care at all how much I hurt you." 

The smile vanished. "You're not that good," he said. 

"Maybe." 

He shook his head. "Not for four." 

"Maybe, but do you want to explain to her why I can't answer her questions when you've beaten me unconscious? Because that's what you'll have to do to win. And, do you want to risk blowing your only hope for these kids by hurting me so badly I can't execute my plan?" 

"We could subdue you." 

I shook my head and smiled. "You're not that good." 

"One male is five meters behind you," Lobo said over the comm, "and the other two, woman on your left and man on your right, are roughly six meters either side of him." 

"If the guy behind me comes any closer," I said, "I'm going to take him down first." 

"Everybody hold," Long said. "Why are you making this so hard?" 

"The other three are stationary," Lobo said. 

"Because you came with guns," I said. "The boys will notice, and it will undercut what you've been teaching them." I smiled. "And because Lim should know better." 

"Four are around me," Lobo said. 

I bent my head, coughed, and subvocalized, "Any onlookers?" 

"No." 

"Trank 'em," I said. 

I looked back up at Long. 

Three seconds later, Lobo said, "Done." 

"The three near my ship are now asleep," I said. "Even considering attacking it is far stupider than coming after me. Nothing in this complex is a match for its automatic defense systems." 

"Automatic defense systems indeed!" Lobo said. 

I ignored him and stood. 

Long visibly tensed and pointed the pistol at my legs. 

"Here's what we're going to do," I said. "You're going to tell me what building she's in and head there. Hide your guns as you walk. After I've finished my run, I'll meet you there, and we can all chat." Long shook his head. "Our orders are different." 

I shrugged. "Check on the three near my ship. Talk to Lim. Decide." I crossed my arms behind my head and leaned against the tree. 

Long backed behind the cover of the tree nearest him and whispered briefly. 

I waited. 

When he stepped back into view, he tucked his gun into his waistband and pulled his shirt over it. "Easier for everyone," he said. "I can't say I liked this plan in the first place." 

"Neither did I." 

We both laughed. 

"Do me a favor?" he said. 

"What?" 

"Show up, so I don't end up being the ass in all this. You know how she can be." I nodded. "I do, and I will. About half an hour should do it." 

"Thanks," he said. He turned and left. 

"All are withdrawing," Lobo said. 

I stayed where I was until Lobo told me they had reached the center of the complex. I resumed jogging. As I ran, I thought about my responses to Lim's questions and how she would react. One thing was for certain: There was no chance she would be happy. 

  

"Yes, you are going to tell us," Lim said. The air in the little room was hot and still from too many people sharing too small a space. Long stood beside me. Schmidt and Gustafson guarded the door behind me. Lim sat behind the small table in front of me. "This has gone on long enough." I said nothing. Sweat ran down my arms and chest and back. My breathing was back to normal, but I still had the warm glow you get when you stop running. 

"One boy on the roof," Lobo said, "at the left rear corner, left as you enter. Another under the small window opposite the entrance." 

I motioned for Lim to continue talking and turned to face the door. 

"What are—" Lim said. 

I whipped around and gestured again for her to keep talking. 

"—you going to do exactly?" she said, playing along. 

I stepped to the door. 

Gustafson and Schmidt blocked my exit. Long stepped next to me. 

I mouthed, "Follow me" to him and waited. 

They moved aside. 

Long followed me out. 

I crept around the corner of the building. 

Inside, Lim kept talking. "You know that we have a right to participate in any planning that concerns this complex. As I'm sure you are aware—" 

I tuned out her voice and focused on listening for movement overhead. I reached the rear corner. I stopped and motioned to Long to come closer. When he was next to me, I pointed down the side of the building. I leaned forward just far enough to spot the boy under the window. I pulled back immediately. Long did the same. 

I walked slowly backward until the edge of the roof was visible and tilted my head toward the boy waiting there. 

Long saw him, too, and nodded. 

We headed inside the building. 

He whispered to Schmidt and Gustafson, and they all went outside. 

A few seconds later, scuffling sounds crossed the roof, and I heard Long yell, "Eavesdropping on private conversations is rude and wrong!" 

He returned, chuckling. "Two boys were listening to us," he said to Lim. "Moore knew about it." Lim nodded. "So that's why you won't explain your plan?" she said to me. 

"That's part of it," I said. "These boys know everything you guys say and do. They probably learned about Wylak's plan before you'd finished briefing all the adults. I heard about it from Bony, but the boys with him also knew. They all volunteered to help us fight." Before she could say anything, I added, "I told them, no." 

"They're not listening now." 

"No," I said, "they're not—not right this minute. Five minutes from now, they will be. If you keep them away from here, they'll eavesdrop on others on your staff. You can't expect all of these counselors to stay quiet all the time, so what they know, the boys will know. I can't have that." 

"  You can't have it?" she said. "Who put you in charge?" I opened my mouth to answer but stopped as I understood for the first time how stupid I'd been. I'd never truly understood why she'd sent for me. Until now. 

Part of me wanted to hate her for it, but I couldn't; I had too much invested in what happened here. 

"Well?" she said. 

"You did," I said, "though it took me a long time to realize it. You put me in charge of saving us, should we ever need saving, when you recruited me. You did it again when you took me to your meetings with Wylak. You didn't ask me to come just because you needed help in the assault on this place. You could have beaten those rebels without me, and we all know it. You brought me here because you knew that if things went nonlinear, I—no, my ship and I—could be very useful. You roped me into this mess as your insurance policy." I glanced at Schmidt and Gustafson. Schmidt wouldn't meet my gaze; Gustafson shrugged and mouthed, "Sorry." I put my hands on the desk and leaned closer to her. "You all used me—

and you were right to do it, because I  am going to do my damndest to save these boys—but I'm going to do it my way." 

Lim gave me a hard stare. 

I didn't turn away. 

"And your way has to include keeping us in the dark?" she said. 

"Yes." I straightened. My hands, still damp from the run, left prints on the wooden table. "Look, Alissa, you've worked with me before. We've served together. I've pulled you out of some bad situations, and you've saved my life." I nodded toward Schmidt and Gustafson. "They've worked with me, too. You all know that I didn't withhold information before. I'm asking you to trust that I'm doing so now for good reasons." 

"And if I don't?" she said. "If I decide to make you tell me?" I didn't stop looking into her eyes as I stepped backward until I was leaning against the wall opposite her. 

"You'll fail, and you'll jeopardize the only plan anyone has for saving these boys." 

"We might succeed, and we might be able to execute your plan better than you can." 

"You won't, and you can't." I crossed my arms. "I appreciate how hard this is for you. I understand it better than you'll believe. But we both know how this will turn out if you try to get information from me, so we both know you won't." Lim had seen Lobo in action, so even though she had no clue as to just how powerful he was, she understood enough to realize that he could take out her entire team way before I'd break. 

She closed her eyes for a minute. "I hate this." 

"That's a lot to ask, Gunny," Gustafson said. 

I nodded. "It is, and I'm sorry, but it has to be this way." 

"What  can we usefully do?" Schmidt said. 

"Exactly what we discussed before: Keep helping the boys. Prepare them to live normally. Teach them ways to cope with what's happened to them. Do the best you can with the time you have." 

"And when Wylak comes?" she said. "When he shows up way before we can finish with the boys, long before they're ready for reintegration, then what do we do?" 

"Hope my plan works, and follow my lead." 

She shook her head and chuckled. "That's a lousy answer." 

I smiled. "Yeah, but it's the only one I have." 

"We don't have a better option," Gustafson said. "I say we let Moore do his job." 

"Jon played by our rules," Schmidt said, "even when it meant cleaning barracks and walking useless patrols." 

Lim looked over my shoulder at them and nodded. Her shoulders sagged. "It's going to be hard," she said, 

" going about our business as usual while the days fall away, knowing he's coming." 

"The time will pass faster than you'd believe," I said. In that moment, with all of them finally agreeing to let me run my plan, I felt the cost to them and hated that I was making them pay it. I wanted to tell them about the accelerated timetable, to tell them all of it, but I didn't. My reasoning had been sound before. It still was. I had to do everything I could to increase our chances of success, so I stayed quiet as I walked out of the small building and back to Lobo. 

"Look at the bright side," Lobo said over the comm. "You only have to lie to them for six and a half more days." 

  

 

 

Chapter 57 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

By morning, I was going stir-crazy. Lim and all the other adults were angry and frustrated with me. Bony and his friends wanted to fight alongside me, and I didn't know how to dissuade them. Leaving would only bring me trouble. Though most of the complex was wooded, the rebels had cleared it enough that people outside the trees could easily spot others moving around inside them. Remaining in Lobo, however, would drive me insane, because all I could do there was exercise or sleep. I needed to stay busy, or the remaining five full days until Wylak's visit would pass painfully slowly. Staying busy. 

I wasn't the only one with that problem. 

Standing alone in Lobo, staring at nothing and only moments before having felt trapped and frustrated, I now smiled broadly. 

"I'm going to see Lim," I said. "She's going to love this." 

  

"You want to do what?" she said. 

"Lead a bunch of the counselors and as many boys as will join in a work project," I said. 

"That's not what you said before. You said you wanted to cut down a huge square of trees near the gate where Wylak's troops will enter." 

I shrugged. "Same place, different descriptions. We need space for the kids to play in groups. That's a great location." I recalled Long leading the boys in the kick-the-ball game. "And, it'll help build teamwork." 

She took off walking toward the food tent nearest that gate and motioned me to follow. I fell into place beside her. 

"It'll also help pass the remaining time," she said. 

I said nothing. 

"If I ask you if this has anything to do with your plan, you either won't answer me or lie to me, right?" I stayed quiet. 

"Learning to work together in non-violent pursuits is a valid form of therapy for the boys," she said. "Did you know that, were you guessing, or don't you care?" 

I hadn't known more than what Long had told me, but it had seemed only sensible that teaching new skills to the boys would be good. 

"For those who return to farming," she said, "knowing how to clear land is a very useful skill on such a heavily forested planet." 

"Yes," I said. I motioned to her to stop. "We'd clear from here all the way over to the barracks, and go back into the woods about a hundred and fifty meters. The physical labor would be good for all of us, boys and counselors alike. When we finished, we'd have a great clear space." I smiled. "Plus, using cutting tapes to drop the trees would be a lot of fun." 

"I could shoot down some of them," Lobo said. "Put a twig on the ground, and I could drop a tree on it." I ignored him. 

"So, what do you think?" I said. "I need your approval and the help of the counselors to make it happen." She chuckled. "When we're done on Tumani, you're going to explain all this to me." 

"If any explanation is necessary," I said, "sure, I'll provide it. What do you say?" 

"You can do it," she said. "I'll call a meeting of the team leads for right after breakfast. When do you want to start?" 

"As soon as you've told them," I said. I pointed at the trees in front of us. "We have a lot of work to do." 

  

"It would be a lot more efficient to measure and calculate the angles first," Gustafson said, "and then drop them in bunches." 

"Since when do you know about clearing forests?" Schmidt said. Her smile was the biggest I'd seen on her in a long time. 

"Since I was a boy about the age of these here," he said. "There's a lot about my past you don't know." 

"Are we going to take down this tree," Bony said, "or try to talk it into falling?" We all laughed. 

Though most of the boys had ignored our invitation, Bony and five of his friends had wandered over to see what we were going to do. 

"We're going to take it down," I said, "and I'm even going to let you trigger the cutting tapes—" Bony reached for the remote, but I didn't give it to him. "—on one condition." He pulled back his hand. "What's that?" he said. 

"You guys help us cut up and haul off the pieces." 

"That sounds like hard work," he said. 

"It is, but as soon we clear the first one, we're going to try out Top's idea and drop a bunch of them at once." 

"I bet that'll make one big noise, maybe shake the ground," Bony said. 

"I bet it will," I said. 

He looked at his friends. 

They all nodded. 

"Okay," he said. "We'll help. Now, give me that thing. Let's drop that tree!" His friends cheered. 

Gustafson and Schmidt laughed. 

Gustafson tilted his head slightly, absorbed for a second in whatever he was hearing on his comm. "Long says the entire path is clear. Are we going to stand here all day, or are you going to let that young man kick off the project?" 

I smiled and handed Bony the remote. 

He took it and stared intently ahead at the target tree. He lifted the remote over his head and, as his friends cheered, he pressed the button. 

I could barely hear the pop of the cutting tape over the applause of his friends. When nothing happened, however, they fell silent. 

"It didn't work," Bony said. He looked around at all his friends. "We should have known better." 

"Wait for it," I said. The chemicals and the short-duration nanomachines the tape had released would be eating into the wood and creating a cutout area. The tree's weight and gravity would do the rest. "The goal was control, not a big noise." 

"How can we make a big tree fall without an explosion?" Bony said. "Big things take big shots; that's what they taught us." 

With a loud crack, the tree bent and crashed toward the earth. As it fell, it tore off branches of other trees but did not knock over any of them. It hit with a huge thud and bounced twice. Dirt and debris flew from the impact area. 

"I guess they taught you wrong," I said. 

"The trunk covered the target," Lobo said over the comm. "Considering Gustafson applied the tape without the aid of any visible computational devices, that's rather impressive. For a human, of course." Bony and his friends turned away from the tree and faced me. They were all smiling. 

"Let's do another one!" he said. 

"Yeah!" they all cheered. 

"Absolutely," I said, "as soon as we cut up and haul off this one. Ready to get to it?" Bony nodded. 

He and Gustafson and I headed for the top of the tree. 

The others fell in behind us. 

A group of half a dozen boys trotted up to us. "Did you guys do that?" the one in front said. Bony smiled. "Yeah." 

"Can we blow up the next one?" the other kid said. 

Bony shook his head. "We didn't blow it up." He glanced at me. "We used special stuff to make it fall where we wanted it to go. The next one is ours, too—but if you help us with 'em both, you can do the third." He checked with me again. "Right?" 

"Absolutely," I said. 

"Deal," the other kid said. 

Gustafson shook his head and smiled. "Not bad, Moore," he whispered. "Not bad." 

  

"I hope the boys aren't discouraged," I said to Lobo as I walked to the clearing site the next morning. Our crew had stayed small, our tools were basic, and the trees were large, so we had to cut up and haul off about half of the second one before we could drop another. "We didn't get as far as I'd hoped yesterday." 

"I don't think you need to worry about team morale," Lobo said. 

A few seconds later, I heard boys shouting and laughing. When I passed the last of the buildings between me and the half-demolished tree, I saw the source of the sounds: almost three dozen boys stood in two groups facing one another, pointing fingers and laughing and occasionally kicking balls back and forth. Long stood behind one of the sets of boys; Gustafson paced beside the one that included Bony. 

"About time you got here," Bony said. "These fools think they can take us." I looked first at Gustafson and then at Long, but neither one offered any explanation. 

"Huh?" I finally said. 

Bony pointed at the group opposite him. "These guys sleep in the dorms two over from ours. They don't know anything about clearing trees—" 

Boos and shouts of "Yeah we do!" from the other boys drowned out his voice for a moment. 

"—but they think they do," Bony said, when the others were quiet again. "They've challenged us to see who could cut up and haul off the most wood today." 

"We have enough of the autocarts for everyone to stay busy," Long said, "though our team may move so fast that we have to borrow some of yours." 

"Not a chance," Gustafson said. 

I smiled. "Only one way to settle this," I said. I walked along the downed tree and subvocalized, "Tell me when I'm halfway—by mass, not length." 

After ten more steps, Lobo said over the comm, "Stop. You're there." I drew a line in the sand and pointed at the meter-thick trunk. "Put a mark here, at the halfway line for what's left of this one." I pointed at Long. "You guys, head up tree to my right; that's your half. The rest of you, take the bottom." 

"That's not fair," Bony said. "We have the thicker part." 

"Yeah, but it's shorter," I said, "and besides, do you really think these guys can compete with you?" He nodded. "No way. You're right: It doesn't matter what part we have." The two groups of boys drifted into position. 

"Ready?" I said. 

Both Gustafson and Long nodded. The boys cheered. 

"Let the cutting begin!" I said. 

  

Over a hundred boys showed up to work the next morning. At least another hundred milled around the edges of the small deforested area and watched while pretending to be doing other things. We'd taken out quite a few trees, but the more I looked at the forest and thought about all those boys, the more I believed we needed a much, much bigger clearing. 

"What do you say we drop a lot of them today?" I said to Gustafson. 

"Definitely!" said Bony, who had taken to following me around in breaks and when we were rigging the trees to fall. "How many could we bring down at once?" 

I shrugged and looked at Gustafson. 

"We have dozens of cutting tapes," he said, "so we could create a huge pile of trunks. We might even get lucky and have some falling trees take out others." 

"Could set off all of them at once?" I said. 

"Let's do that!" Bony said. "That would be amazing!" 

Gustafson shook his head. "We could, but preparing them would be a lot of work." 

"So let's do all we can," I said. 

He shook his head again. "It could take me hours to get a large batch ready. This crowd—" he waved to take in all the boys "—doesn't look like it wants to wait." 

"That stuff is safe without the trigger, right?" I said. 

"You know it is," he said. "No trigger, no problem." 

"Let's team each counselor with a group of boys and have those groups prep the trees. All you'll have to do is inspect the work and hold the trigger." 

Gustafson smiled. "That many trees falling at once would be a beautiful thing to see." 

"So you'll do it?" Bony said. 

"Yes," he said. "I will." He scanned the area until he saw Long. "Get all the free counselors you can," he yelled, "and double-time it to me." 

Long's back stiffened by reflex at the order. For a second, it looked as if he was going to salute, but he relaxed, smiled, and said, "Will do." 

  

"Cutting and hauling isn't as much fun as cutting down," Bony said. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and checked the darkening sky. "I am way past ready for dinner. I don't care what they make; I'm going to eat a lot of it." 

All the boys near him murmured in agreement. 

I loaded the last log the hauler in front of us could handle. It rolled off to the rear edge of the complex. We had so much wood stacked back there that some of the boys had said we could have rebuilt their villages with it. 

I straightened and looked around. All but ninety or so of the boys had shown up this morning; the news of Gustafson's mass tree-dropping had attracted a lot of the kids. Today, though, had been only hard labor: chopping and stripping and hauling, working the power saws and every other tool we had until we all ached. I'd expected to lose most of the boys as the day wore on, but only a few dozen had given up. We grown-ups stayed, and the kids stayed with us. I was amazed to see how much work over four hundred people could accomplish even with the primitive tools we had. We'd be ready to take down another large batch of trees tomorrow. 

Lim appeared at the edge of the clearing closest to the barracks. 

A moment later, the dinner call sounded. 

Kids and grown-ups alike cheered it. 

"You guys are amazing!" Gustafson yelled. He pointed at the large, flat area we'd created. "Great work!" I nodded and smiled. "He's right: You are amazing! Thank you! Thank you, all!" About half of the boys cheered themselves. The rest were already walking toward the food tents. Most stretched as they walked. All of us were stiff and sore from a long day of work. I headed for dinner. I was hungry enough to eat two meals. 

Bony stayed beside me. "How you eat so much and not get fat is a mystery," he said. 

"You've seen how hard I work," I said. "Nothing mysterious about it." Having a body laced with nanomachines that would never let me gain weight also didn't hurt, but I was confident that with this work regimen I was legitimately earning my calories. 

"I ate like you," he said, "and my belly would look like it was hiding a ball." I laughed. "I am about twice your size." 

"Yeah," he said, "but you're old." 

I laughed again. "I am that." 

As we drew near to Lim, she said, "Moore, got a minute?" 

"Sure," I said. 

Bony stopped and stared at her. "You want me to stay, Jon?" he said. I touched his shoulder lightly. "No need. You go on. I'll catch up to you in a few minutes. You save me some of that food?" 

He smiled. "You better move fast if you expect to eat! We have a powerfully hungry crew." 

"I will." 

Lim led me a few meters away from the stream of boys and waited until Bony was out of earshot. "You're making them so hungry we're going to run out of food earlier than we planned." I shrugged. "We're fine for at least a couple of months, right?" 

She nodded. 

"So that's the least of our problems. What do you really want?" 

She pointed at the clearing. "If Wylak decides to bring in his troops, they now have many more landing options than before." 

"True," I said, "but do you honestly believe getting people into here has ever been his main concern? If he wants to send soldiers, he can march them up that road, let them shoot at us from hovering ships, or do pretty much anything else they want. If he wanted them to land inside here, they would just blast the trees first—which would be dangerous for all of us." 

She sighed. "You're right. I just wish I understood what was going on." 

"I know," I said, "and I'm sorry." 

She stared at me in silence for a long time. 

I didn't look away. 

Finally, she said, "You better know what you're doing, Moore." She waved toward the boys still visible to us. "You're playing with precious lives." 

I had nothing new to say. I was making the best decisions I could with the data I had. That was all I could do. 

"Okay," she said. She forced a smile. "Let's go get some dinner before the rest of them eat it all." 

  

Gusts of wind whipped leaves and branches and sawdust around and onto us constantly. Storm clouds had rolled over us at mid-day, but we'd kept working. Now, though, the fog of swirling debris was so thick that I was beginning to think we'd have to stop. 

Lightning arced somewhere outside the complex. Thunder followed a few seconds later. The sky darkened. 

"Rain comes, we stop," Bony said. Though at least half of the boys had abandoned the job since the weather had turned wild, Bony had kept at it, yelling at those who left and never letting anyone near him stop. "Right?" 

"We should power down and put away the tools and haulers now," Gustafson said. He was finishing loading some logs a few meters away. "These machines are old enough that we shouldn't trust their waterproofing." 

Thunder rumbled again. 

I scanned the sky. Clouds like nighttime camo cloth covered us as far in every direction as I could see. 

"Yeah," I said. 

"Bring in all the gear and machines!" Gustafson yelled. "It's time to stop." The boys cheered. Most of the noise they made vanished in a wave of thunder. 

"You don't have much time, Jon," Lobo said over the comm. "If keeping those machines dry matters, you better get them under cover quickly." 

"Let's move!" I said. "Send everything into the sheds." 

We sent Gustafson's hauler, full load and all, back to its home at its quickest pace. The boys were now used to working with it, so they stepped out of its way before it was within its two-meter sensor range of them. Other haulers rolled after it. Boys and counselors jogged with cutters toward the equipment buildings. I ran the perimeter of the clearing looking for tools we might have missed, but the clean-up teams had been thorough, and I found nothing. 

I turned toward the center of the large area and jogged through it, doing one last check. I couldn't help but smile; the boys and the counselors had done a very good job and become a decent work team in a few short days. 

All the people hauling gear came running back to the clearing. 

"Anything else?" a few of them called. 

"Not that I can see," I said. "I think we just—" 

I could barely hear my own words as another blast of thunder hit us at the same moment as the clouds pounded us with rain. It fell hard and fast and steady, pushing the airborne debris to the ground and soaking us in seconds. Dust and dirt ran down my arms and face. The rain obscured the features of anyone more than ten meters away. 

A boy laughed. 

Another joined him. 

I spotted Bony and Gustafson off to my right. Bony had turned his face to the water and was smiling and shaking his head and drinking and laughing. 

Gustafson stared at the boy as if he were crazy, but then a smile came over the man's face, too, and he laughed and tilted his head upward. He held his arms out to his sides and let the rain pelt him and laughed and laughed and laughed. 

I followed his lead and looked to the heavens. Drops hit my eyes and my mouth. After all the work, it felt so wonderfully good that I couldn't help but smile. 

I glanced around. Everywhere counselors and boys alike stood in the rain and let it wash away the dirt and the twigs and the leaves and the dust. Some laughed; some were silent. Some danced, spinning and jumping as if listening to music; others stood as still as if the water had turned them to stone. Some rolled on the ground and covered themselves in mud; others pointed at them and laughed—and then joined them. 

More boys ran into the clearing. 

A wave of adults and still more boys followed them. 

Bony walked over to me and motioned me to bend closer. 

I did. 

He blew a mouthful of water into my face and ran away laughing. 

I shook my head to clear my eyes and gave chase. In a few seconds, I pulled alongside him, but before I could grab him, he juked to the right. When I tried to make the same maneuver, I slipped and fell. I hit on my left shoulder and rolled and ended up on my back, staring at the sky, soaked and covered in mud. Bony ran to me. "Are you okay?" 

I cupped my hand to my ear. 

When he bent closer and opened his mouth to speak, I grabbed his arm and pulled him to the ground. 

"Got you!" I said. 

He shook his head, rolled onto his back, and laughed. 

I joined him. The storm poured on us. All around us, boys and men and women danced and stood and laughed and talked in the pounding rain. For a short time, there was nothing else in the world, no threats or danger or worries, just rain and laughter and a pure and silly happiness that filled me completely and washed away everything that was not right there with us right then. 

  

"Any updates?" I said to Lobo when I returned later. I tracked mud and water everywhere I went, Lobo's small cleaning bots following me like pets hoping I'd drop some food. 

"Nothing," Lobo said. "Wylak is sticking to the new schedule. All of Maggie's data drops are empty." 

"Two more days. That's all we have." 

"Yes." 

"And if we have to fight?" I said. "How long will we last?" 

"I don't know," Lobo said, "but I can tell you this: Between how deeply I've infiltrated their defense systems and how much better armed I am than their first-line ships, even if we lose, we'll do a lot of damage before we fall." 

"But we will lose," I said. "It's not an 'if;' it's a when." 

"The odds are indeed greatly against us," Lobo said. "There's always a chance they'll back down long enough to buy us more time, maybe enough time to save some of the boys." I shook my head at the thought of having to pick which boys to take away and which to leave. I didn't have a clue how to make that choice. I didn't know how anyone could. 

"Let's hope Jack pulls it off," I said. 

  

"The haulers can't handle this much mud," Gustafson said. The rain had continued throughout the night and had stopped only half an hour earlier. We stood at the edge of the giant flat space and watched as the first full haulers tried with little success to make their way across it. "They've already done better than I'd expected from such cheap gear. If we keep pushing them, though, they're going to burn out their drive trains." 

Cut logs lined the left side of the clearing. Branches and twigs and leaves coated the center, each green bit vibrant against the dark, almost black mud. 

I studied the rough dirt rectangle we'd created. The borders were far from perfectly smooth, but they definitely looked man-made and as if someone had planned them. We could do better, though. 

"Send them back," I said. "We don't need to take down any more trees. We don't even need to move any more of the logs to the back of the complex." 

"We're going to leave them there?" Gustafson said. "That's good wood. If we don't stack it, it'll rot." 

"No, we're not going to let them sit. We're going to use them." 

"For what?" he said. 

"To outline the clearing, so it has a nice, straight border." 

Gustafson stepped closer to me, studied my face for a few seconds, and said, "Are you feeling okay?" 

"I am," I said. "I really am." 

"And why are we going to build this border?" 

I smiled. "Because it'll be pretty." I closed my eyes for a few seconds and pictured it, opened them, and looked around once more. I nodded to myself. "It'll look very nice indeed." 

"And why do we care about how it looks?" he said. 

"Nice idea," Lobo said over the comm. "As an old Earth artist once said, 'Beauty is truth, truth beauty.' A very nice touch indeed." 

Rather than try to respond to Lobo, I focused on Gustafson and said, "Because beauty is truth." He shook his head, chuckled, and whispered, "It's your show, Gunny—but you  are going to explain this to me one day." 

I nodded. "If need be," I said, "I certainly will." 

He headed off toward a team of boys loading a hauler. "Let's stop with those machines! Gather around, everybody. We're going to do something a little different today." 

  

Heralds of gold and white light were announcing the dawn when I hit the clearing the next morning. The jungle soil had soaked up the rain and dried completely. The lines of logs that separated the trees from the large open space ran straight and true and transformed the area from a bald spot in the forest into a construct that people had intentionally created. I walked the perimeter and occasionally smiled and nodded in satisfaction; we'd done far better than I'd had any right to expect. 

"The boys did good work," Gustafson said from the corner ten meters ahead of me, where he stood watching me. 

"Everyone did." 

"Mostly them, though," he said. 

"Mostly them." 

"It gives you hope, doesn't it? If they can work this well together, with no fights, then they can do other things without fighting." 

"Yes, it does," I said. "I'm not competent to assess their progress, but they sure seem to me to have come a long way." 

Schmidt strolled into view behind Gustafson. "They have," she said. "They're not done, though; they need more time before we can put them into new homes." 

"Let's hope they get it," I said. 

"Now that we've congratulated ourselves on completing this project," Gustafson said, "would you mind telling us exactly what we've built and why?" 

I smiled. "There's one little problem with that request, Top." 

"What's that?" he said. 

"We're not done." 

He shook his head and chuckled. "I should have known. So now what do we have to do? Rake the dirt? 

Plant some flowers." 

"No," I said, "nothing as pedestrian as that." I clapped him on the back. "We're going to persuade Lim to let us throw a really big party." 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 58 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"You're kidding me, right?" Lim said. "You decided my life wasn't stressful enough, so you thought you'd start off my day with a little joke." 

"No," I said, "I'm not kidding. I want us to prepare for a party, a huge one, and I need your help to make it happen." 

"Exactly what do we have to party about?" Lim said. She stepped from behind her desk and walked so close to me that I could smell the sour residue of sleep on her breath. "You know what's going to happen in a couple of weeks when Wylak shows up. You know we're not ready. We have nothing to celebrate." 

"This has gone far enough, Gunny," Gustafson said from behind me. "It's time for you to leave." I ignored him and focused on Lim. "We have plenty of cause for celebration. You, all of you, have made great progress with the boys. They've spent most of the past week showing they can work together and not fight. Everyone here is on edge, which is another good reason to do something fun." 

"You're not going to tell me what this is really about, are you?" she said. 

"I am telling you: I want the boys to spend today getting the new field ready for a big party. I need your approval to make it all happen." 

She stared at me for a long time. "That's it? That's all you're going to say." I nodded. "I want them to spend today preparing for a party tomorrow. In fact, I want us all doing that. We should thank them for all their work, and they should thank you. I know we have educational supplies and paints and paper and spare fabric; let's put some of that stuff to a fun use. I'm picturing one side of the clearing lined with thank-you signs from the boys, and the other with similar banners from the counselors. You get the cooks to prepare a lot of extra food for lunch tomorrow, and we'll be set." 

"Why now?" she said. "Why tomorrow for the party?" 

"We finished clearing and bordering the field yesterday," I said, "so that activity is over. I don't want to lose the energy and teamwork we have, so a party seemed like a perfect way to keep it going a little longer. It'll take a day to make all the party preparations, but we can make that day be fun in its own right. That's it." 

"Is something else happening today?" she said. "Tomorrow? 

I'd known she would ask this question, so I'd rehearsed mentally so many times that the lie came out as smoothly as everything else I'd told her. "Party prep is today. The party is tomorrow—if you allow it. That's it." 

"So do I need to put the whole staff on alert for the next two days?" Lim said. I kept my tone the same as I said, "No." That was the worst thing she could do. Her surprise at Wylak's visit had to be genuine, or he would know something was going on. "No, you do not." I shrugged and said, "Look, if you don't want to do this, say so, and we won't. I don't, though, see any harm in keeping the boys busy for another day or in having a big party." 

"Most of them have enjoyed clearing the field," Schmidt said from behind me, "and they've worked really hard at it. It's been decent therapy for them. A party would be a nice way to thank them for all that work." 

"Work on taking down perfectly good trees to create a big flat stretch of ground we don't need," Gustafson said. 

"All of this is beside the point," Lim said. She pointed at me. "He's misdirecting us every chance he gets. We all know he's planning something, and somehow everything he's doing is tied to it. We also know he's not going to tell us. We've agreed that torturing him to get the answer isn't a viable option—though sometimes I regret that decision." She turned and went back to her desk. "At least this would keep the boys focused on non-destructive tasks." 

She sat and faced us. "Moore, we'll give you what you want." 

She waved us all to go. 

As I stepped through the doorway, she said, "Moore." 

I turned around. 

"I know I keep repeating this," she said, "but I can't tell if you really understand me. You better know what you're doing. These boys are amazing, and unless your mystery plan works, soon Wylak is going to take them away." 

"I know," I said. "I do understand." 

  

"Make signs?" Bony said. "You want us to paint signs?" 

"Yes," I said. "Thank-you signs. Little ones and big ones, some like giant banners. Lots of them, hundreds of them, one from each of you if we can manage it, maybe even more." 

"Hundreds of them?" another boy said. "Why?" 

"To thank the counselors for all they've done for you." 

Bony faced Gustafson and Schmidt and Long and all the others standing off to the side. "Do you guys want those signs?" 

"Not really," Gustafson said. "It's his idea; don't blame us." 

"The whole point is to decorate for the party," I said. I stepped back to get a broader view of the growing crowd of boys. "We're going to have a huge party tomorrow, right here in the clearing that you guys created. I thought it would look amazing to tack thank-you signs to all the trees around the perimeter." Bony shook his head. 

A lot of the boys stared at me as if I were insane. 

"There's something you're not telling us," Bony said. 

"What would it cost you to make the signs and put them up? How could it hurt?" 

"You want us to spend a whole day on it," another boy said. "That's a lot of time, a lot of work." 

"Yeah, but it's a day you wouldn't have to listen to the grown-ups talk to you, a day without any classes, a day doing easy stuff." 

A murmur of agreement swept through a lot of the boys. 

"And what will they be doing?" Bony said. 

"Making signs to thank you," Schmidt said. 

"For what?" a boy off to my left called out. 

"No one thing," Schmidt said. "For trying, for working so hard, for everything." Bony walked up to me. "I'm trusting you, big man," he whispered. He turned and faced all the other boys. 

"So let's make thank-you signs," he shouted. "It's not like we have anything better to do." He pointed to the adults. "If that's all it takes to get them to give us a party, it's a pretty good deal." A lot of boys nodded and stepped forward. 

After a few seconds, more followed. 

Bony walked over to Schmidt. "Show me how to do this," he said. 

She smiled and said, "My pleasure." 

Counselors spread among the boys. 

As Gustafson passed me, he paused and said, "I feel like a damn fool idiot. You know that, right?" I nodded. "So do I." 

He headed to his group. 

"They're all trusting you," Lobo said over the comm. "Amazing." 

"I'm doing my best," I subvocalized. 

"I know," he said. "Before you ask, no, there's no word from Jack and no sign of him or Maggie." 

"But there wouldn't be," I said, "not yet, would there?" 

"Probably not," Lobo said, "not if he was able to make it all work out." 

"So there's still hope," I said. 

"Yes." 

I glanced at the sky and hoped that Jack had been able to execute our plan, that he and Maggie would show up on time, that I wasn't making these boys spend their last safe day doing something that might never make sense to them, that they wouldn't ever be soldiers again—either for Wylak or with me in a battle against him. 

Tomorrow morning, I'd find out if my hopes would come true. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 59 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

As everyone else headed to dinner and the sun dropped behind the horizon, I surveyed the clearing for the last time. All around its perimeter, trees hosted signs shouting "Thank you!" in words big and small, on single sheets and multi-page assemblages, in red and black and green and blue and purple and gold and many other colors. 

We were done. 

Long and a few of the counselors called to me to join them for dinner, but I waved them off. I'd kept myself cheerful in front of everyone for the entire day. I couldn't do it any longer. I headed to Lobo. I'd eat a little and get as much rest as I could. 

One way or another, in the morning I'd need it. 

  

That night, I dreamed. 

At first, I was aware I was dreaming, but that awareness faded as the vision grew increasingly vivid and the dreamscape coalesced around me. I stood outside the complex, the morning sun bright and the air still chilled from the night. I was on the road, but this one ran downhill straight to the sea, which tossed and churned as if in the grip of a storm. The sky directly overhead was clear, but dark gray clouds blanketed the ocean. I glanced behind me at the complex, and it now rose in terraces on the side of the mountain at the center of Dump. Gone were the trees of Tumani; in their place jutted sharp outcroppings of polished stone only a shade darker than the sand. 

I closed my eyes, confused at what I saw. 

When I opened them again, soldiers standing ten abreast filled the road in front of me. Only twenty meters separated us. All of them pointed rifles at me. Hovering on either side of them was a line of shuttles like the one that had brought me to Dump. 

I heard movement behind me and checked there again. 

To my right, two lines of boys stretched as far up the mountain as I could see. At the heads of the lines, Bony and Nagy pulled rifles and pistols and spears and sticks and knives from open wooden boxes and handed them as fast as they could to the front boys, who passed the weapons up the line. Lim and Schmidt and Gustafson and Long and all the other counselors stood farther to the side, shaking their heads and checking their own weapons. 

To my left, Bob and Alex and Han fought with a huge guard, a man wearing an Aggro uniform and standing easily eight feet tall. They struggled to stop him from pointing his rifle at them. Benny, his discarded cart behind him, clung with his front flippers to the guard's left boot and kept biting the man's leg. Jennie held the other leg and tried to stop the man from walking, but he moved with ease, attacking my three friends as if neither she nor Benny were there at all. 

"You're done, Moore," a voice said. 

When I faced front again, Wylak stood only two meters away. The first rank of soldiers was only a meter behind him. On either side of him stood two more of the giant Aggro guards. They smiled and shook their heads as if laughing at the weak anger of a child. 

"You let them down," Wylak said. "They counted on you, they bet everything on you, and you let them down." 

"No," I said. 

"Oh, yes," Wylak said. 

The guards nodded their agreement. 

"You always do," he said. 

The guards nodded again. 

Behind me, Benny screamed, "I'm sorry!" 

A shot pierced the day. 

I turned in time to see Bob fall. 

Alex and Han pushed upward on the rifle, trying to save themselves. 

Wylak stepped closer and slapped me. "What made you think one stupid boy could help them? If it weren't for you, we might have been able to let them live, to give them at least a chance at survival as they fought the rebels. Now, though—" he paused and shrugged "—we're going to have to kill them all." 

"No," I said. "You don't have to do that. Leave them alone. Leave them all alone." He slapped me again. "Or what?  You'll stop us. One scared pathetic boy?" I glanced at my body and saw my sixteen-year-old self, lean from my time on Dump and lacking the muscle I later gained. 

Another shot rang out. 

A scream followed it. 

I looked over my shoulder and saw Alex go down, blood geysering out of his neck. 

"Please," I said. Tears poured down my cheeks. "Please stop. Let them alone." Wylak laughed. "It's too late for that, Moore. If they'd never involved you, maybe they could have lived, but not now, not what with all that you've done." He put his hand on my neck and pulled me so close I could see the hairs in his nose as he grew a meter taller and towered over me. "This is on you." I fell to my knees. "No!" I screamed. 

"Jon!" 

The cry came from behind me. Benny and Han and Jennie were screaming my name. The guard had swatted away Han and was pointing his rifle at Benny. 

"Big man!" Bony called. 

A line of soldiers marched past me and aimed their weapons at the boys. 

Nagy charged them with a spear. 

The soldiers opened fire. Even after Nagy fell, they kept shooting. The bullets ripped through his body and drove into the sand. 

I stared at Wylak, hoping I could find a way to get him to stop, but he wasn't even looking at me. He stepped to the side and motioned the troops to proceed. 

I pounded the sand in front of me with my fists. 

"No!" I said. 

More shots sounded. 

The soldiers marched on. 

"No!" I said again. I hit the sand once more, grabbed some with each hand, and rubbed it on my face. I mixed it with my tears and willed my nanomachines to use the sand to make more of themselves. I instructed them to target the guards and the soldiers and Wylak. Small gray clouds formed in front of me, grew rapidly, and spread like whirlwinds sweeping upward from my eyes, upward and outward, racing from me in all directions. 

They made contact with the soldiers. 

The men swatted and screamed and fired but could do nothing as the nanomachines converted their bodies into more nanomachines and moved on, each person transforming ever more rapidly into a part of the cloud that swept over the land, a mist of charging death darker than the sky over the ocean. In seconds, the soldiers were gone, but the nanomachine swarm kept moving, consuming everyone and everything in its path. Benny and Jennie vanished. The corpses of my dead friends disappeared, as did Bony and Nagy, Lim and Gustafson. Everyone and everything turned into part of the ever-growing dull gray cloud as the darkness from within me fanned across the island. 

When all that remained was the sand and the rocky husk of Dump and the buildings and walls of the complex, the nanoclouds dissolved and fell to the sand like black rain. 

"No!" I screamed. "I didn't mean—" I spun around and around, hoping to see someone, anyone, still alive, but everywhere the world was still and dead. "No! I thought I could—" 

  

I sat upright in my cot, soaked in sweat, my mouth open in a silent scream, my training too good to let me make a sound, though my neck was so taut with the effort of containment that it ached. 

"You better get over whatever you were dreaming," Lobo said, "because it's time. Wylak is on the move and two hours away." 

The lights came up. 

I swiveled my legs to the floor and gripped the edge of my cot. I willed my heart to beat less frantically and breathed slowly and deeply through my nose. 

I wouldn't fight. I knew it now. No matter how much I might posture, the risk to the boys was too great. Lobo and I would probably win for a while, but in the end we'd lose, and the casualties along the way would be enormous. 

I also couldn't bear to let them down. 

I needed Jack and Maggie. 

"We have another problem," Lobo said, "one we hadn't anticipated." 

  

 

 

 

 

Chapter 60 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"What?" I said. We'd always faced the risk that Jack and Maggie might not be able to execute the plan, but I'd been confident that the plan itself was sound, that as long as there was enough time it would work. 

"Wylak has jammed all transmissions. Nothing electronic is getting in or out of here." 

"How?" 

"Two ships hovering a few klicks off the north and south sides of the complex have thrown an electronic net over us." 

If Jack and Maggie were successful, this wouldn't matter, though it would make coordination with them difficult. "What about ground-to-ground comms?" 

"They'll work," Lobo said. "All my sensors in the area are still transmitting. The ships threw the blanket on us a little over two hours ago, but they're flying high enough that as long as we don't need to bounce off a sat, we can talk." 

"Two hours ago?" I stood. "Why didn't you wake me?" 

"To what end?" Lobo said. "So you could lose sleep while we argued pointlessly?" 

"You're right," I said. "Sorry. It just means that coordination with Jack will be tougher." 

"We'll hear him once he's under five hundred feet and our comm link takes over," Lobo said. 

"I assume no word from him prior to the blackout." 

"You assume correctly," Lobo said. "You know I would have told you." I nodded. "I do. I'm just thorough by habit." 

"I know," Lobo said. "This isn't our first mission. In the same spirit, let me point out that I could easily shoot down those ships." 

"And give away your capabilities and provoke Wylak into stronger actions and almost certainly push us into a fight with him." Images of the dead from the dream lingered vividly in my mind. "No. I know you could, but no." 

"As I said, like you I was simply being thorough." 

"So we proceed as planned," I said. "We're functioning with less data, but the situation is the same: We meet with Wylak, hope that Jack and Maggie make it and that they're ready, and if they're not, we surrender the boys or start a war." 

"Correct," Lobo said, "but since when has reason stopped you from fretting?" 

"When it's go time," I said, "and you know it." I stretched and started getting ready. I wanted to look right when we greeted Wylak. 

"Your first morning meeting will be starting early," Lobo said. 

"What? Wylak is arriving earlier than he said?" 

"Not that meeting," Lobo said. "Wylak wouldn't come at night because it would make his visit appear too aggressive. I'm talking about the meeting you're about to have with Lim. Her team's comms are buzzing. One of her communication monitors noticed the blackout and woke her. She'll be here soon." 

"This isn't going to be fun," I said. 

  

"Come in," I said as Lobo slid a side hatch open, "and stop banging on my ship. All you'll do is hurt your hand." 

Lim glared at me and stormed inside Lobo. 

He closed the hatch behind her, stranding Long and another counselor outside. 

"What do you know—" she said. 

"—about the communications blackout?" I smiled. "Everything that matters. I think—" 

"I don't care what you think!" she said. She stepped closer to me. "Tell me what's going on!" 

"What I was about to say is that I think it's time for me to explain a few things." 

"If you brief her on the entire situation now," Lobo said privately, "you still risk all the same problems as before. There's too much that could still go wrong." 

I turned and walked toward the pilot area. As I did, I subvocalized to Lobo, "I know." Lim followed me without saying anything else. When we reached Lobo's front, she leaned against the near wall, crossed her arms, and said, "I'm waiting." 

"Two small Tumani government ships are hovering about five hundred feet above the ground a few klicks away from our north and south perimeters. They're jamming all transmissions in and out of this place." 

"How do you have this information?" 

Lim already knew more about Lobo's capabilities than I found comfortable, so I said, "Intel sources transmitted it right before the ships cut us off from the world." 

She pushed off the wall. "And you decided to keep this to yourself instead of telling us?" I held up my hands and said, "No. I didn't actually see the data until a few minutes ago. By the time I was ready to go outside, you were already here." 

"What else?" 

I shrugged. "That's it."  For now, I thought but did not say. She was silent for a few seconds. "Tell me if I'm missing something. You got out of bed more than two hours earlier than any of us have ever seen you out and around. Intelligence sources you won't name sent you a warning about a communications blackout, but Lobo chose not to wake you with the news. Is that about right?" 

I nodded. "That covers it." 

"How stupid does that tale sound to you?" Lim said. "I can't decide whether to be angrier about your lies or about your belief that I'm dumb enough to buy that weak crap." 

I smiled despite myself. "Fair enough," I said. "It's not the whole story." 

"Obviously." Lim stared at me, waiting for me to continue. 

"You know you have to stall her long enough that her team can't make any serious preparations," Lobo said. "Wylak has to believe we're surprised. We have a hundred minutes left, more than enough time for her to ruin that illusion." 

I bent my head and subvocalized, "No. He has to know we'd twig to the blackout." 

"Well?" Lim said. 

"It's still too risky," Lobo said. 

I nodded, hoping Lobo would take it as a response to him, and looked at Lim again. "You're right," I said. 

"We need to talk, but not just us, not here, and not on an empty stomach. Can you call Gustafson and Schmidt to your HQ, have someone bring us some food, and have people you completely trust—maybe Long?—keep the boys away from that place long enough that we can have a truly private conversation?" Her face tightened. "You don't command me or my staff, Moore. You tell me, and I'll decide what to do with the information." 

I shook my head. "This is not a contest. I don't want to command anyone. You said you'd trust me, and you've done so. All I'm doing is asking you to trust me a little longer. That's it." We stared at each other for a bit. 

She shook her head and smiled slightly. "Why do I put up with you?" I smiled in return. "Because you know I'll do everything in my power to come through for you." 

"Breakfast? You want to eat now?" 

"Yes," I said, "I do. Please." 

She shook her head and headed toward the hatch. I heard it open at her approach and followed her. As she was about to step outside, she faced me and said, "Be there in fifteen, and after we eat, we talk. One way or another, we  will talk." 

  

Chapter 61 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

The food was already on Lim's desk when I arrived. The meal wasn't much—chunks of bread, a hunk of cheese, some cured meat, and a pitcher of water—but I piled a plate and started eating as if it were the best food I'd ever tasted. I chewed each bite slowly, taking my time, letting Wylak draw ever closer, hoping Jack and Maggie were doing the same. 

At first, the other three stared at me as if I had been kidding and couldn't have been planning to eat, but after half a dozen slow bites, Gustafson shrugged, filled a plate, and ate a bite of bread. Schmidt followed a few seconds later. Finally, Lim gave in and got her own food. 

After a few minutes, I set my plate on Lim's desk. Before she could yell at me, I said, "For Long." I assembled a little of everything and took it outside where Long was leaning against the wall to the right of the doorway. 

"We'll be eating for a few minutes," I said, "so you might as well do the same. Once we start talking, though, I'd appreciate it if you'd keep circling this building and make sure we continue to be alone." He took the plate, nodded, and said, "You bet. Thanks." 

Even eating slowly, I could kill only so much time. The others finished, pushed away their plates, leaned back, and stared at me. 

"About seventy-five minutes until Wylak is due," Lobo said over the comm, "though from some movement I'm detecting in the troops down the road, he may be running a bit early." I closed my eyes for a second and focused on staying calm. If Wylak was early, I'd have to stall until either Jack and Maggie arrived or it was clear they weren't coming. As long as the Senator didn't beat his schedule by too much, I should be fine. 

I opened my eyes again, picked up the last piece of cheese from my plate, and ate it. 

"Okay," I said, "let me tell you what I know." I turned to the door and said, "Long, time to earn that breakfast." 

"Doing it," he said. "I'll yell if I anyone comes close." As soon as I turned back to her, Lim said, "  All of what you know?" I smiled. "You know I've been around, so that would take a lot longer than we have. How about I just go over the parts that matter right now?" 

Lim's expression didn't change. She didn't appreciate my humor, but at least she also didn't point out the potential lie in what I'd said. She sat and waited. 

"I'll take that as a yes," I said. I took a deep breath and pushed back from the desk; if Lim lunged for me, I wanted room to maneuver. "The short form is this: Wylak is on his way here now." 

"What?" Lim said. She rose. "Why? He's not due for five more days." 

"He decided to make his move earlier." 

"Why bother?" Lim said. "He knows we can't have completed the reintegration training. A few boys ready are close to ready, but not most of them. It's too soon, and he has to be aware that it is." I nodded. "Yes, he is, but that's not the point, and you know it. Once he's gone through the motions of meeting with you, he'll have the proof he wants. He'll return to his colleagues, declare this exercise a failure, and demand custody of the boys." 

"So he can turn them into soldiers again!" Lim smacked the desk with the flat of her hand, and all of our plates shook. "No, he can't do that." 

"Yes, he can," I said, "and he's bringing a lot of the troops that are guarding the road to help make that point." 

"How can you be sure about all this?" Lim said. 

"The same sources that told me about the blackout before you learned about it." 

"How long have you known about Wylak coming early?" Schmidt said. Her voice and expression were completely neutral, but fury showed in her eyes. "How long?" 

I focused on her. "That doesn't matter," I said. She started to speak, but I held up my hand to stop her. "If we in any way let on that we were aware he was coming, he'll realize we have an intel source in his team and change his comm protocols. We have to act surprised and do what we can to show him some boys who are ready for reintegration." 

"Is there any chance he'll throw us out today?" Gustafson said. 

I took a deep breath and nodded. "Yes. He'll have the firepower, and he already has the desire. We have to consider it a possibility." 

"So," Lim said, "you've known for some time—it doesn't matter how long, some time—that Wylak was coming and might take the boys, and you didn't think you should tell us." She leaned closer. "Do you realize what you've done?" 

"Yes," I said. "I've stopped you from doing anything that might endanger either these boys or the only reliable information sources we have—or both." 

"We could have been preparing," Schmidt said. 

"To do what?" I said. 

To Schmidt's credit, despite how upset she was, she considered the question. After a few seconds, she said, "We could have contacted local media or tried to get at least some of the boys off the planet." 

"Lim and I have already been through this," I said, "and I expect she's reviewed the subject with you as well." 

"I have," Lim said. 

Schmidt banged her fist on the desk. "We could have tried to do something!" 

"None of the options available to you would have helped," I said. "Most would have made matters much worse and played right into Wylak's plans." 

"Okay," Lim said, "let's grant that we had no viable alternatives. You said you had a plan, and you said you were working on it. Isn't it about time to brief us on that?" 

"No," I said. "There is absolutely nothing I could say that would help." 

"With all the knowledge you had," Lim said, "why did you have us clear away those trees? Paint those signs and plan a party we'll never be able to hold?" She studied me closely. "Or is all of that part of your plan?" 

I didn't look away as I answered. "The boys learned important lessons. Those activities seemed like a good idea at the time. I still hope for a positive outcome." 

Schmidt looked like she wanted to shoot me. 

Gustafson showed no reaction; he just watched everything. 

Lim fought to control her anger. Her eyes widened slightly and she looked up and to her left; some new tactic was coming. 

"Or am I giving you too much credit?" she said. "Did you even have a plan, or were you simply trying to keep me calm once you knew the situation was hopeless? Were you able to sacrifice all of the boys that coldly? Do none of them mean anything to you?" 

Even though I could tell that she was trying to get to me, I couldn't stop the anger that flooded my body. I ground my teeth and forced myself to take a long, slow breath through my nose before I spoke. "You know me better than that. I appreciate how hard this is for you, but I promise you that continuing to push and attack me is not going to accomplish anything useful." 

"What would you have us do?" Gustafson said. His face now looked as tight as mine felt, but his words came out flat. 

"Keep trusting me," I said. "Carry on as normally as possible until we meet with Wylak. Lim, act surprised when he calls, but don't act stupid; he's too smart not to notice changes in your behavior. Be indignant about the comm blackout, and ask him what he knows about it." I stood. "In other words, act like we never had this talk, which is what I'd wanted in the first place." 

"Where do you think you're going?" Lim said. 

"Out. To clear my head and get ready for our meeting on the road outside the complex." 

"'Our' meeting?" Lim said. "And on the road? Wylak will want to meet with me, not us, and I assume he'll fly in here as usual." 

"You're going to bring me," I said. "He'll wait outside the complex. He'll have troops behind him, lots of them. He'll know what he's started. You've demonstrated enough anger in front of him that he won't want to take the chance that you'll try to hold him hostage, so he'll stay where he feels he's completely safe." I headed for the door. 

Long appeared in the doorway and blocked my path. 

"And if instead I have Long lock you up and meet with Wylak myself?" Lim said. I stepped to the side so I was more than a meter from Long and had clear views of all of them. 

"Say the word," Lobo said, "and I will blow the top off that shack and trank them all." Gustafson stood and stepped closer to Long. 

I glanced at the floor and subvocalized, "Get ready." 

Long angled his body toward me. 

I made eye contact with each of them, Lim last. I stared directly at her. "If you  try to do that," I said, "then you'll have started something you cannot hope to finish, and I'll end up meeting with Wylak on my own. That is not my preference, but I will do whatever I can to save those boys. Letting you detain me and deal with Wylak on your own will hurt them, not help them." 

"Hovering," Lobo said. 

"Your call," I said to Lim. "What'll it be?" 
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"You're not that good," Long said. 

"Son," Gustafson said, his eyes never leaving me, "you'd do well not to speak when you don't know what you're talking about." 

"There are four of us," Long said. "If by some miracle he takes us all, dozens of reinforcements are one call away." 

Lim shook her head slowly and faced Long. "Stand down, Chris. He doesn't need to do more than survive the couple of minutes it would take for his ship to reach us." 

"Less than thirty seconds," Lobo said over my comm. "Would you like me to show them?" 

"No," I subvocalized. 

Long didn't like Lim's order, but he stayed put. 

After a few seconds, she nodded and focused again on me. "You were right a while back," she said, 

"when you realized that I'd brought you along in case things went nonlinear. They have. You say you still have hope, so I'm going to continue to trust you." She glanced briefly at Long. "We're  all going to trust you. So, I'll do as you instructed when Wylak calls, and I'll bring you to the meeting." 

"Thank you," I said. "Now, I need to get ready." 

She tilted her head. Long stepped clear of the doorway. 

"Just one more thing, Moore," Lim said. 

"Yes?" 

"If this ends badly and I find out you were lying, that you never had a real shot at saving these kids, then I'll get my own ships, a lot of them if I have to, more than yours can handle, and I'll find you. You understand?" 

"Yeah," I said. "I'd do the same in your shoes, but it won't come to that." I walked out the door. When I was ten meters away, I said to Lobo, "Tell me you have news from Jack and Maggie." 

"Not yet," Lobo said, "but as I warned, with this blackout we won't know until either they're very close or the time passes and they don't show." 

"Great," I said. "Just wonderful." I glanced backward. No one was anywhere near me. I picked up my pace. "I'm on my way in. Brief me on everything you have on Wylak's movements and the soldiers' 

activities." Lim had yielded mighty quickly. She was probably telling the truth, but she might have been playing me in some way I hadn't yet figured out. Being cautious at this stage of any operation was only prudent. "Monitor everything Lim and her people say. If anything starts to go off track, I want to know about it immediately." 

"Already doing it," Lobo said. "As for Wylak, from what I can pick up of the chatter of the nearby soldiers, he'll reach them about half an hour before the meeting, do a quick review of the goals with the leaders, and ceremoniously lead them up the road to us." 

"Making a show of it suggests that he brought others; he wouldn't bother with the performance if the only observers were the soldiers. Can you tell if he did?" 

"Yes. I haven't been able to hack into his ship, because it's not one he used before. I had tapped into the systems at the government transport station where his staff filed his travel plans. According to the records I received from it before the blackout, he's traveling with three other senators, a general, a couple of media handlers, and two holo recording teams." 

"So all the logs will appear clean and above board," I said, "especially after his people edit the recordings." 

"Update: He contacted Lim and told her he'd arrive in less than an hour." 

"How she'd do?" 

"As well as the extremely brief call permitted," Lobo said. "She protested about the early visit and the blackout. He claimed both were for the safety of the boys. Before she could say anything else, he cut her off." 

"Excellent," I said. "Short is good." 

"Lim wants to talk to you." 

I nodded. 

Her voice filled the front of Lobo. "Wylak will be here within the hour," she said. "He just called. Before you ask, I played it right—not that I had much of a choice, because he disconnected almost immediately." 

"Thank you," I said. 

"So what now?" she said. 

"Make it as much a normal morning as possible, but post a team you trust—preferably including Gustafson and Schmidt—on the exit to the road. I'll meet you there when Wylak is five minutes out." 

"He'll want to come inside." 

"I know, and we'll probably have to let him, but we'll start out stalling." 

"How long do you expect to be able to do that?" 

"Nothing from Jack and Maggie," Lobo said privately. 

"I'm not sure," I said to Lim. "I figure we'll do our best." 

"Lovely," Lim said. "Out." 

 Jack, I thought,  I sure hope you make it.  
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On the road outside the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

I'd worried that Wylak might bring only a few soldiers, try to play it conservative lest his force look overpowering. 

I needn't have worried. 

Lim and I watched from a meter outside the doorway to the road as row after row of soldiers marched toward us. Wylak and his entourage rode in an open hoversled in front of the troops, moving so slowly that the marching men and women had no trouble keeping up. 

"Why so many?" Lim asked. 

"It allows him to send three messages at once," I said. "First, to the Tumani citizens who will watch the holos, he is showing that the nation's army is strong enough to be able to spare forces even as the war with the rebels rages. Second, he's making the points that the sixty of us are nowhere near enough to handle five hundred boys, that he understands this fact, and that, unlike us, he is able to staff appropriately. And third, of course, he's showing us that fighting him would end badly." 

"None of them are heavily armored," Lobo said over the comm, "and none of them are carrying any surface-to-air weapons. As long as you let me kill them, it doesn't need to end at all badly for us. I could shoot them all in minutes; the mines will take care of any that try to get away." 

"I don't plan to let it get to that," I subvocalized. 

One of the holo teams in Wylak's transport turned to face us, no doubt recording our every move. Their directional mics would be able to capture our words when the hoversled shut down, but for now they couldn't hear us. 

I raised my hand as if covering a cough and said, "They're capturing video of us, though the hoversled's noise will stop them from hearing us. From here on, cover your mouth or look down if you need to speak to me. Otherwise, do exactly as I say." 

Lim scanned the area as much as she could without moving her head. She looked down as she spoke. 

"They're in front of us. Our staff and the boys are behind us. Nothing is different. This is your plan?" 

"Wait for it," I said. 

"Before you can ask," Lobo said, "nothing yet from Jack and Maggie, but with the blackout that doesn't mean anything. I'll tell you the moment I hear from them." 

"Yes, this is my plan," I said, also staring at the ground. "Trust me." I tried to sound a lot more confident than I felt. Maybe Maggie and Lobo had been right that I was foolish to trust Jack. Maybe he'd given her the slip already. Maybe he'd tried and failed. Or maybe her people had refused to fund this very expensive endeavor, in which case he would have vanished quickly. 

I shook my head. I was destroying my calm uselessly. Either Jack would show up, or we'd lose the boys. I'd already resolved not to fight Wylak, but to maintain that resolve I had to stay focused and centered, not let him provoke me into doing something stupid. 

Or if he did, I had to send in Lobo with everything firing and be prepared for all-out war. No. I recalled the dream. I would not do that. I'd been over and over this issue. There was no way to fight Wylak's forces without starting a series of battles that would inevitably end with a lot of boys dying. Lim stared at me for a moment before returning her gaze to the road. "I'd be a whole lot happier right now if you had a more substantial plan, say an armada to wipe out these fools and take the boys off planet." 

"So you want our last act with the boys to be the killing of hundreds of Tumani soldiers?" 

"No, but it'd be better than watching helplessly as Wylak turns them into jungle fighters again." 

"Would it?" I said. "You think I haven't considered this option? What if we fight? Maybe we'll win at first, but they'll send more troops. We can't leave the planet with the boys without bucking the jump station authorities. If we do that, we'll be starting a war with both the Expansion Coalition and the Frontier Coalition. No, we can't fight them." 

"So what do you think we should do?" 

"Trust me," I said. "That's all the answer I have."  And I have that much only if Jack and Maggie show. I had to stop thinking about what could go wrong, stop worrying about whether others would deliver, and instead concentrate on executing my part of the plan. 

I looked again at the people in front of us. 

Wylak's transport closed to thirty meters away, settled to the ground, and turned off. The troops halted. A couple of seconds later, they snapped to parade rest. 

Wylak addressed the party in his hoversled as one holo team took footage of the soldiers and the surroundings and the other documented the conversations of the senators and the generals. I glanced over my shoulder. Gustafson and Schmidt were leaning halfway out the door, watching with blank expressions. I smiled at them and faced front again. The smile felt more like a grimace, but I had to work at it; I needed to do a lot of smiling. 

"Walk with me," I said to Lim. 

She shook her head slightly but followed my lead as we stepped ten meters forward and stopped. 

"Why are we waiting?" she said, her hand covering her mouth. "Let's get this over with." 

"Wave," I said through clenched teeth. I smiled and waved at Wylak and his party. Lim joined me a second later. 

One of the holo team members noticed us and tapped Wylak on the shoulder. Others on her team recorded us. 

Wylak turned and tilted his head in question. 

"Welcome, Senator," I said in a very loud voice. "It's so great to see you again. Thank you for coming." Lim glanced at me as if I were insane. 

I coughed into my hand and said, "Do as I do. Look happy no matter what." The smile she forced wouldn't have convinced anyone who knew her, but none of these people did, so maybe it would pass muster with them. "Senator Wylak," she said, "we're so pleased to see you again." Anger replaced confusion on Wylak's face. He knew something was up, and though he had no idea what it was, he didn't like it. He turned to his party, spoke a few words, and motioned them to stay. One of the holo team argued, but Wylak cut her off. All six of the holo crew sat, their frustration and annoyance clear in their expressions. 

Wylak walked slowly toward us, his movements doing a good job of showing a confidence and clarity of focus that his angry face belied. 

"Still no word," Lobo said, "but we're five minutes early." Wylak stopped less than a meter away. 

"Lim," he said. "I must confess that your reaction rather surprises me." 

"Why shouldn't we be pleased to see you, sir?" I said. "We share a common goal: To provide the best possible future for these boys." My face hurt from maintaining the forced smile, but I didn't let the expression waver. 

He glanced at me but remained focused on Lim. "What are your thoughts?" he said to her. Her neck and face were tight with tension, but her words came out calm. "They echo my aide's, of course." After a second, she added, "You may assume that whatever he says comes from both of us." Wylak scowled at the implication that he would have to deal with me, but he composed himself quickly. 

"No!" 

The cry came from behind us. I turned in time to see Bony dart through a gap between Gustafson and Schmidt. Schmidt screamed again, "Get back here!" 

I heard the soldiers moving but didn't turn around to check on them. 

Gustafson lunged after the boy and caught him when he was still five meters away. Bony held up his empty hands, the lesson from Nagy not lost on him. 

"More proof you can't control these boys," Wylak said. 

"I said I'd stand with you," Bony said, staring right at me. "I keep my promises." Gustafson dragged the boy back toward the complex. 

I didn't like putting Bony at risk, but now that he'd done that on his own, I saw a potential advantage in it. 

"Hold up!" I said. "Let him come here." 

Gustafson didn't release Bony until Lim nodded her agreement. 

As Bony ran to me, I said to Wylak, "Given that the future of the boys is what we're discussing, I'm sure you won't mind one of them taking part in our talks. Think of him as their representative." Bony stood to my left. He put his right hand on me, as if leaning. 

"This is most irregular and inappropriate," Wylak said. "I don't know what game you're playing, but I'm getting rather tired of it. It also certainly cannot help this young man's progress to have to participate in such adult discussions." 

"Don't talk about me like I'm not here," Bony said. "I hear you." I patted Bony on the back, glanced down, and shook my head. 

"No game at all, Senator," I said as I faced him again. "We're here to meet you, as you requested." He clenched his fists and tilted his head slightly. I don't know whether my story or my treatment of his orders as a request annoyed him more, but he was no longer trying to hide his anger. He faced Lim again, as if by ignoring me he could make me disappear. "Are you ready for the inspection?" he said. 

"No," I said. "More to the point, we see no need for any inspection. You know we haven't had enough time to complete our work. There's really nothing to see that you haven't already seen, so we should skip the formality entirely and save all of us some time." 

He raised his hand as if he was going to hit me. 

I shook my head and pointed at his hoversled. 

He forced a smile, turned, and waved to the people waiting there. When he faced us again, his eyes were wide and his words clipped. "Do you see those soldiers behind me?" 

"They're pretty hard to miss," I said. 

"More than I've ever seen all at one time," Bony said. 

Lim chuckled and said, "Of course, Senator." 

He opened his mouth and leaned forward as if he was going to scream, but he didn't. He tilted his head slightly, blinked, and stopped. He settled back, crossed his arms, and nodded as if we'd all just agreed on a key point. "I don't understand your behavior," he said, "nor what you think it's going to accomplish. Other than wasting a few minutes and making me momentarily angry, however, I can assure you it will have no effect on what happens. So let's get to it, shall we?" He raised his right hand and ticked off points on his fingers. "I represent the government of Tumani. You are holding captive some young Tumani citizens. We authorized your work with them after trusting your promise that you would produce satisfactory results on a timetable acceptable to us. You have not delivered what you promised." Lim stepped so close to him that their chests were almost touching. "That's a lie, and you know it." He didn't move. Instead, he smiled and said, "It's not my fault that you cannot remember your commitments and are incompetent to fulfill them." 

Before Lim could react, I put my hand on her left shoulder, squeezed hard enough that she wheeled on me, and hugged her as she turned. As I pulled her to me, I whispered, "Stop reacting. It's what he wants. Do as I do." I let her go and said to Wylak, "My apologies for our behavior. We're overcome with happiness and gratitude for all you've done." I leaned around him and yelled to the people on the hoversled, "Thank you all so much!" 

"Are you crazy, Big Man?" Bony said. 

Wylak smiled—a real, genuine smile—and said, "I was about to ask the same thing." Lim glared at me. 

"As I'm sure my colleague will agree," I said, "we have a great deal to thank you for." Wylak stared at me for several seconds. "You want to ditch the boys? If so, perhaps I've misjudged the situation and our interests coincide more than I'd expected." 

"Not at all, sir," I said, "not at all." 

"What then?" he said. 

"Maggie's made contact," Lobo said over the comm. "She told me to tell you that Jack said, 'It will be quite something.' She and Jack are less than two minutes out. We'll hear them in ninety seconds." I didn't have to force the smile this time; when I felt the huge grin coming, I went with it. I shook my head and chuckled. 

All three of them looked at me as if I'd lost my mind. 

"I'll need to explain quickly," I said, "so that we're all on the same page." 

"What are you talking about?" Lim said. 

Bony shook his head. 

Wylak said, "Should you be foolish enough to consider some type of attack on me personally, you should know that I'm armed and quite confident I can take care of myself for the few seconds until my troops overrun you." 

"Hurting you is the farthest thing from my mind, Senator," I said. "No, I don't want to harm you." I thought I heard a faint rumbling to my left, but I couldn't be positive. "No, sir, what I intend to do is honor you." 

"What?" Lim said. 

"Excuse me?" Wylak said. 

Now I was sure: They were indeed approaching from my left. I turned forty-five degrees in that direction, stepped back a bit, and leaned out as if wanting a better view of the people on the hoversled. 

"Explain yourself now," Wylak said, "or I will have my men remove you and proceed with the inspection." 

"It's show time," Lobo said. 

CHAPTER 64 

On the road outside the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

The rumbling rose into a roar. For a moment, everyone scanned the ground to my left. Almost as one, Wylak and Lim and Bony and the generals and the soldiers turned their gazes to the sky. Many of the troops pointed their weapons upward. 

"Tell Jack to dampen the noise and announce himself," I subvocalized to Lobo, "or he'll get shot." 

"Done," Lobo said. 

Wylak glared at me. Sweat beaded on his temples. "If you think the presence of this boy will stop me from using my soldiers," he said, "or if what I hear is the beginning of an attack you think will buy you time, you have gravely misjudged your situation. I can assure you that I'm willing to use force." He clenched his fists. "If we end up in a battle, I will personally kill you first." My body tensed involuntarily at the threat, but I didn't let myself move. Instead, I held up my hands. "I promise you, Senator, that no one will attack you or anyone else today. As I said, I'm here to honor you." 

"Ten seconds," Lobo said. 

The rumbling stayed low. In the distance, lights danced crazily in the sky as the morning sun reflected off the oncoming metal. 

"Senator," I said, "You and Lim should shake hands to seal the deal." 

"What deal?" he said. "Are you agreeing to the inspection?" A ship half the size of Lobo hurtled toward us, slowed abruptly, swung about, and settled to the ground twenty meters to our left. A commercial transport, it showed no signs of weapons. A hatch opened in its side. A giant holo of Wylak, Lim, Bony, and me popped into the air above it. Half a dozen other ships zipped into view and swung about similarly, but they remained hovering. Logos I didn't recognize played on their sides as more hatches opened. A few people stuck their heads out of two of them. 

The front ranks of the soldiers circled the hoversled and aimed their weapons at the ships. 

"The deal in which you arranged to save these boys," I said. "Tell the soldiers to put down their weapons; you don't want an accidental shooting to mar your shining moment." 

"What?" he said. "You're not making any sense." 

I ignored him and said, "Lim!" I nodded toward Wylak. 

She scowled at me but grabbed his hand and pumped it. 

"Hug him," I said to Bony. 

The boy shook his head but obeyed. He threw his arms as far around the large man's waist as he could reach. 

Wylak started to push them away but stared again at all the ships and let his arms hang at his sides. Jack appeared in the open hatch of the landed ship. A three-person holo team crowded around him. Multiple recorders captured him and everything in front of him. "Sorry I'm late, Senator!" he said. He leaned back for a second, said, "Bring in the others!" and faced us again. "Senator, Ms. Lim, young man: Hold that pose for a few more seconds, please." 

"Let go of me," Wylak said quietly, his lips barely moving. 

I turned my back to Jack and said, "You don't want them to do that, Senator." Jack and the holo team stepped out of his ship. The other vessels jockeyed for landing areas as they settled to the ground in the cleared area behind him. 

"Just a minute, folks!" Jack said. His amplified voice filled the air as he smiled and waved at all the ships. He ran to us, clapped Wylak on the back, and leaned in so only we could hear him. "Go with it, Senator, and you'll end up a hero. Fight it, and you'll only look bad—and I'll still keep praising you." Wylak opened his mouth to speak, but Jack turned and walked away from us. Jack positioned himself three meters in front of Wylak. He motioned two of his recording team to his left, where there was more free space, and one to his right. 

Hatches in the other ships opened. Men and women streamed out of them and ran toward us. Logo-based credentials scrolled and blinked and flashed and danced on activefiber shirts and hats. Several people wore old-fashioned badges and carried faux notepads with pens I doubted they had any clue how to use. I recognized the logos of three major newstainment megacorps that served the Expansion Coalition and two that worked the Frontier Coalition planets. Both fed off-planet news to many Tumani outlets, so the story should hit the local media before Wylak or any of his people could try to spin it; Jack had done an excellent job. Other familiar logos included those of several green activist groups no doubt seeking the 

"save the planet" angle to the story, a couple of EC financial management firms figuring that every new foundation brought with it a new money-management opportunity, and three different religious conglomerates that actually might be trying to help. Woven through the crowd like dull support threads in a light-emitting jacket were at least half a dozen men and women with unfamiliar logos that all featured children in various poses of distress; either Jack had tapped into a set of related cause-groups that were new to me, or they were shills he'd paid to bulk out the crowd and get us more off-planet media coverage. Either would work for me. A tall thin woman with brown hair that fell in a straight line to her waist sported a rotating holo badge with "Pets 4 Life" wrapped over a small globe across which cats and dogs and ducks and creatures I didn't recognize ran rapidly. She had a pair of Basset Hounds on a bifurcated leash; each dog wore brown leather goggles with large black BassetCam trademark symbols. I had to give Jack credit: He'd delivered the size crowd we'd needed, and as best I could tell, he'd done it without ever alerting the Tumani media. I hoped that Wylak wasn't studying the individual reporters and newstainment personalities as closely as I was. I checked him: He was whispering and glancing back at his hoversled. 

Standing next to the Basset woman was a tall woman who looked like Maggie but with short, black hair. She made eye contact with me, tilted her head toward the hounds, rolled her eyes, winked, and faded backward until I couldn't see her face again. It was definitely Maggie. 

"The Senator's willing to have me answer a few questions right now," Jack said to the people in front of him, "but only a few before we move inside." 

When the first people had closed to within two meters of him, Jack held up his hands and said, "Please, give us some room. After all, we don't want to force the Senator to have all these soldiers protect him from us." He smiled. All the shills laughed on cue. Others in the crowd chuckled a moment later. At least two dozen people signaled they had questions, but one voice rang out. "Senator, why so many soldiers?" It was Maggie; I could no longer see her in the crowd, but it was definitely her voice. Holo crews leaned closer and held recorders above their heads. 

Jack nodded, his expression thoughtful. "That's an excellent question," he said, the ship amplifying his voice so everyone in the area could hear it. "Senator Wylak could have sent the transport craft on their own—" Jack paused and pointed above and behind the other ships, where two huge vessels floated toward us, "—but they would have been at risk of attack from the rebels, who have recently been quite active in this area. By bringing all these troops, he insured the safety of those ships and, more importantly, of the boys who are and were his primary concern." He smiled broadly. "Next?" 

"Why the comm blackout over the area?" a woman on the far left asked. Jack faced her. "Though I was obviously able to persuade the Senator to let us see the evacuation of the boys, he wisely insisted that we keep the news under wraps until the last minute, so that the rebels could not learn of the move. That's also why no Tumani media outlets are here; the rebels have contacts everywhere." 

A man's voice I didn't recognize said, "Why won't Senator Wylak answer us himself?" 

"He will," Jack said, "but as you can probably tell from my earlier comment and from the look on his face, the Senator didn't call this conference. He didn't want it at all. Isn't that right, Senator?" Jack glanced at Wylak, who glowered for a moment, forced a smile, and nodded. "No, I was the one who insisted on it. When his foundation, ChildSave, hired me to document the sad story of these boys, I agreed on the condition that we publicize its great work so that others could learn from it and, we all hope, one day emulate it. What the Senator and his team are doing here is simply too important to stay private. That said, when we move inside, the Senator will answer your questions personally." 

"Then let's go!" another voice said. 

"We certainly will," Jack said, "but I wanted us to begin here so you would all have a full appreciation of the obstacles this project faced. Look around." Jack spun slowly, his arms out, his face concerned and a bit sad. "This compound sits in the middle of a huge clearing teeming with mines, each of them a danger to current and future generations. Only in these small, cleaned areas are we safe. In the forest beyond this clearing, armed rebels prowl—the same rebels who forced these hundreds of young men to become soldiers. Tumani is not a rich planet. With the drain of the war on its citizens, its government, and its economic resources, the massive investment necessary to retrain and reintegrate these children would have been a huge burden." He shook his head for a moment. His eyes filled with tears. I found myself feeling the sadness. I'd forgotten how good he was. His posture was relaxed, his expression adapting to the questions. It was a natural role for him; the line between con man and media spokesperson was very thin indeed. 

"That's why Senator Wylak took it upon himself to create ChildSave using both his own funds and additional money he helped raise. ChildSafe recruited Ms. Lim and her team of noble volunteers. Together, they orchestrated the rescue and initial retraining of the boys. They had hoped to complete the process here, but with the current high rebel threat level and with the safety of these children always his primary concern, the Senator made the tough call that they should finish on another planet." Wylak stared at the ground, shook his head, and chuckled. 

"Will the back story hold?" I subvocalized to Lobo. 

"As they were settling," he said, "Jack and Maggie sent me a long comm with the enhancements Jack's made while we were apart. I've altered the records accordingly and will upload them the moment Wylak lifts the comm blackout. It should hold long enough." 

Time to find out if Wylak was ready to play. 

I bumped Lim's shoulder, pointed to Wylak's hand, and with my right palm made a small lifting motion. After a second, she nodded, smiled, and lifted Wylak's hand into the air. 

"Let's hear it for the Senator!" I yelled. 

Jack applauded. Several of the reporters joined him immediately. The others began clapping as well. Wylak shot me a sideways dirty look before he faced the crowd. He nodded shyly, as if embarrassed. As the cheers continued, he let a smile blossom on his face and waved his thanks. Jack and I hadn't had time to work out comm protocols, so I had no easy way to tell him about the signs inside. He should recognize that they could help solidify the story and distract the newstainment crowd, but I didn't want to take any chances. "If you can communicate with Jack and Maggie," I subvocalized to Lobo, "tell them about the clearing for the transport ships and the thank-you signs. Also, get the first transport on the ground in the complex." 

"I already did the background work," Lobo said. "Of course. Note Jack's mention of going inside. Communicating with the transports, Jack, and Maggie now." 

Jack studied Wylak for a moment, walked to the Senator, put his arm around the man's shoulders, and led him forward to face the crowd. 

I leaned closer to Lim. "Those two large transports will take you and the boys off Tumani. One will land now. Head inside and start loading the boys and your staff. We won't be coming back." 

"What about their possessions?" she said. "And, they're not ready. You know that." 

"Take what they can carry," I said. "Leave the rest. To make this work, we have to move now." 

"Who's paying and—" she said. 

I cut her off. "We don't have time for this. You need to get the boys out of here. I'll fill you in later. Okay?" 

She didn't like my answer, but she nodded and headed into the complex. 

"Go with her," I said to Bony. 

"I stand with you," the boy said. 

"I'll find you later," I said. "You have to go. Please." He nodded, turned, and ran after Lim. 

I focused again on Jack and Wylak. 

" . . . you can see, Senator Wylak is a bit bashful about all that he's done here," Jack said, "because like any true public servant, he knows that the greatest reward of service is the chance to continue to serve." Wylak nodded thoughtfully. 

"Still, before he answers your questions, he needs a few minutes to set up." Jack used his hand to turn Wylak toward me. I stepped forward, touched the man's elbow, and pointed to the complex. 

"Come with me, please, Senator," I whispered. "Wave, and smile." He did. 

We headed off. 

"Plus, the staff on the big ships behind you—" Jack said, pausing to let the crowd take some footage of the two transports, one hovering in the distance, the other already over the complex, "—need time to help the adults on the ground load the boys. That process will go fastest without our interference." The newstainment crowd moaned as one. 

"No way we're not capturing that!" a voice said. One of the shills was talking, but all around him the others nodded their heads in agreement. "A bunch of poor boy soldiers on their way to salvation; come on, that's—" 

Jack finished his sentence, saving the guy. "—a process that can provide vital information to other organizations. I completely agree. Still, as I'm sure you appreciate, none of us wants to be in the way or stand and watch such a long process, so I thought we'd take a few more questions out here, and when the Senator is ready and the loading is well along, we'll move inside, where he'll personally answer anything you want to ask." 

As Wylak and I reached the open doorway to the complex, Jack said, "Now, who's next?" 

  

Chapter 65 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

The first transport was settling to the ground as we passed through the doorway. Though I couldn't see all of the area we'd cleared, it looked like the ship would occupy two-thirds of it. That was okay; we'd still have room for Wylak's part of the Q&A. We turned right at the far edge of the nearest dorm and walked toward the clearing. 

As soon as we were out of sight of the people outside, Wylak pivoted away from me, shoved me into the side of the building with his left hand, and in one smooth motion pulled a pistol from under his coat and pressed it against my chest. His strength wasn't surprising, but his speed was. 

"You move," he said, "and I'll shoot." 

I stayed still. Though theoretically my nanomachines would repair even a hole in my heart, I'd never tested that theory. I didn't want to start now. 

"What's your game?" he said. He changed his angle slightly so the path from the outside to our position was visible to my left, over my shoulder; that way, he didn't have to look away from me to watch for visitors. His left hand maintained a tight grip on my shoulder. 

Talking was preferable to fighting and possibly hurting the man I'd turned into the celebrity of the hour. There was also always the chance that I might lose, which would be worse, so I answered him. "Exactly what it looks like. You become the hero who saved the child soldiers of Tumani. The kids leave the planet and ultimately get new homes." 

"What's in it for you?" 

"Helping the boys. That's it." 

"How much of my money did you steal to fund this so-called Foundation?" 

"None," I said, "and it's very much a real foundation. The financial history will stand up for more than long enough for all those newstainment groups to lose interest." 

He tilted his head and stared intently at me as if I were something bumpy and troubling he'd found growing on his arm. "You expect me to believe that you arranged and paid for all of this to save a bunch of boys you don't know on a planet where you're not even a citizen?" 

"I don't care what you believe," I said, maintaining eye contact with him, "but that's the truth." No way was I giving up Maggie or her group's involvement. 

"And the smooth talker out there?" 

"Jack," I said. "He's a documentarian and PR agent I hired." I smiled and added, "I told him I worked for you, so he believes you engaged him." 

"I've been recording this conversation and will feed it to Jack when he heads inside," Lobo said. 

"Speaking of which," I said, "I've contracted him and paid him only through the end of the day. If you want to keep him longer for the media follow-on pieces, you'll need to negotiate a new contract." Wylak smiled and shook his head. "Amazing. I suppose that's when you and he blackmail me." I didn't shake my head. I didn't want to give him any excuse to shoot or, worse, cause him to do it accidentally. "No," I said. "He's expensive, so you might have sticker shock, but I won't know about it or have any further contact with you. I'm leaving Tumani right behind these boys." 

"What about Lim?" Wylak said. "What was her role in this plan?" 

"She didn't have one. I didn't tell her. You saw the way she behaved; did she look to you like she knew what was going on?" 

He considered the question. "No, but that doesn't mean a thing. Why would you keep your plans from her?" 

"Precisely because of the way she behaves. You saw how quickly she lost her composure when you prodded her on your shuttle. I couldn't trust her to sell the story, and I also couldn't trust her team to keep it quiet." 

"So you did all this on your own?" he said. "Exactly who are you?" 

"No one who will ever matter to you again," I said. 

"But you're mine right now," he said, "and you have caused me a great deal of trouble." Most of what I'd told him was true, and none of it had to be bad for him, but that didn't mean he had to like my answers. He clearly didn't. All they'd done was make him angrier. His hand shook slightly with the rage he was barely controlling. "I could shoot you," he continued, "and claim you attacked me. No one would question me." 

"But then all those people would make my murder the story of the hour," I said, "instead of telling the tale of the heroic Senator who almost singlehandedly gave hundreds of boys new lives. The first headline can't help you, and it might hurt you. The second can make you the hero of Tumani and raise your profile in both of the coalitions that will eventually want your planet to join them." Though Wylak's hand still trembled, his words came out calm. "You make a good case." 

"Problem!" Lobo said. "Bony running toward you." 

I must have glanced left, because Wylak also looked that way in time to see Bony dart around the corner, spot us, and stop a couple of meters away. 

The boy stood as tall as he could, balled his fists, and said to Wylak, "You hurt him, and I will kill you." Wylak chuckled. 

"Go get ready to leave, Bony," I said. I tried to make my voice sound as normal as possible. "This isn't a problem. I'm fine." 

He shook his head. "Let Jon go." He took two steps forward, so he was little more than a meter from us. 

"You think I don't remember killing your soldiers, government man? Many died screaming under my knife." 

For a moment, I couldn't feel the gun on my chest or the hand gripping my shoulder, the morning sun's heat or the slight breeze. My world reduced to Bony, once again having to fight, despite everything Lim and her people had done, despite the plan working, within an hour of heading to a new, safe life. I'd failed him. In an instant, he'd gone back to the jungle, back to the darkness inside him. Wylak brought the gun up and into my chin, smacking me hard enough that for a few seconds I couldn't see straight. 

When my vision cleared, his left hand was pressing the weapon into me and his right was around Bony's neck, choking the boy enough that he had stopped resisting. 

"Jack and all the others are heading inside," Lobo said. "They'll be on you soon. I'm coming to get you." From behind us the sound of a lot of people moving and talking grew closer. 

My heart raced and my breathing sped up. I wouldn't let Wylak do this. Not to this boy. Not now. "Put the gun away," I said through gritted teeth, "and prepare to answer questions. Enjoy your fame." Without looking away from him, I raised my right hand and put it on the barrel of the gun. This time, my hand was the one that shook. "Or shoot me." 

I pulled the gun into my chest. 

Tears ran down Bony's cheeks. 

"If you hurt that boy," I said, "you will die. If you kill me, the men in my ship—the one in the air behind you—will kill you before my body hits the ground." 

"You're lying about the ship," Wylak said. "I can shoot you, choke the boy, put the gun in his hand, and use this sad case as an example of why it's best these killers leave our planet and seek help elsewhere." 

"No, I'm not," I said. "Let us go, and you can be the star of the morning. We'll leave, and you'll never see us again. Hurt either of us, though, and you  will die. I promise you." Behind him and to the right, far into the middle of the compound, Lobo hovered above the huts. "I can take him out now," Lobo said, "though it's likely a round will go through him and into you, so I don't recommend it. Moving to a better angle." 

I shook my head and hoped Lobo would understand I was responding to him. To save the boys, I needed Wylak alive. I couldn't afford a government investigation into his death, because the first step in that process would be to keep everyone here. I leaned hard into the gun, hoping to distract Wylak from Bony. 

"They're almost here," I said. "Decide." 

  

 

 

Chapter 66 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

The sound of the crowd drew close enough that we could make out individual words. I didn't look away from Wylak, but I was aware of Lobo's motion behind him. 

"I have the shot," Lobo said. 

Wylak glanced to his right, toward the oncoming newspeople. He released his grip on Bony, nodded once, backed up two steps, and tucked his gun under his coat. He kept his weight distributed well and brought up his hands, ready for a fight just in case I'd been lying. 

Bony grabbed my arm and held on. He faced the barracks, embarrassed of the tears I'd glimpsed. 

"Nod if I should return to ground," Lobo said, "assuming you still don't want me to kill him." I nodded very slightly and quickly. 

"Fine," Lobo said, "but I'm keeping him in my sights until you're clear." 

"We're not done," Wylak said, "and I still don't believe you. No one goes to this much expense and effort without getting anything for it." 

"Yes, we are," I said. I pulled Bony closer. "And I get a very great deal from it." Jack rounded the corner. "Ah, Senator!" he said. "How very nice of you to wait for us. Shall we show these good people the charming signs the boys made for you?" 

Wylak smiled and said, "Definitely, Jack. Please take the lead so I can greet some of these fine folks." He waded into the group, shaking hands and saying hellos. 

Jack glanced at me, smiled, and tilted his head to the left. His message was clear: I've got this. Get out of here. 

I kept a hold on Bony and left. 

I didn't relax my grip on the boy until we were three buildings away and none of the visitors were in sight. As soon as I did, he stepped in front of me and said, "We could have taken him." I shook my head. "Not without one of us getting hurt, maybe dying. It wasn't worth it." 

"I saw your ship. You could have told the people in it to shoot him." 

"Yes, but it would have been the wrong choice." 

"Why? Man pulls a gun on you, you shoot him before he shoots you." Bony crossed his arms. "It's simple." 

Ten meters north of us, counselors were hustling boys to the transport. Some of the kids had nothing with them; others carried a single bag or a shirt folded to hold a few pieces of clothing or some small personal treasures. Leaving with nothing was awful, but not leaving would have been far worse. Gustafson and Schmidt led a group of a dozen kids at a trot to the ship. He spotted me, told Schmidt to keep moving, and yelled for Bony. 

I held up a finger and kneeled in front of the boy. "I'm not going to lie to you, Bony. Sometimes it is that simple—but not this time. That man needs to be alive for all of you to be able to get off this planet safely and find new homes." 

"This is my home." 

"Not any more. If you stay here, they'll make you into soldiers again. I can't accept that. You don't have to fight any more." 

"So I have to go?" 

"Yes, you do. In fact—" I pointed to Gustafson, and Bony glanced over his shoulder at the man, "—you have to leave right now." 

"Where are we going?" 

I shook my head. "I'm not going with you." 

"Why not?" 

A lot of answers ran through my head. Because I can't stay anywhere for long or people will figure out that I don't age. Because I'm no kind of parent. Because I don't know how to live in a group. Because I can never let anyone know all about me. Because people around me always seem to get hurt. So many reasons, all of them true, none of them complete. I went with the last one, an incomplete response but at least a true one. "Because none of you would be safe if I was there." 

"Then I'll stay," he said. Tears filled his eyes. "I'm with you. I stood with you. I earned the right to be with you." 

Bony's lips trembled, but he stood strong and loyal and just wanting somewhere to belong, someone he could count on. I knew exactly how he felt. My heart beat harder and my breaths came faster. My chest tightened. For a few seconds, I was sixteen again, on Dump, with Benny and Alex and Bob and Han and all the rest, a family I'd worked to join, all I had after the government had taken away Jennie—and they were all now dead. 

I put my hands on Bony's shoulders and stared into his eyes. "You can't. It wouldn't be safe. I can't let anything happen to you." He opened his mouth to speak, but I shook my head, and he stayed silent. "I fought when I was a boy, like you, and like you, I watched my friends die." 

"And you grew up fine." 

"No," I said, "I didn't. I grew up, but not fine, not fine at all. But you can—as long as you go with them." I cradled his cheek in my right hand. He leaned into it. "Bony, your fights stop now." He crashed forward into me and wrapped his arms around my neck and sobbed. His tears dampened my throat and hair. I put my right arm around his body, still so thin despite all the meals, and with my left hand I held his head. "It'll be better," I said, "after a while. It really will." 

"I don't believe you," he said. 

Gustafson walked toward us. "The first transport is almost full," he said, "and Bony should get on it." I nodded without releasing the boy. I whispered into his ear, "It will. I promise." I pulled his head away from me so we could see one another. "I've been straight with you before. I'm being straight now: You will get better." I let go of him and stood. "You have to go." His arms fell away, but he didn't back up. "I won't forget you," he said. I wanted to tell him the truth, that with any luck at all he would, that we had to hope that all of the time here and the months fighting in the jungle would fade away, like etchings in sand washing out to sea in the rolling currents of time until just the faintest of impressions remained, impressions visible only in the light of moons and stars on the darkest nights, but I didn't. Instead, I told him a different truth, one I knew with utter certainty. "Nor I, you." 

Gustafson took Bony's shoulder, turned him, and led him off. As he steered the boy, the man glanced at me, smiled, and nodded his head. He focused again on Bony. The two of them merged into the ongoing rush. 

I watched until they disappeared into the streaming crowd of boys and counselors, long past when I could track either of their heads, until I was sure they were gone, and for a bit after that. I thought about following them, about going with them, even if for just a little while, but I was only trying to fool myself. It didn't work. 

I headed to Lobo. 

  

Chapter 67 

  

In the former rebel complex, planet Tumani 

"Lim's waiting outside," Lobo said over the comm when I was less than half a minute away from him. 

"It's time to go; want me to trank her?" 

I sighed. "No. She has every reason to yell at me. Maybe she'll feel better after she does." I turned the corner of the nearest building and saw her. She was leaning against Lobo and staring straight ahead. I don't know where her mind was, but she didn't notice me until I was only a few meters away. 

"Inside?" I said. 

She nodded. 

Lobo opened a side hatch. As soon as we'd entered him, he closed it. 

"Look," I said, "I know you're mad, and I'm sorry I had to play it this way, but—" She held up her hands. "Stop. I'm not angry at you." She twisted her head a bit as if trying to work out a kink in her neck. "Well, I'm not as mad as you'd expect. I'm more upset with myself." 

"What?" 

"I've been thinking about it ever since I left Wylak. I have to admit that you made the right call—though not, I suspect, for the right reasons. You didn't tell me because you thought I'd give away the plan or let others learn about it, right?" 

I nodded. "Both." 

"Well," she said, "those were the wrong reasons. I could have played my part in your little drama more than well enough, and I know how to control the flow of information to a team when necessary. The reason you were right not to tell me, though, is simple: I wouldn't have gone along with it." I suspect the expression on my face matched my internal confusion. "Why? It worked, the boys are heading safely out of this system, and so we achieved our objective." 

"Because of what we're leaving behind," she said, her anger evident for the first time. "You've turned that evil bastard into a hero—and almost certainly given him more power in the government." 

"Yes," I said. "It was the only answer I could find. It was far from ideal: I also forced the boys to move to a new planet." I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. "If I could have thought of a better solution, I would have gone with it." I didn't tell her what would happen eventually, that Jack wouldn't stop until he'd taken everything from Wylak, because as far as anyone except Maggie knew, Jack was just a mouthpiece—and I had promised Jack I'd keep it that way. 

"I know," she said, "and that's my point. I didn't have a plan. You came up with one. If you would have told me about it, I would have vetoed it immediately. You were right to keep it to yourself. I still can't help but hate what you've done for Wylak. You understand that as soon as this dies down—and that won't take long—he'll be free to press more kids into service, turn more children into soldiers, send more of them to their deaths." 

"Of course," I said, "but that was a possibility no matter what we did." 

"How do you live with that?" Sadness more than anger filled her face. 

"Live with what?" I said. "Live with the fact that a single bad politician on a single backwater planet can persuade a tired and over-taxed population to use children as soldiers? Is that what you're talking about?" The pounding of my pulse in my ears made it hard for me to hear anything else, but that didn't matter, because I wasn't waiting for her to respond. "We all live with that every single day. It was true before we came here, though it happened to be the rebel leadership, not the government, that was using the boys. It may well happen again, maybe this time with Wylak ruining the lives of more children. Are you out policing every planet? I know I'm not." I forced myself to take a slow, deep breath, unclench my fists, and lower my voice. "We saved  these kids.  These boys get new homes and don't have to go back to being soldiers. We fought the battle in front of us, and we won it. Maybe it's not much when you think about all the worlds and all the people, but it's everything to these kids." 

Lim stared at me for several seconds, her eyes hard. She looked away, and when she faced me again, her expression was softer. "You're right. I don't have a better answer, but at least we accomplished what we set out to do. I won't be able to see it all the way to completion, but the boys will get the lives they deserve. That's enough." She turned to leave. 

Lobo opened the side hatch. 

She stepped out. "I wouldn't have supported you, though. I wouldn't have been able to stomach helping that man. You were right: I brought you here to do things I didn't want to do, maybe even things I couldn't do. You stay safe—but don't be surprised if it's a long time before we talk again." 

"I won't be," I said as the hatch snicked shut. I kept talking, though she could no longer hear me. "No one calls me unless they need me." 

"Are we going swimming in the sea of self-pity?" Lobo said, his voice booming all around me. I chuckled. 

"If so," he said, "I suggest we do it on another planet many jumps away, someplace where you're not quite so attractive a target. The news of Wylak's rescue of the kids is all over Tumani. No one's stopping jump gate traffic any longer, but I don't know how long our passage will be safe." 

"You're right, of course," I said. "Let's head to the gate. I want to beat the transports there so I can make sure the boys get safely out of this system. I want to see it end." 

"Doing it," Lobo said. "As you contemplate your own painful condition, please do keep one crucial fact in mind." 

"What's that?" I said. 

"I can trank you anywhere inside me and keep you unconscious for as long as I want." I laughed as we rose into the sky. 

  

Chapter 68 

  

At the Tumani jump gate station 

I watched in a front display in Lobo as the first transport slid through the jump gate, the ship moving slowly into the perfect blackness of the aperture and leaving this part of the universe, to appear elsewhere instantly. When the last of it had disappeared, Lobo closed the display. 

"How long until the next transport jumps?" 

"Only a few minutes," Lobo said. "We have two incoming comms: Maggie and Jack. Jack's in a hurry, and it's audio only." 

"Him first," I said. 

Jack's smooth voice filled the air. "Heading out, Jon?" 

"Yes." 

"Excellent choice. My man is not your biggest fan, but fortunately he's rather too busy right now to send many people after you and instead delegated the task to me. I jumped on it and instructed his people to hold a set of investigative meetings and prepare a presentation on a broad range of options for keeping you in this system." 

"Thanks," I said. "Don't help him too much, though, or you might get me killed." 

"Jon, Jon, Jon," Jack said. "You know me better than that. We're friends." 

"And Maggie won't transfer the remainder of the funds to you until the boys, she, and I are all safely out of the system." 

"That's certainly true," he said, "but even without that incentive, I wouldn't let him harm you." Jack was such a good con man that you could never tell when he was lying; many times, I doubt he knew. He lived each story he told. This time, though, I believed him. 

"Thanks, Jack. A word of warning: Be careful with the Senator. He can be very dangerous when he's angry." 

"He won't trust me for a while," Jack said, "but at least for as long as he's paying me, he feels he has some control over me." 

"And does he?" 

Jack laughed. "No more than any other mark." 

"Good," I said, "because on your way out the door, please be sure to empty the house. I don't want him left with anything." 

"After even this short amount of time with him," Jack said, "I can assure you that doing so will be my great—and, I suspect, lucrative—pleasure." 

Jack and I had spent several years working cons on bad people, so I was confident he'd succeed. He knew this game well. "Thanks." 

"My master summons," Jack said, "and I must convince him he controls me, so to work I go. I wanted to say, though, that it felt good to help these boys. Thanks for bringing me into it." 

"I'm glad," I said. "Let me know when you go full-time into volunteer work." 

"Have you seen my wardrobe?" Jack said, chuckling again. "Not likely. I could never bear to dress as conservatively as those folks do." He lowered his voice. "Leave soon, Jon, and be safe." The holo vanished. The air went still and quiet. 

"The second transport is nearing the front of the queue," Lobo said. "Maggie is calling from it." 

"Accept." 

She appeared in a holo in the air in front of the pilot couch where I sat, turned until she was facing me, and said, "We'll be gone soon, Jon." 

I nodded. I didn't know what else to do. 

"You could follow us," she said. 

"It wouldn't be safe for the boys, at least not for a while." I shook my head. "No, it's best I vanish for a time." 

"Maybe," she said, "but I'm not staying with them, either. As soon as they're set up, I'm heading back to my people. You could follow me, join us." 

"No," I said, "I couldn't. It wouldn't be safe for you or them, and you know it." Or for me. If I stayed too long, they'd notice I didn't age, or I'd slip up and they'd spot me using my nanomachines, or someone else would be able to read my thoughts even though Maggie could not. No, I couldn't stay with them. I couldn't stay with anyone. 

"You know that's not the truth," Maggie said, "and I know it, too. We can take care of ourselves. Maybe someday you'll tell me the real reason you're letting me go again." 

I didn't move. I didn't speak. I did everything I could to remain completely still and show absolutely nothing even as my heart felt like it was exploding and I knew that once more I was losing her. She nodded her head. "I won't wait forever for you to do that, you know." 

"Yes. Yes, I do." To my ears, my voice sounded choked, tight, on the edge of breaking. I hoped it came across better to her. 

"We're set to jump," she said. "Goodbye, Jon." 

"Goodbye, Maggie." 

The holo disappeared. 

I stared at the empty air. 

Lobo stayed quiet, for which I was grateful. 

Thinking of Maggie, waiting for the shuttle to take her and the rest of the boys to safety, I could not help but think of the last time I saw Benny. 

  

Chapter 69 

  

Aggro space station, in orbit around planet Pinkelponker - 139 years earlier Shots slammed into the airlock door as it clanged shut. I wheeled around and smashed the control mechanism with the piece of metal bar I'd taken from my cell. Horns and alarms blared. Warning lights flashed bursts of red. 

I put Benny on the floor and ran to the escape pod entrances. I punched open the closest one. "They'll break through soon," I said. "We have to go." 

"No, Jon," Benny said. "  You have to go. I'm staying." 

"No!" I said. "We can both make it. There's plenty of room in the pod. Like you told me, it'll take us straight to the jump gate and out of this system." 

"Long before we get there," Benny said, "they'll blow us up. One missile, and we're dead. Or worse, they'll chase us, capture us, and bring us back here. I can't go back in the chair, Jon. I can't." 

"So we disarm the missiles before we leave and hide once we're away." He shook his head. "You don't understand those machines well enough to do that, and neither do I. And we don't know anything about hiding." 

The door shook. 

"We can figure it out," I said. "I'm not leaving you." 

"No," Benny said, "we can't. There's only one way you can be safe. I'm going to use the nanomachines to destroy this place, turn it into dust, so there's no trace we were ever here." 

"No!" I said. "I've lost everyone else. I'm not going to lose you. We'll get away together, or we'll die together." 

The door shook again. A fist-size section in its center buckled inward a couple of centimeters." 

"I was in charge," Benny said. "I was supposed to get everyone off Dump." I wouldn't leave him. I bent to pick him up. 

"Leave me!" he screamed. "Go! If you don't get out of here, it's all been for nothing. Let me save you!  Let me at least save one person!" He put his right arm flipper in his mouth and bit so hard that tears came to his eyes. When he pulled it back, drops of blood appeared on his skin. "Go now!" He stared at the blood. The drops dissolved into bits of gray mist that merged into a small gray cloud. It flew to the wall beside the door and spread along a metal conduit. Seconds later, the metal vanished, and the cloud grew. 

"You've started it," I said. "We can both leave now." 

I reached for him. 

He slapped me. "No, we can't. If we go before the nanomachines destroy the electrical systems, they'll still be able to come for us. Get in the pod. Put me on the counter by the controls. When it's safe, I'll signal you." 

A section of the wall as wide as my hand and as high as my knees was now part of the gray cloud. 

"The more the nanomachines consume," Benny said, "the more of themselves they make. You have to go now!" 

"You leave," I said. "I can take care of this. You can explain what they did here better than I can. You can make sure nothing like it ever happens again." 

"No!" he screamed again. He rubbed a drop of blood from his arm on the door and focused on it. Another small cloud appeared. "By the time they break through," he said, "the nanomachines will be ready." He stared at me again. Tears washed down his cheeks. "I told everyone I'd save them, and I failed them all. Let me have this one victory. Please, Jon. Put me on the counter, and go." I picked him up. After our time on Aggro, he weighed nothing, his body little more than skin over bones. I set him gently on the counter. 



He smiled. "This one time, we win." He focused on the controls in front of him. "Get out of here." Benny was right. He usually was. If we both stayed, we both died. If we both stayed, I ripped from him the one last good thing he could do. 

I entered the escape pod. 

He shut its door before I could. 

I stared into the room through the small viewport in the pod's door. The nanocloud had grown so big it covered the entire wall next to the door. Lights flickered. 

Benny's voice came over the pod's speaker. "The station's systems are dying, Jon. Time to go." I dove into the couch. Its arms extended and held me in place a few seconds before a cover slid over the viewport and the pod shot into space. 

"At least I saved one of you, Jon," Benny said. "At least—" The speaker cut off, and I was alone. 

Chapter 70 

  

At the Tumani jump gate station 

Lobo restored the front display. The second transport, its nose only meters from the aperture, slid forward, its progress slow but inevitable. One instant, it was still here; the next, part of it was here, part elsewhere, like a moment you wish could live forever, perfect but becoming a memory no matter how hard you tried to hold onto it. With each second that passed, more of the ship left Tumani and carried Bony and the other boys to a new world, to new homes, new lives, a chance to stop fighting and for a while become children once more. 

I'd never had that chance. Neither had Benny, or Alex, or Bob, or Han, all now gone, all dead from failed attempts to secure their own better futures. Benny had given up his life so that I could have mine. From the day he died, I've known I would never be able to repay him. 

Maybe, though, by helping these boys I was passing on the smallest bit of that sacrifice, paying forward a tiny portion of the debt I would forever owe him. By saving me, he had also helped save these children, saved more of us than he'd ever imagined. 

"We did it, Benny," I whispered. "We did it." 

  

THE END 
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Afterword 

My first goal in any book is to tell a good story. In the course of doing so, themes naturally arise. Sometimes, those themes are clear only in hindsight, when the work is complete. Other times, as in  Children No More, they appear the moment the story idea pops into my brain. The use of children as soldiers is one of those topics that few people like to discuss. Depending on what you read and watch, you can go a very long time without bumping into it. Do a Web search on the subject, however, and you'll find that children are fighting and dying every day. Hard numbers are, as you might expect, difficult to come by, but groups such as The International Rescue Committee 

(www.theirc.org) estimate about 300,000 boys and girls are involved today in this horrific practice. I find this deeply disturbing. I think everyone should. 

I understand that in the catalog of the world's woes, a cause with only a few hundred thousand sufferers may seem like a small thing. Numerically, it certainly falls way below hunger, disease, poverty, and many other vital issues our world must address. But these are children, children that adults are turning into soldiers, and that is simply wrong. 

I must confess to a special connection to this cause because of a personal experience—not, I hasten to note, as a child soldier. I have never experienced anything as bad as what these boys and girls undergo. I did, however, spend three years in a youth group that trained boys in how to be soldiers. The group's intentions were good: To use military conventions and structures to teach discipline, fitness, teamwork, and many other valuable lessons. It certainly accomplished many of those goals with me. The year I joined, however, was 1965, and war was ramping up in Viet Nam. I was ten years old. On my first day, an active soldier on leave showed up and acted as our drill sergeant. That day, I saw my first—

but not my last—necklace of human ears and learned the ethics of collecting them. That day, I stood at attention in the hot Florida sun while this grown man screamed at me and, when I cried, punched me in the stomach so hard that I fell to the ground and threw up. He put his boot on my head and ground the side of my face into my vomit. 

That was not the worst day I had in those three years. It wasn't even close. My worst days with that group were nothing compared to what the child soldiers endure. Nothing. The basics of this novel sprang into my mind a few years ago while I was driving with my family back from lunch. I knew it would involve child soldiers, the story of how Jon changed from the gentle boy he had been into the hard man he became, and the challenges of reintegrating child soldiers. I also knew in that same flash of insight that the book would let me depart from the classic outsider hero story structure and instead force Jon to do the one thing outsider heroes never do: Stay after the fighting is done. All of this was secondary, of course, to the story, but it all arrived at once. 

I grew up believing in a number of virtues that my mother taught me were essential American beliefs. One of the most important and powerful of them was something that seemed—and still seems—so obvious to me that I have always held it close: Each generation owes the next one a better world. We owe our children a better life than the one we enjoyed. 

When any group makes its children into soldiers, it is abandoning that responsibility. That group is wrong. This practice must stop, and we owe it to the former child soldiers to help reintegrate them into their societies. 

I hope we pay that debt. 
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