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Chapter 1
"How many men have welost in the month since we captured this ship, 1s0?"

Fragger Sparks asked his question of his second-in-command from the healing table of the dropship's
sck bay. Around himin the cool darkness, aquietly whirring machine worked at repairing theinjury to
his ruined face. The Ranger didn't like to admit it, but he'd enjoyed the rest. The air conditioning wasa
relief from the heet of the steaming Jvaron jungle and the nasty swarmbugs hatched inits hell. He didn't
missthe smell, either. Fragger Sighed. Of al the planetsin the universe, hed managed to land on one that
had agiant fart for an atmosphere.

The Ranger glanced at the surgicd repair device, willing it to repair his damaged face but not holding out
agreat ded of hopefor the treetment. To the energy weapons of the future in which held found himself,
flesh had little more resistance than the thinnest sheet of paper. Hisleft eye had never stood a chance
againgt the power blade of Lord Lesto's officer in the battle for the ship. It was gone for good.

Heturned hishead to try to get a better look at | soruku Watanabe. The movement sent aripple of pain
up the sde of hishead.

"Damnit, 1so, haven't you learned by now to stand on my good side? Come around here where | can see
you with my remaining eye! 1t's damned maddening to keep talking to people | cant see. All | can hear is
that heavy breathing of yours. Why don't you ask Dr. Lesto if she can give you a new nose?'

The sergeant”s underdung jaw jutted itsdlf into the Ranger's view. Underneath the rocky cleft 1so
Watanabe called a brow, two brown eyes fixed an amused gaze on Fragger as afinger rubbed
unconscioudy at the pug nose that seemed perpetually plugged. It was ajoke among the men that when
Sergeant Watanabe snored, planets moved out of their orbits.

"What"s so damned funny?’ Fragger demanded.

"Y ou want to deliver meinto the hands of Lord Lesto's daughter? She's been trying to kill you ever since
you took this ship and drove her father into the jungle. Since she hasn't succeeded yet, shelll settlefor me
just to get at you. Before that Aiforian woman would fix my nose, she'd cut it off and shoveit up my rear
end. And that'sonly if she couldn"t get at my ballsfirst. | have no ideaof why you've kept that woman
dive"

"Killing unarmed women isn't part of my job description.”

"It'snot part of mine, either,” 1s0 said. “But when even awoman istrying to kill you, you get rid of her.
Especially one asdeadly as Lord Lesto's daughter. It's smple preservation.”

Unwilling to admit that 1so might be right, Fragger countered, “ Shelsfixing me, isn't she?'

|0 snorted. “ She's not fixing adamned thing. The machine's doing al the work, and it'srepairing
everything but your attitude. Y ou didn't find my breathing thet irritating before you lost the eye.”

A flare of painin his cheek made Fragger snap out hiswords. “That'strue. It was dl the rest of you |
found annoying. Now, | asked you aquestion. Give me an answer without your attitude. How many men
have we lost since I've been cooped up in here?!

"I'll remind you, colond, that you're the one with the attitude.”

" Sergeant!”



"Twenty."
"And how havewelost them?'

"Asfar as| cantel, weve lost most of them to Tyco Radmuller's creatures, particularly the dipsnakes.
The damned things are fast and deadly because they're so damned hard to see. The hellhounds are nasty
but easier to avoid.”

"You said ‘most’, 10."

"Yes. Otherswerelikely killed by Lord Lesto and histroopers. Lesto's not happy that we took his ship
and hisdaughter. We thwarted his plansto make use of your hyperspace ability and humiliated him, dl at
the sametime. And we certainly underestimated his ability to survivein the Jvaron jungle. The Situdtionis

aggravaing.”
"And dangerous,” Fragger added. “Do you think Radmuller and Lesto have formed some sort of dliance
S0 they can overcome our defenses?’

"It'spossible, colond, but I don't think so. Radmuller's megalomania prevents him from taking on
partners, even oneswho might benefit him. If Lesto forms an dliance with anyone, it will be with the
Corpse and Ricer forces blockading Jvaro as part of the Great Powersfleet. My guessisthat, at the
moment, he's smply piggybacking on top of Radmuller's attacks so as to make the most of the
opportunity to get his daughter and his ship back.”

"You're probably right,” Fragger admitted. “ Shit! What are you doing to counter Lesto'sand Radmuller's
tactics?"

"I've sent Bucaram out with his headhuntersto disrupt their attacks. The Shuar know the jungle better
than anyone."

"And what are the results?'

Watanabe shrugged. “ The usud tit-for-tat in jungle warfare. They kill afew of us. Wekill afew of them.
Radmuller isthe one with the advantage in this Situation. Apparently, he has an unlimited supply of his
geneticaly modified abominations.”

Fragger raised abrow at Watanabe's tone of indignation, wincing at the pain the movement caused.
“Abominations?’ 1've never heard you use aterm like that before. | didn't know these creatures bothered
you that much."

"They didn't before,” 150 said, “but that lunatic Radmuller has added something new to hismix of
dipsnekes and hellhounds.”

Fragger cursed at this news. “ Jesus, now what?"

"Baboons and gorillas. Silverbacks. We're now facing pissed-off 400-pound beasts with the intelligence
to plan attacks and the dogged persistence of Sdinsky.”

Fragger managed agrin at the mention of Corpord Salinsky. “1 don't think Red would appreciate the
associaion with gpes, even if Radmuller has given them homicidd tendencies.”

Watanabe returned the grin. “It'sa promotion for Red to be compared to Jivaron primates.”

"What duties have you assigned him?’ Fragger asked



"The organization and maintenance of position defense.”
"And hésdoing it well, I'll bet.”

Watanabe offered anod of admiration for Salinsky's efforts. “ Red was born for defensve warfare. It
suits his plodding persondity. Most of our losses have been on patrols. Weve had afew incursonsinto
the perimeter, but nothing bad."

Fragger asked, “Who got inside the perimeter?”

"Not who, colondl, what. Three of Radmuller's genmod baboons broke through and made it insde the
ship. They got their teeth into a couple of troopers before we took them out.”

"How'd they bresak through?"
"Sheer numbers,” 10 answered. “ And speed. Those little bastards can move fast.”
"Attrition, That's Radmuller"s strategy then?!

"That's as good adescription | can think of,” 1so answered. “ And it'sworking too damned well. We've
about exhausted the supplies from Lesto's dropship. He and his men weren't planning to stay on Jivaro
long, so they didn't provison heavily. We get provisonsfrom Shuar villages and supplement it with game
from the jungle. But that means we lose people in the process.”

"Well,” Fragger said, thinking out loud, “in our attack, we killed the pilot for this ship, and we don't have
one handy, so escape from Jvaro isimpossible at the moment. And even if we could, our odds are not
great at breaking through the planetary blockade. But we can't Sit here and wait for Lesto and Radmuller
to wear us down, ether. So, the only solution isto go on the offensive.”

"How?’ 1so asked.

"Find Radmuller first and diminate him. He's the greater threat with dl those damned beasts of his. We
have Lesto's daughter, so hell eventualy have to cometo us.”

"Eliminating Radmuller is easier said than done,” Watanabe cautioned. “ Bucaram has gotten closeto him
on acouple of occasions, but he sends those berserker gorillas and baboons svarming out of the jungle
to launch assaultsthat allow him to escape.”

"Well, there's agood way to counter that tactic, 1s0."
"Whichis?'

"Get me up and off thistable and back into action. Radmuller and his creatures have never seen anyone
with my abilities. I'll get that sonuvabitch, and I'll feed him to one of those damned snakes of his.”

Fragger attempted to Sit up and ran up againgt 1so's hand on his shoulder. He strained against the
pressure, got nowhere, and collapsed back onto the table.

"I don't think S0, colondl,” 1so said. “Y ou're in no condition to take on that lunatic and his army of beasts,
even with your MASER ahilities. Y ou don't have the strength to tackle the jungle. Y ou'd be exhausted
before you even got close to them. The problem of Radmuller can wait until you fully recover. You'rethe
one person we can't afford to lose."

"Damnit, I'm sick of being cooped up in here, Iso! At least get me outsde so | can get somefresh air!”



Iso grinned down at him. “Thisis Jvaro, colond. Thereisno fresh air. With al the rotting vegetation, the
whole place smdlslike Salinsky and that damned gark leaf he chews."

"Very funny, Is0. Get me outsde, anyway."

"l don't think you're ready yet,” 1s0 said. “Not without astim or pain pill, anyway. The troops need to
seeyou in good hedlth. 1t'll boost their morae.”

"Then get meadamned pill!"

"I don't have access to them, you know that. We need to get the Martian in here. Heand Dr. Lesto are
the only ones who have access to the pharmacy.”

Fragger sat up, ignoring the flash of pain in his head, and looked about the sickbay. “Where are they?'
"They're both tending to the men on sick cdl.”

"Dr. Lesto'snot trying to kill them as hard as she'strying to kill me, isshe?"

Iso laughed. “No, aslong as you're not a Rerun, you're in good hands with her.”

"How arethe men overa|?"

"Tired of this planet, but otherwise fine. Except for Private Smedner.”

"Smedner? Who'she?'

"A good junglefighter, but insubordinate,” 1so answered. “I've had to discipline him severa times."
"What's his problem?"

"Hewastrying to force a Shuar wife and caught a curare dart in the ass. Unfortunately, she's one of
Bucaram'swives."

Fragger groaned. “ Smedner went after one of the uwishin's wives? Haven't you called the men together
and briefed them on the Shuar triba structure, 150? Y ou don't mess with the headhunters, much lessthe
shaman'swomen."

Watanabe gave him an exasperated look. “Of course, | briefed them. Twice, in fact. But stupid is stupid,
and testosterone istestosterone. The combination of the two meanstrouble.”

"Theidiot! When did this happen?"
"Two weeks ago."
"Bring him here,” Fragger said. “I'll kick hisassright up into histhroat.”

"| can't do that, colondl. He deserted soon after Dr. Lesto treated him. He knew hislife wasn't worth spit
if the Shuar caught him done."

Fragger swore. “Not only do | have to take on EarthCorp, your Ricer buddies and every other mgor
power in the system, but | have to keep my own men from getting themselves killed before they even

engagethe enemy!”

"Relax, colond. It'slikely hesdready dead,” Iso said. “If Radmuller's creatures got hold of him, they
tore him to pieces. Few people could survive out there done. Besides, as you continualy tell me, dedling



with these problemsisal part of command.”

Fragger glowered at 1s0. “Do you always have to make so much damned sense?’

"lan't that what you're paying me the high creds for?”

"Fuck you!"

"Quaint profanity from 600 years ago doesn"t get the job done,” Watanabe pointed out.
"Thisisn't fair, you know, 1s0."

"What isnt far?'

"You'"re the one with the rash temper. You're the one who rides off on hishorsein dl directions at once,
especidly when somebody gets your goat about your buraku background of being an untouchablein the
society of the Royal and Imperial Commonwedlth of Nipponese Empires. I'm the one who's supposed to
be coal, calm and collected, not aRicer like you.”

"And so you are,” Watanabe said. “Mogt of the time. However, the fact that you''re snapping and
snarling a everyone who comesinto sick bay proves two things. One, you're on the mend, and, two,
you''re not completely hedlthy yet. So, takeit easy outside. We're going to need you in good shape
because one of our scouting parties reports alanding by an Aiforian party that's been hopping about the
planet trying to contact us. They're about aweek away, should we want to let them find us. If that's the
case, you'll want to be in shape to ded with them.”

"They haven't spotted our location, have they?’ Fragger asked in darm.

"Not in my opinion. As| said, they've hopscotched around Jvaro, landing in sectors they consider likely
spotsto find us. Plus, they've been dowed down by tropical storms. I've been monitoring weather
forecasts from the blockade shipsin orbit. Apparently, the Jivaron hurricane season is expected to be
unusudly active this year. But, the Aiforians were bound to get close sooner or later, sormsor no
storms. They're broadcasting openly, trying to get our attention”

"What do they want?’ Fragger asked.
"To talk about the release of Lord Lesto's daughter, of course.”
"Tak the usua way, | suppose—with energy wegpons.”

"Could be,” Iso said. “What's different thistimeisthat they've let avidman do most of thetakingin
delivering thelr requeststo meet with us."

"What'savidman?'

"'Someone who reports the news. His nameis Watrun Wik. He says he's been brought aong by the
Aiforian ambassador, one Heisst Wenghorn, to hear your side of the story. Wik's made apoint of caling
himself an independent vidman."

"Morelikely agovernment propagandist hack,” Fragger said. “Still..."
Iso raised an eyebrow. “ ThisWik interests you? It's likely just another ploy.”

"Morethan likely,” Fragger agreed, “however, if thisjourndist redlly iswhat he says heis, then maybe
we can use him to our advantage. A sympathetic eyewitness can be avauable asset. Everybody lovesan



underdog and guess who that ison this planet?'
"Don't remind me,” 1s0 grumbled.

"Is0, here'sa cold, hard fact. We need the truth to get out more than we need more weapons.
EarthCorp, the Ricers, everyone will aways outgun us. Maybe we can outgun them with the truth. 1t'sthe
one edge were lacking."

"Soldiersdon't talk, they fight, colond.”

"Leaders do both,” Fragger countered. “But enough talk about vidmen. Well let Wenghorn and Wik
gtew for awhile and decide later whether to contact them. Continue monitoring their communications.
Right now, commlink the doctor and Buurk and get them here so | can get out of this place. It's about
time you do something useful for a change besides harassing your commander.”

"What do you need Dr. Lesto for?’ 1so asked.
"She can get the pill for me."

Iso frowned. “Buurk can do that. Y ou smply want to aggravate her again, don't you? Y ou find it amusing
to have an Aiforian noblewoman tending to someone she consdersinferior.”

"Cdl italessonin humility.”

"Humility, my assl Colonel, you've got to stop provoking her. She keepslooking for waysto kill you, and
your actions just make her redouble her efforts.”

"I know, but | can't help mysdlf. That attitude of hersjust pisses me off no end.”

"And yours pisses me off no end,” 1so said. “Y ou two are like scorpionsin a bottle. One of you is going
to end up dead. I'd just as soon it wasn't you."

"Iso, my head hurts, and you're making it hurt worse. Now, do as| ordered and get those two in here."

Iso growled and reached for his commlink with one hand while with the other he gave Fragger thefinger.



Chapter 2

Ten minutes later, Buurk and the doctor entered the sick bay. Andriana Lesto camein with the same
expression as she dways did, alook of disgust at the fact she was being forced to treat an inferior from
the past, a Rerun. Fragger blew akiss at the dim physician from the bed, causing the ice-hard blue eyes
to narrow. Fragger grinned at her response. Aggravating Lord Lesto's daughter was one of the few
pleasures heldd had during hisrecovery.

But, Isoisright, irritating her isa dangerous game, he admitted, but | hate racists. | ran into
enough of them back on Old Earth. Now, the present time has added aristocratic snobbery. It'sa
toxic mix, especially for me.

He studied her as she approached, admiring her beauty. In their time together, hed also cometo
appreciate her tough competence and love of family. He wished that love extended beyond the Aiforian
nobility of which she was part. But, beyond the aristocracy, people were objects to be despised and
used as suited her whims.

And that rankles me no end.

"What do you want?’ she demanded as she reached his bed and |ooked down at him.

"Y ou have aterrible bedside manner, doctor. No wonder few of your patients survive your treatment.”
Her reply was acid. “ All of my normal patients do just fine, thank you."

"Well, fortunately, I'm aRerun,” Fragger said, irked as always by her condescension. “And we're made
of tougher stuff than ‘norma’ humans. I'll remind you that this piece of re-awakened ‘ garbage’ from the
past took this ship from your father, drove him into the jungle, and captured you."

The doctor reddened at hisjab and asked again in afrigid tone, “What do you want?'
"What | want isto get outside.”

"I'm not stopping you. Go wherever you want."

"I need astim/pain pill. Get me one, doctor.”

She went to the pharmacy and unlocked it, giving the Ranger time to check out her figure.

It was a good sign | have interest again in the female form. It means I'm definitely recovering.
And Lord Lesto's daughter has a fine shape, | have to admit.

Beneath the rough, dark crew fatigues, the breasts and hips still managed to assert their shape despite her
thinness. A ram-rod straight bearing hel ped the effect. It was the aristocratic arrogance on the face that
ruined it for Fragger. Andriana Lesto had the expression of a golden-skinned, hard-hearted angel who
was pissed off because they wereletting riff-raff like him into heaven.

She returned from the pharmacy with two pills and aglass of water and offered them. The Ranger
squinted his good eye at the medication, then arched an eyebrow at her.

"] asked for one, not two."

"They'reasmaler dosage. Y ou'll need two."



Fragger turned his head to the medic, “Buurk, check the medication out for me, would you? I'm till not
seeing small thingswell, and | don't think | trust the lady.”

The doctor stepped back as Buurk took the pills from her hand, and Fragger suppressed agrin a her
reaction to the Martian. The medic's Sze intimidated everyone, but there was alarge and gentle soul
ingde the man that reveded itsdlf once you got to know him, something Andriana Lesto would never
redlize with her contempt for beings she considered inferior.

Buurk stood seven feet tall. The genetic adaptation to the thin Martian atmosphere made his chest ook
nearly as wide. With a splayed nose, eyes set back under ledge-like brows, and a broad mouth, Buurk
looked like the genetic engineers had used Abraham Lincoln asamoded and not quite gotten thingsright.

As he watched the medic examine the pills, Fragger was happy to see that the Martian no longer seemed
morose. After their landing on Jivaro, Buurk had felt lost and usdlessin aclimate that was unbearable to
him. A jungle planet was as dien to the medic as the deserts of Mars would be to the head-hunting Shuar
of Jvaro. Depresson had setin, and Fragger was afraid the medic would kill himsdf by smply wasting
away in thejungle heat. But, the attacks by the Lesto's men, Radmuller's creatures, and the jungle itself
had given Buurk back his purpose in treating the wounded and ill. He was useful again, and that was dll
any man could ask.

Plus, he's a handy check on Andriana Lesto. He despises her as much as she despises him.

Buurk scowled and spoke in avoice deep as a pipe organ. “ They're not the standard stim/pain pill,
colond. They look like hyper-stimulants. The doctor's been busy, doing some cooking on theside. Users
cdl it the“white bitch."

"How appropriate,” Fragger said.

Buurk glared at Dr. Lesto. “One pill would cause heart damage and a stroke at a minimum. Two would
kill the colond. I'll get the right medication.”

Fragger wagged afinger at the physcian. “ Shame on you.”
"I'd have given you thewhole bottleif | could have, Rerun!™

"I'm not talking about you're trying to kill me. I'm talking about the fact that you're so obvious abouit it.
Are Aiforian nobles naturally stupid or do they have to work hard to achieve such ahigh leve of
incompetence? Perhapsit's the product of inbreeding.”

The doctor flushed red. “It's not agood ideato insult your physician!™
"Even one who keeps trying to murder me?"

Fragger turned to the sergeant. “ 10, what's a suitable punishment for awoman who isincgpable of

learning?'

"I recommend latrine duty,” 1s0 answered as Buurk returned with the medication.

"Sounds suitableto me,” Fragger said as he downed the pills.

The doctor's face shaded from red to purple. “1 will never, ever haul shit for you people! Never!"

"A pain goad will change your mind quickly,” Fragger said. “Y ou've seen how effective they areon
Reruns™



The doctor paled and put a hand on the bed to steady herself. After amoment, she straightened and spat
a him.

Fragger wiped the spit from hisface, suppressng hisown rage at her action. 10, she won't want to
mess up her uniform, so bring her some Rerun rags and dress her in them. When she's suitably clothed,
well head outside. Y ou can put her to work, and | can check our defenseswhile | finally get some fresh
ar."

"Yes, gr. Therésonly one problem.”
"Whichis?’ Fragger prompted.

"ThisisJvaro, colond. Thereisno fresh air.”



Chapter 3

The rotten-egg smell of the Jvaron swamp dapped Fragger across the face as he came out through the
main hatch with Iso and Andriana Lesto—struggling between two burly guards-into agusty wind
ameling of future rain. Nonetheless, he was grateful to be outside the ship and equaly grateful the pill had
kicked in and rlieved him of the painin hisface. Thefierceness of the noonday sun startled the Ranger
for amoment until he redized that the normally thick junglewood canopy forest had been leveled for a
hundred meters around the ship to provide a clear field of fire. The dropship was now surrounded by
red, muddy soil pockmarked with craters of standing water. A sudden fear that the Stewas easily visible
from space was eased when he glanced up at the sky and saw the faint blur of the chameleon shield
generated by the ship. The sensors of the ships orbiting the planet would pick up nothing but jungle
signatures. He dropped his gaze and watched 1so and the guards lead the cursing doctor away toward
the latrine area, admiring her shape again even though most of it was obscured by the Rerun rags. It had
taken three troopersto strip her and get her into the clothes.

"Why don't you just bed her, colond?'

Red Salinsky's shouted question startled Fragger out of his appreciation of AndrianaLesto's body. The
big corporal dopped through the muck to reach Fragger's side. Sdinsky's muscled shoulders made it
look asif they'd torn holesin his camo uniform instead of the trek through the jungle to capture the ship.
Asaways, Red reminded him of the comic book hero, the Incredible Hulk. The skin wasn't green,
though. It wasn't brown either from the Jivaron sun. Red was so fair-skinned his tan approximated that of
alobster boiled far too long. The bullet-shaped head was the same color, except for the pale skull that
showed through red hair when Salinsky lifted a cap to swear and dap awhining bug near his raptor nose.

"What the hell wasthat?’ Fragger asked.
"Thebug, you mean?"
"Yeah. It didn't sound like a swarmbug."”

"We cdl them ‘drillbits, colond. Another Jvaron surprise. They don't have the nasty hornet's sting of a
swarmbug, but they'll drive you crazy with the noise when you get into acloud of them. Soundsjust like
what we cal them.”

"Did thedrillbits put that shit-eating grin on your face aswell?’ Fragger asked.

"Nope, put it there al by mysdlf. | wasjust wondering when you'd teach the doctor your bedside

The corpora offered a one-man-to-another leer to emphasize his suggestion.
"Red, I'd sooner get into bed with adipsnake. I'd have a better chance of surviving.”

Red pointed at Fragger's head and then at his crotch. “Y our brain is saying one thing, but your dick is
saying ancther.”

"She keepstrying to kill me, Red."
"Who isn't? Y ou might aswell die with asmile on your face."

Fragger matched Red's chuckle with one of hisown, then said, “ L et's stick to business, shal we?1 came
out hereto survey the defenses, not trade jokes. | see you cleared the trees for good fields of fire, but



why so far out?'

Red sighed as he rubbed at an insect bite on one of his cauliflower ears. “It's those baboons of
Radmuller's. They were launching themselves out of the treesin packs and chewing up our men. Two
even managed to get insde the ship and take down two troopers before we got powerbladesinto
them—"

"Yeah, Isotold methat,” Fragger interrupted.

"—a0, | created aperimeter large enough to keep them at a safe distance. I'd have set out mines, but
Lesto didn't stock the ship with any. To compensate, I've got extramen on watch.”

Fragger clapped ahand on the corpord'siron-muscled shoulder. “Well done. Show metherest of your
defenses now, so I'm up to speed on the tactical Situation.”

Red led Fragger away from the main hatch and aong the hull of the dropship. He stabbed athick,
scarred finger at positions asthey walked.

"I've set up interlocking fields of fire around the ship, colonel, although there are gaps due to battle
damage and losses. Sprayguns are in double keyhol e positions and manned by my men. The spraygun
sguads are protected with defilade positions manned by 1so's Ricer troops. They're better marksmen and
love going one on one with the enemy.”

Fragger smiled. “It looks asif you've finally gained some respect for Watanabe's Imperia
Commonwedlth troopers, Red."

The corpora shrugged. “I always had respect for the Ricerseven if | said otherwise. They killed too
many of my buddies on other worldsto think otherwise. Anyway, Bucaram and his Shuar arein charge
of recon. It'stherr territory, and they know the jungle better than either my men or Iso'sever could.”

"They're doing agood job?’ Fragger asked, athough he was sure he already knew the answer.

"Never seen people better at it,” Red answered. “ They can blend into the jungle like chameleons. See
that pile over there?'

Fragger saw asmoking heap at the edge of the clearing. The stink of burned fur blew in on the wind.
“Radmuller's creatures?'

"About 20 or 30 of them, colondl. Baboons, those damned hellhounds, adipsnake or two. Bucaram's
men spotted them and warned us before they could mount an effective assault.”

"An assault? Y ou're tdling me Radmuller organized those creaturesinto an assault team?"

"Of sorts,” Red answered. “I1t wasn't redly an organized rush. They just came boiling out of the jungle
intent on killing everything in Sght. One cannon burst blew them gpart. But, without Bucaram'swarning,
they might have breached the perimeter before the big gun was zeroed in.”

Fragger shook hishead. “| gill can't believe Radmuller made those anima s that smart.”

"Just smart enough to come after usin any way he wants them to, colondl. Radmuller kegps probing our
defenses with them. And why not? He doesn't care how many heloses, he gainsinformation al thetime,
and he's wearing the men down.”

Fragger swore. “Wearing people down seemsto be a specialty of everybody and everything on this



planet.”

"We're going to haveto take care of Radmuller or get offworld,” Red said. “Weain't got as many
soldiers as he has crestures, that'sfor sure.”

Fragger stifled asigh. Under the artificia energy of the stim pill, therewas till awearinessdegp in his
mind borne of hislong journey acrosstime, stars, and the Jvaron jungle. But he didn't want Red or any
of hismen to sensethe fatigue that ate at the borders of his confidence.

Sill, he admitted to himsdlf, at the moment, there's nothing I want more than to go back inside the
ship and lie down.

"Areyou dl right?’ he heard Red ask.

Fragger forced agrin. “Haven't been up in awhile, Red. | guess| overestimated how much strength I'd
logt. Let'sfinish thetour, then | can get back insde.”

Better that you think me physically weak than mentally weak, Red...
"Let mehdpyou.”

"No!” Fragger said. “Thisisno time for the men to see me needing help. Just takeit dow, and I'll make
it"

The corpora nodded and led the way around the hull of the dropship, pointing out defensive positions as
they went. Fragger greeted the men, joking that they were the best looking troopers within a 100 meters
of the ship, but smelled worse than the swamp. They returned his greeting as soldiers should, with
good-natured profanity. Their actions cheered and depressed the Ranger at the same time. 1t meant that
they were heartened by hisfirst appearance outside the ship. But, it a so meant that they expected him to
extract them from danger.

And, at the moment, | have no clue of how to do that.

Fragger felt his shoulders sag, and he admonished himsdf back into a Ranger's ramrod-straight posture
by teling himsdf, By God, Rangers lead the way even if it's only into proper military bearing!

Red leaned close to his ear and whispered, “It'stime to cut the ingpection short, Colond. Y ou're looking
pale

"No!” Fragger sad. “We will continue thisinspection, and we will makeit dl the way around this
dropship!"

"Youresure?'

"You're damned right, | am. Just get meto the latrine area. The sight of Andriana Lesto hauling shit will
give metheboost | need.”

Red led the way, shouldering aside adetail of three troopers who cursed until they saw who it was.
Fragger was sure they'd learned fast that an irritated Red Salinsky was best not provoked. He followed
the mountainous back of the corpora until Salinsky halted in the shade of the dropship's ft.

"Theresheis,” Red said, pointing afinger to the north.

Bent under a crude junglewood yoke with a bucket dangling at each end, Andriana Lesto toiled through
the mud toward smoking fuel drums. The smell of burning shit blew toward the ship on asteady breeze.



Fragger enjoyed the sght of a humbled Aiforian noblewoman until he noticed a cluster of troopers
parking their behinds againgt the hull of the ship.

"What the hell are dl these men doing here, Red?’ Fragger demanded. “They shouldn't be bunching up
likethat evenif the doctor isasight worth watching.”

"They're not here for the doctor, colonel, not most of them, anyway. It's the smoke. It keepsthe
swarmbugs and drillbits down to aminimum.”

"Wdl, goddamniit, tdl them to—"

An inhuman shrieking drowned out his command. Heads snapped toward the jungle as troopers shot to
their feet, weapons at the ready. Fifty meters beyond the shit cans, junglewood trees shook frenzied
leaves, but nothing appeared out of the bloodgrass at the base of their trunks.

"Radmuller likes his psychological games,” Red said. “ A wholelot of screaming baboonsjanglesthe
nerves, but we haven't had any attacksin awhile.

"Cdl Dr. Lesto back, anyway,” Fragger ordered. “We can't afford to lose her.”

Red started to call to the doctor, then stopped. A puzzled look came over hisface. “What the hell?
What's shedoing?'

Andriana Lesto had dropped the yoke and buckets. She pointed toward the jungle, back at the ship, and
then broke into afrantic run.

Red graightened in darm. * Slipsnakes! Gunners, lay down fire behind Dr. Lesto!™

The staccato burst of spray guns, interspersed with the sharper crack of rifle, cut theair. A shit can
toppled over, and Fragger saw the yellow-ochre spots of agen-mod anacondas side diding by it through
the muck. The snake dithered at a speed he wouldn't have thought possible if he hadn't experienced an
attack himsdif.

"Run fagter, Andrianal” he heard himsdlf shout.

It was unneeded advice. The doctor put on a burst of speed just as the snub nose of the snake's head
struck. It caught her pants leg and pulled. The doctor yanked hard against the reptile's grip, and Fragger
heard cloth rip free. Shefell and then clambered forward on al fours as weaponsfire tore into the snake.
The beast writhed under the impact of concentrated volleys and was shredded into chunks of flesh.
Andriana Lesto scrambled toward the ship until she dropped behind Fragger, panting from the effort. The
ice-blue eyesglared a him from amask of mud and shit.

Fragger twisted about to grin down at her. “Y ou never |ooked better.”
"You ... you ... you Rerun bastard!” she said, cursing at him between gaspsfor air.

"Doesn't shelook good?” Fragger asked Red, expecting the corporal to join in the needling. Red
Sdinsky had the rough-and-ready sense of humor typica of infantrymen of any age. But therewasno
return grin, only afrown directed toward the jungle.

"What's the matter, Red?'
"The attack, colonel, it doesn't make any sense.”

"Why not?'



"Why go after Dr. Lesto? She's of no strategic or tactica importance to Radmuller.”

Fragger shrugged. “ Target of opportunity, | suppose. After dl, they're ill just animas even if Radmuller
has modified them for increased intelligence. They're smart, but they're not so smart that they could pick
individuasout."

"I wouldn't betoo sure of that,” Red said. “ Radmuller keeps on changing them, and they keep on getting
better at what they do."

A trooper'swarning cut off the exchange. “ Snakes! More snakes! Apes! More goddamned everything!"

Fragger snapped his head in the direction the soldier was pointing and saw the mud hump itself into
dozens of dithering snakes headed toward the dropship. Among them, primates—chimpanzees,
baboons, and silverback gorillas—laid their knucklesinto the mud and propelled themselves forward,
howling out chalenges.

"Engage them!” Red shouted as he sprinted toward the defensive emplacementsto direct the
engagementt.

Fragger stood where he was to observe the action. He was pleased to see Red's troopers lay down fire
with devagtating effect. The weaponry chopped reptiles and primates into bloody lumps of flesh.

"Somefun, huh?’ Fragger turned about to ask Andriana. A strangely satisfied and smug smile played on
her lips as her eyesfocused on something behind him. The Ranger whirled, ready to accelerate, but a
powerful hand gripped his ankle and jerked him onto his back. Before he could move, aweight jumped
onto his chest, and he stared into the davering jaws of large male baboon. It thrust its dog-like snout
toward hisface. The smdll of dead mest rolled out of the beast's mouth. The Ranger fought back,
clutching itsthroat. It broke his grip and leaped over his head. Fragger scrambled on to hishandsand
kneesto seeif the male was attacking the doctor, but another jerk on his ankle dropped him face-first
into the mud. The Ranger swore, rolled onto back, and stared into the faces of atroop of snarling
baboons. Two of them grabbed his ankles and pulled, dragging him over the ground and away from the
ship.

"Red!” he shouted. “ Red, goddamn it, give me some help herel”
Hairy fists clubbed him across the jaw once, then twice.

After the second blow, it was a pleasure to sink into blackness.



Chapter 4

Rain dripped pleasantly on Fragger'sface. It was a soothing counterpoint to the throbbing in hisjaw. He
didn't really want to open his one good eye, but the growling of thunder overhead prompted him to check
his surroundings. Jivaro's violent downpours could drown aman if he found himsdf lying in alow spot.

The Ranger looked up and sucked in his bregth.
Theranwas't rain.

It was dobber, straight from the snarling mouth of a silverback mountain gorillabent closeto hisface.
The thunder he'd heard didn't come from the sodden sky above the animal’s enormous head. It rumbled
from the mal€sfurry throat asit glared down at him with reddened, enraged eyes. Fragger raised his
head to get a better look at the beast and make sure he wasn't dreaming a very bad dream. The motion
forced the gorilla erect into a chest-pounding, roaring display of fury that echoed through thejungle. The
musky, rank smdll of primate hair roiled the air.

Fragger estimated the great ape had to weigh 500 pounds. It was clear that, with its massive arms, it
could toss him like aFrisbeeiif it decided to do so.

Or kill me with one swipe of those giant hands of his, Fragger thought. But it hasn't done so yet. It's
one of Radmuller's creatures so | think it just wants to intimidate me. And he's doing a damned
good job of it! Christ, Radmuller took a gentle, vegetarian primate and turned it into a snarling
terror.

A deep, commanding voice cut through the great ape's chest-pounding. “Bdlisarius! Back off. That's
enough, boy. Y ou did your job just fine. Just stay closeto him"

The gorilladropped its head and gave Fragger asnarl of contempt before digging its knucklesinto the
ground and swinging itself behind the Ranger. The animd's movement revealed the owner of the voice,
hands on his knees, Stting on arotted junglewood sump. The ssump might aswell have been aking's

throne, Fragger decided, after seeing the entourage that fanned out in avee from the man's position.

But it's the oddest entourage a king ever had!

It was amixture of baboons and gorillas, some of which had hellhounds on strong leashes. The air filled
with grunts, screeches, growls, the sngpping of jaws, and arestless yearning to kill something.

Fragger knew only one man could be holding them in check.
Tyco Radmulller.
Dr. Shaper.

The voice was much bigger than the man. Radmuller wore akhaki shirt, shorts, and caf-high white socks
that rose neatly out of jungle boots. He was a short man with afussy air aout his posture asif he were
annoyed by the intractable messiness of the jungle environment in which he found himsalf. Fragger
guessed him to be around five-foot-four tal, exactly as 150 had described him back on the Gulag
dropship they'd used to escape the Ricer HELOT vessel and get to Jivaro. Next to the burly Corpse
soldier ganding by him, Radmuller looked like an extremely malevolent schoolboy.

Fragger started to laugh at the contrast between the two men, then cut it short. Despite hissmall size,
Radmuller radiated an aura of authority and the expression on hisface was anything but childish. The



grey-blue eyes set above prominent cheek bones seemed to regard everything about them as potential
specimensto be dissected. The arched eyebrow, the precisely parted blond hair and a patrician nose
above atautly-drawn mouth, al spoke of an ancestry of German aristocracy.

Decadent German aristocracy, Fragger decided. He carries the same diseased attitude of the
EarthCorp Interrogators who worked me over while in orbit over Khanwat. It's the objective
mind-set of an entomol ogist studying a particularly interesting bug.

"Dr. Shaper,” Fragger said as he stood.
Radmuller frowned. “ That's not my name, Rerun. It's Dr. Radmuller, and you will address me assuch.”

"It's Colonel Sparks, not Rerun,” Fragger shot back. His jaw and head still pounded, and he was thirsty
but he was determined not to let thelittle man gain an edge on him.

Radmuller's frown turned into asmile of contempt. “Unlikeyou, | earned my title, Sparks. | didn't bestow
it upon mysdf.”

"My men gavethe rank, Radmuller, and, unlike you, | haven't betrayed my title.”
"Advanced it, you mean,” the doctor said.

Fragger's head swam with sudden nausea from the beating held received from the primates, and he
couldn't focus his thoughts to the point necessary for acceeration. Seeking to buy time until hismind
cleared, he changed the direction of afruitless conversation, “ Arewe through fencing with words? | see
now how you managed to capture me. | had atraitor in my midst.”

Radmuller glanced up at the soldier next to him. “Private Smedner isaman of practicaity. He had no
wish to have his head shrunk by the barbarian Shuar.”

Smedner smirked at Fragger. Holding aPPC rifle at waist level and trained squarely on Fragger, the
private was a beefy man with buzz-cut brown hair and a ski-dope nose. His posture held the false
arrogance of aman who'd cheated death and thought it was due to his own cleverness. The Ranger was
sure dl the cleverness had come from someone else. A memory popped into his head—Andriana Lesto
pointing in his direction when she ran from Radmuller's creatures back at the ship—and he suddenly
knew the source of the cleverness.

"He'saman of expedience, that'sfor sure,” Fragger said, “but no brains. He tried to rape one of the
Shuar wives, awife of the uwishin. Heslucky he's dill got hisbals, smal though they may be."

Brigtling at the remark, the private raised hisrifle.

"Smedner, keep your position!” Radmuller ordered. “Y our former commander isjust trying to goad you
into another stupid act.”

Smedner lowered the weapon and shrugged. “Dr. Lesto and | were smart enough to get you here.”
" She pointed me out to them, and you directed the attack,” Fragger said.

Smedner nodded.

"Private, you nearly got Dr. Lesto killed in the process. | don't think shell forget that.”

"Everyone takes their chancesin combat, Rerun, you know that aswell as| do.”



"Yes, private, | do. Of course, | dso know that deserters happen to die particularly nasty desths.”

Smedner smirked again. “That may be, but once Dr. Radmuller isthrough with you, you won't be around
to seeit.”

Fragger turned his attention back to thelittle man. “1 won't waste any more words on a coward, o,
Radmuller, I'll tell you the samething I've told everybody dse. Y ou're after my MASER abilities. | don't
know how my abilitieswork. | only know that they do."

"I've no doubt of that,” Radmuller said. “ Trash like you wouldn't possess the knowledge of how to dipin
and out of hyperspace in such an extraordinary way. And even if you did possess the knowledge, your
Rerun brain couldn't comprehend it."

"And yet here | am in spite of the best efforts of Corpse and Ricer interrogators.”

"Indeed,” Radmuller acknowledged before adding ady sneer to his agreement. “But up until now you've
been in the custody of amateurs. Y ou'rein my expert hands now. Look around you, Rerun. Do you think
you're much of a challenge compared to my creations? Y our brain isless than astep beyond that of a

gorilla”

"Well, thisbrain isgoing to accelerate me out of here. Then you'll find out how much of achdlengel can
mu

"Rerun, if you could do that, you would have done it by now. At thispoint, | don't know how your
MASER abilitieswork, but | suspect they cal for aclear mind and full concentration, and that's
something you don't have right now. And won't have."

Radmuller motioned at Bellisarius. Fragger caught aglimpse of the gorillasfist beforeit dammed into his
cheek and drove him into the ground. Ears ringing, he struggled back up, determined not to show
weaknessin the face of the enemy.

"I'm an animd, then, lessthen human?’ Fragger asked. “ Times change little, Radmuller. Back onold
Earth, we had aman, Dr. Joseph Mengele, called the Angel of Death. He was a sadigtic torturer and
murderer of men, women and children, dl in the name of bogus science and racia purity.”

"l kill no one unlessthey attack me,” Radmuller said. “L ook around. None of my creatures are deed, are

they?"

Fragger stared at the beasts lining the clearing. The primates snarled, sharing ared-eyed purpose ess
hunger. Among them, hellhounds growled at each other in unfocused anger.

They've all been brought to the edge of rage, and then left there until Radmuller givesa
command. It has to be an endless frustration. No wonder they're ready to kill on the spot.

The Ranger found unexpected pity welling up insde him despite the fact that the creatureswould rip him
gpart upon word from the doctor. He wished the nausea would subside so he could accel erate and get
his hands on Radmuller's throet.

"No, they're not dead, Radmuller, but they might aswell be."
"| give them the gift of augmented intelligence, and you say they'd be better off dead, Rerun?”'

"That kind of intdligenceisn't in their nature, and you know it."



The answer was met with ashrug. “Their old inferior natures are not my concern, Sparks, only their new
and superior natures. It will trandate eventuadly into augmented intelligence for dl human beings.”

"Except Reruns, of course.”
"They will serve an important part in the advancement of humanity,” Radmuller sad. “Especidly you."

"I'm sure,” Fragger said. “Why arewe having this conversation?Y ou want only one thing from me. So,
why wastetimein talk?"

"A civilized chat inthe midst of al thisunruly jungle, isthat too much to ask, Rerun? My petsare my
wonderful creations, but conversation is not their strong point, | admit. Besides, it'sdl to your
advantage.”

"What do you mean?"
"Thelonger you tak, the longer you live.

"I've heard that from every interrogator the Ricers and Corpses have thrown at me. I'll outlive you,
Radmuller, | promiseyou that."

"Perhaps you will, Rerun, but what will your mental state be after 1've finished extracting the secret from
your mind?"

"It couldn't be any worse than sitting here listening to your bullshit.”
"Very well. It'stimeto get back to base, anyway."

Radmuller stood and brushed debris from his shorts. He reached behind the tree ssump and hoisted abag
ontop of it. He rummaged in the bag and pulled out a pair of odd-looking hand cuffs.

At the Sght of them, Fragger strained to focus his concentration on engaging hisMASER ahilities.
Radmuller barked asharp order. “Bellisarius, hold the prisoner.”

The Ranger winced as amassive hand gripped the back of his neck.

"Hold out your hands, Rerun,” Radmuller ordered.

Fragger obeyed, and the doctor snapped the cuffs around hiswrigts. The Ranger ingpected them closaly
as Radmuller punched in acode on the digita array on the left cuff.

"What's that for?’ Fragger asked.
"Try the shift to hyperspace, and you'l find out, Rerun.”
Bdlisarius cuffed Fragger behind the back of the head as an added warning shot against escape.

"Easy,” the doctor cautioned the silverback. “I need the Rerun in one piece for now. Don't hit him or hurt
himinany way."

The gorillasnarled, showing sharp canines, and obeyed, but the glint in primate's eyes showed Fragger
the obedience was temporary.

"Form aline behind me, dl of you,” Radmuller ordered the gorillas and baboons. “Unleash the hounds.
L et them range about usin case the enemy hasfollowed.”



Hellhounds howled and quivered with excitement as the gorillas snapped |eashes off the thick necks of
the genetically-modified dogs. The hounds bounded into the jungle and were out of Sight within seconds.

The remaining animasfd| obediently into line behind Radmuller. Fragger, jabbed in the kidneys by
Bdlisarius, gasped at the pain and started forward.

Two days later, hiskidneyswere even sorer, and the afternoon heat made him snap when Bdllisarius
poked athick finger into his sde again. He swung around and belted the gorillafull in the face with his
cuffed fists. The sllverback howled in rage and backhanded the Ranger ten feet into a puddle off thetrail.
Fragger scrambled to get up out of the water for another go at the beast. A searing bolt of energy shot
through hisbody. It dropped him back to ground and left him jerking spasmodically. When the seizure
passed, he collapsed, asliquid asthe puddleinto which he'd falen. Hisvision blurred.

When it returned, he saw Radmuller standing above him with Bdlisarius by hisside. The gorillawore the
same smirk on hisface asdid his master.

"My variaion on pain goad technology,” the doctor said. “Effective, isn't it?"

Fragger didn't answer.

Radmuller shoved atoeinto hisribs. “Ian't it?'

"Yeyes!” the Ranger gasped.

"Careto try to escgpe again?'

"I-1 wasn't trying to escape. That damned gorilla keeps poking me. He's been doing it for two days.”

Radmuller turned with afrown to the silverback. “ Bellisarius, you disgppoint me. Y ou've disobeyed my
orders. | have another pair of cuffs. They'll fit you well. Do you want to end up like this Rerun, writhing
on the ground in excruciating pain?'

Theslverback snarled in defiance.

"Doyou?’ Radmuller demanded.

The gorillasnapped its head from side to sideto indicateit didn't.

"Wdll, then, behave yoursdlf. Y ou're dowing us down with thisridiculous behavior.”

Fragger lost track of the next few days, knowing only that Bellisarius was content with an occasiond trip
that sent him sprawling into the muddy soil. The wegather had dampened the ape's enthusiasm for torture.
A wind had sprung up from the southwest and steadily gained intengity, driving rain before it until it
seemed to Fragger that ahorizontd flood wasintheair.

Damn, thisisjust a tropical storm according to what 1so told me earlier. I'd hate to see what a
full-blown hurricane is like on this planet.

Theideaof morerain and mud sapped his strength further, and he sumbled through the jungle, too tired
to care about his eventua fate at Radmuller's hands. Hours | ater, he was ready to flop to the ground no
matter what Bellisarius did when excited shouts and grunts shook him out of his exhaustion. Aheed, the
white spire of atower, festooned with communications dishes, poked above the jungle canopy. Around
him, the doctor's primates danced and gibbered in acomplete loss of discipline. For amoment, hope
surged in Fragger at the thought of an opportunity for escape. Then, he remembered the cuffs and sank



back into despair.

"Get back inling!” he heard Radmuller shout. “Y ou'll be fed soon enough, but you won't get fed at dl if
you don't maintain order!"

Grumbling snarls and barks met the order, and discipline was nearly restored when one of the baboons
broke ranks and ran toward the base. A mob of primates ran after him and disappeared into therain,
leaving ared-faced Radmuller shouting futildly into the air.

A grunt of surprise sounded behind Fragger. He turned and saw Bdllisariusfaling forward. Thefull
weight of the silverback dropped on the Ranger, squeezing the air from hislungs and knocking his head
hard againgt the ground. Galaxies of pain wheeled about his brain as he looked into the open jaws of the
slverback. Blood spurted out the throat and coated the gorilla's fangs. It trickled down onto the ground
and spread under Fragger's head. Dimly, he heard shouts and the screaming of hellhounds mesh with the
szzling bolts of energy wegpons.

Fragger smiled.
Radmuller had been ambushed.

The Ranger didn't know if it was Lesto or some of hisown men, and he didn't redlly care. Under severd
hundred pounds of gorilla, it was getting very hard to breathe.

But, I'm more than glad to die if Radmuller got what he deserved. One less psychopath for the
world to deal with.

Consciousness came and went. It came again as he felt the weight of the great ape lifted off hisbody. His
lungs sucked in air. Fragger coughed, gagged, and drew in oxygen until he could breathe normally again.
He looked up to find out who hisrescuers, or new captors, were.

"Bucaram!”

The headhunter and severd of his men stood above Fragger, rain pattering hard on their golden brown
skin. The Shuar uwishin had the high cheekbones of al Shuar. The jet black hair was cut straight so that
it hung just below the jaw. Bangs hung down over the forehead close to bushy black eyebrows. Thick
eyelashes covered ditted eyes, giving the impression that Bucaram peered a the world from ahairy
thicket. The noseflared like the blade of a plow. Benesth the nose, afull mouth curled upward inagrin
abovethe strong chin.

"I'm disgppointed, colonel. | find you in the arms of agorillawhen | have plenty of women for you. It'san
inault to the Shuar."

"Badtard,” Fragger laughed. “How did you find me?*

"Luck, mogtly,” Bucaram admitted. “\We were out on patrol when Red got on the commlink and told us
what had happened. Wefollowed, keeping our distance until he caught up with us.”

"Red?What the hdll ishe doing out here?'

Bucaram raised an amused eyebrow. “Y ou expected usto take on Radmuller's creatures without
someone in apower suit?'

"That's not what | mean. He should have stayed to command the defenses. 1so should have come.™



"According to Iso, Red insisted on coming after you. Wouldn't take no for an answer. Y ou know how
bullheaded he can be. He took it as apersond insult that Radmuller's creatures were able to grab you.”

Fragger grabbed the Shuar's offered hand and pulled himself up from the soggy, bloody ground. His head
swam, and Bucaram caught him before he could fall.

"Takeit easy, colond.”
"I'm fine. | haven't eaten in severd days, and my brains are scrambled but no loss there.”

Bucaram handed Fragger a skin of water and said, “ Drink this, and well get you some food. After that,
we should get moving. We need to get you out of danger. This storm is dow-moving, and the rain hasn't
reached its pesk yet."

Fragger took adeep drink from the skin, then shook his head. “Not until you take these cuffs off,
Bucaram. Radmuller's got some sort of pain goad circuitry inthem. If | get off the path, | get afull blast.”

"Red!” the Shuar shouted. “Over here."

A second later, the corporad hove into sight through the rain. He held the helmet of his power suit under a
thick arm. The other hand gripped a power sword, still coated with blood. Another sword hung from his
side. The bullet-shaped head poked out of the suit neck like abelligerent turtle seeking more action.

"Hey, colond. Y ou look like the bottom of alatrine.

"And you look like you dways do, Red, only uglier. Can you unlock these cuffsfor me?"
Red bent close to examine the restraints, then answered, “Nope. Don't know the code.”
"Shit!"

"But | can get them off another way. | brought aong your blade. | thought you might need it. Hold your
hands out, colonel,” the sergeant ordered as he pulled the sword free and powered it up.

"Now, wait aminute, Red. Y ou're pretty good at hacking with ablade, but this requires alittle more
delicatetouch.”

"That'swhy I'm using your sword. It has better balance than mine. Stand till, damn it. Some hero you
are. Take on Lesto, Radmuller and half the gdlaxy and you're sniveling a alittle lock picking?"

"I'm not snivel—"

Red's blade flicked down, cutting through the bar holding the cuffs together.
"Thanks, you great ugly—"

"I'm not finished yet. Hold up the hand with the input pad.”

Fragger obeyed, and Red poked thetip of the sword into the pad. The spot where it touched melted and
smoked. With a“snick,” the cuff popped open and dropped to the ground.

"The other ones till on,” Fragger said.

"l got eyes,” Red replied. He applied the blade again, and the cuff joined its mate on the junglefloor. A
big grin creased the corpora’sface.



Rubbing hiswrists, Fragger said, “ Y ou look entirely too pleased with yoursdlf. Y ou've been taking
lessons from |so, haven't you?”

"Y up, thelittle Ricer can handle asword. Of course, | taught him athing or two mysdlf.”
Fragger took the blade offered to him by Red. “The ship, it's safe?”

“Itis"

"Where's Smedner? He was working with Dr. Lesto, you know."

"| figured that out when | found him here,” the corpora said. “He's dead.”

"Y ou killed him? Bucaram won't be happy about that. He wanted his head for the attempted rape of his
wife"

"He wouldn't want him without aface. | didn't kill Smedner, colond. When we attacked, Radmuller's
baboons panicked and went after the firgt thing in their path.”

Fragger nodded with satisfaction. “ A good end for atraitor. Wheres Radmuller?’
"Gone. His creatures fought us off long enough for him to escape into his base.”
"At least, we know where heis, Red. Let'sgo get him."

"Not going to happen, colonel. Inthefirst place, you'rein no shapefor it. Second, | just finished
reconnoitering his base. He's got severd defensible buildingsin there, and the whole arealis crawling with
his creatures. We haven't got enough men to take them on. Our firgt priority isto get you back to the ship
and safety before Radmuller gets his beasts back under control and comes after us. Besides, thistropica
storm hasn't finished dropping itsrain on us. According to forecasts, it's going to get heavier before the

storm passes.”

Fragger swore, then cdmed himsdf down and said, “We know where heis, that'sthe main thing. Well
come back and get the sonuvabitch.”

"All in good time, colond. Right now, go with Bucaram and hismen. I'll stay behind to keep them busy
S0 we can put some distance between you and the doctor."”

"You'resure?’ Fragger asked.

Red patted the hilt of hissword. “Colonedl, I've been cooped up inside the ship's perimeter and haven't
seen much action. It'stime | rid myself of the rust that's been building up. Besides, | want to proveto 1o
I'm not the clumsy clod in thejungle that hethinks | am.”

"Okay, Red, but don't get cute and try to take on all of Radmuller's beasts. | need you in one piece.
Weve got bigger and better thingsto do than dice up afew slverbacks. Do you understand me?’

"l hear you, colond.”

"Good. Too bad you won't be with mewhen | get back. I've got afew choice wordsfor Dr. Andriana
Lesto."

"I'll bet you do,” Red said. “I'll bet you do."



Chapter 5

Spraygun bursts greeted Fragger and the Shuar as they approached the tree line close to the dropship.
Cursing, they dropped to the muddy ground amidst another downpour.

"Goddamnit, 1so!” the Ranger shouted into hiscommlink. “1 told you we were coming in! Get your men's
fingers off thosetriggerd”

Fragger heard orders ddivered in ablistering tone, and the guns went silent. 1so's raspy voice broke from
the commlink. “ Sorry, colonedl. It's safe now. Come ahead.”

"You're sure of that?"
"Absolutely. | told the men I'm coming out to meet you."

Fragger led the Shuar cautioudy out of the jungle and into the sodden, blackened perimeter. Therain was
30 heavy he didn't see Iso until he stumbled into the barrel of aleveled particle weapon.

"Do | look like the enemy to you?’ Fragger said as he pushed the barrel aside.
Lowering the weapon, 1so grinned. “No, you look more like one of Radmuller's baboons, a starved one.”

Fragger started to bark back at his next-in-command, then looked down at the mess his body had
become and laughed. Hisfilthy clothes hung soddenly on aframe that had become more bones than skin.

"l do look like one, don't 17"

"Let's get ingde before we drown,” 1so said. “ This damned rain never quits.”

Fragger turned to Bucaram as the Shuar appeared next to him. “ All your men accounted for?"
Bucaram nodded.

"L et them know they've done an outstanding job and earned extrarations. When weve dl had arest, I'll
thank them personally before dl the Rangers.”

Even through therain, Fragger could see Bucaram's face brighten beneath its usual stoic mask. The
uwishin covered his embarrassment at revealing so much emotion by brushing away the remark.
“Colond, if you don't stop making speeches, well al be washed away before you have a chanceto
thank anyone. Getingde.”

"Asaways, you make good sense,” Fragger said and followed Iso through the muck and into the ship.

"God, what ardief to be out of therain,” he told the sergeant as they made their way away from the main
hatch and into the interior. “I'm going to my cabin to clean up. Bring Dr. Lesto to me. We're going to
haveatak."

Fragger's movement toward his cabin was stopped by a hand clapped on his shoulder. “No, colondl.
Sickbay firg"

"I need dry clothes, 10, and | need deep, that'sdl. | don't need to go to—"

Heturned to leave, but Iso's grip tightened and held him in place. “ Sickbay firdt. | ingst. I'll have dry
clothes brought while Buurk gets you cleaned up and checked out.”



"Damnit, 10"

"Colond, doesn't the fact that you can't escape my hold tell you anything about your condition?”
Fragger tried to jerk out of the grip and got nowhere. “Oh hdll, dl right.”

"How isBuurk?’ he asked as they waked through the ship.

"Worried Sck over you."

"Good. He's never happier than when he'sworrying.”

Buurk met them at the sickbay door. Deep in their sockets, the eyes of the towering Martian showed
concern.

"Areyou dl right, colond?’ he asked in his deep, rumbling voice.
"I'm fine, Buurk, I'm fine,” Fragger assured him. “Let's get thisdone while Iso briefsme.”

"Colond, nothing's happened while you were gone. Nothing important, anyway, so your hedthisfirst
priority."

"Get onwith it then,” Fragger said as he entered sickbay. “1s0, iswhat he saystrue? Nothing's
happened?’

"Absolutely.

Thetonesad it wasalie, but Buurk dipped aneedle into the Ranger's arm before Fragger could upbraid
|so about it.

"Therell be plenty of timeto talk,” the sergeant said as he dipped an arm around Fragger and guided him
onto aheding table. “Thetropica storm hasbrought al enemy activity to astop in thisarea. Buurk's
right. You need torest.”

"Bastards,” Fragger said as drowsiness stole over his body. He managed an order before deep overtook
him. “When I'm awake, bring Dr. Lesto to me."

"For what?'
"For what? What the hdll do you think, 1s0? Punishment, that's what."

It was a pleasing thought that guided him down into the comforting darkness,



Chapter 6

When Fragger woke on the healing table, the pleasing thought had been replaced with afoul mood. His
kidneys till throbbed from the jabs of Radmuller's gorilla, Bellisarius. HEd expected pain in that area, but
now al of hisjoints had decided to join in achorus of aches. Groaning, he opened his eyes and |ooked
up into the face of Buurk.

"Oh, crap! | wake up and thefirst thing | seeisan uglier verson of Abraham Lincoln—who was ugly to
beginwith."

"Screw you, too,” the Martian replied cheerfully. “I believe that's the phrase from your ancient time. Who
isAbraham Lincoln?'

"Hewas aleader of my country. And, unlike you, he was much revered.”

A pleasad grin split the face of the medic. The effect was unsettling to Fragger asdways, asif Lincoln
had had his head transplanted onto the body of a seven-foot tall, deeply bronzed gentle Frankenstein
with achest the Size of arefrigerator door.

"Y ou'remaking jokes,” Buurk said. “ That's good, and atribute to my unappreciated medicd skills.”
"What skills? All you did was stick aneedlein my arm and put me out.”

"But it was that very sKill that got you the rest you needed and set you on the path to recovery.”

"If you're so good, why do | fed like the bottom of a Jvaron swamp?’ Fragger grumbled.

"It'syour body's way of letting you know you shouldn't abuseit, colonel. Do you want something for the
pan?'

"No, damniit, | don't. | need to get moving, that'swhat | need to do. Action will get the kinksout. And |
need to dedl with Dr. Lesto.”

Fragger sivung hislegs over the side of the hedling table and stood up. The room yawed asif it were
drunk. He sat back down quickly.

"Got up alittle too fast, huh, colonel?” Buurk chided. “Dr. Lesto can wait. She's not going anywhere.
Y ou need to take it easy for awhile.”

Fragger rubbed at the scars near where his eye used to be. The injured skin contracted painfully at his
touch, providing an aggravating reminder of theloss of haf hissght.

"Y ou sound like my wife. Shewas dways fussng—"

Fragger tried to quash the thought of hisfamily. Six hundred yearsin the past, Amanda still combed her
slken black hair in front of the mirror atop the cheap Wal-Mart dresser. Their son, John—Fragger
shook his head at this—probably still had a shaved head and a goatee that looked like an ill-cared-for
paint brush. College freshmen were nothing but aggravation in Fragger's book. But, Libby, their
15-year-old daughter, was no better. She'd cussed him out for being an unfair parent when it cameto
boys. He could still hear her voice rising into the universal reproach of teenaged girls everywhere, “Bt,
Daaaaad!” Tearswelled in Fragger's eyes a the memory.

Sop it! he ordered himself. There's nothing you can do about it. Your whole family is nothing but



dust and ashes now. It's time to move on. Rangers lead the way!

"Colond, areyouwd|?

Buurk's bass voice cut through the remembrance, and Fragger was grateful for the interruption.
"I'm fine. How long will it take for meto recover?"

Buurk shrugged. “A week, two weeks."

"Meaning hdf thetime. Medica people are dways covering their asses. And you've got abig oneto
cover."

"Perhagps it would be better for you not worry about the size of my ass but rather worry about why you're
so focused oniit,” Buurk said.

Fragger laughed. “ Okay, okay, I'll rest. Isit till raining?”’
"Yes"

"l haven't been out that long then?”’

"About 12 hours."

"Shouldn't the rain be abating by now?"

"So we thought, but the storm obvioudy doesn't care what we think. It decided to stall over us.”
"Shit, how long isthe rain supposed to lagt?!

"Current forecasts say approximately 10 days.”

"Theat's a depressing thought.”

"Not redlly, colond. Look on the bright sde."”
"Whichis?'

"Y ou can recuperate without fear of an attack on the ship since nobody's going to be out in this wegther.
So, lay back down and enjoy yoursdlf"

Fragger obeyed. * Shut up, Buurk. Y ou're interrupting my deep.”

A week later, the Ranger felt fine. The healing table and Buurk's ministrations had restored his hedlth.
Confined by the storm to the interior of the ship, Fragger spent histime with 1so getting briefed on the
readiness and mood of the troops. To hisrelief, morale had risen due to the storm. Thered been no
worries about attacks from Radmuller's creatures, from Lord Lesto, or from the fleets orbiting above the
planet. Fragger had only one concern on his mind.

"Have we heard from Red again?’ he asked Is0. They sat in the mess, finishing up the remains of a
Jvaron gtew filled with chunks of monkey mest.

"Of course. He checksin on aregular basis, colonel, you know that.” 1so added in exasperation. “He'sin
apower suit, colond. Hell befine.”

"Hed better be. I'll kill him mysdlf if heisn't."”



"Hardly logicdl."

"Don' bullshit me, 1s0. Youre asworried about him as| am.”

"l don't have timeto worry."

"Morebullshit."

"Colonel, you've recovered your health. Perhaps too much of it."

"What do you mean?"'

"L ook at you. You St down, get up immediately, pace, St down, and then do it &l over again.”
"Therésnothing | can do during this storm.”

"That's not true."

Fragger rose from the mess table, ready to pace some more, then stopped and asked, “What do you
mean?'

"Have you forgotten the request you made of me when you returned to the ship?”
"Tobring Dr. Lesto to me."

"Yes,” Iso confirmed. 1 threw her in the brig when Radmuller's animals dragged you off. Do you want
her brought to you now?"

Anger surged through Fragger's body as hereplied, “ Yes, | do want her brought to me."
"Here?'

"No. To my cabin."

"If I may ask, what do you plan to do with her, colond ?'

"Theword thing possible.”

Iso raised athick brow. *Y ou're going to execute her?"

"No, something much worse than thet.”

"What's worse than death?

llMell



Chapter 7

"Enter,” Fragger caled when the intercom buzzed. The door to his cabin opened and 1so stepped
through with Andriana Lesto in tow between two burly guards. They pushed her forward, then stepped
back outside and positioned themsealves againgt the far bulkhead as the door closed.

Fragger smiled at the Mutt and Jeff contrast between the two people before him. The stocky,
coarse-featured sergeant was a head shorter than Lord Lesto's thin, elegant daughter.

"Leaveus, |s0,” he ordered.

He studied Andriana Lesto as the sergeant |eft. The doctor's normally close-cropped black hair had
grown until it reached her shoulders. Her military discipline had made her keep it neat and clean, but
there'd been no attempt to style it into amore attractive fashion. There was a so nothing attractive about
the cold blue eyes. They radiated their usua hatred toward him.

Hesad, “You'vetried to kill me severd timesnow, Dr. Lesto. [—"
"And I'll try again until | succeed!”

"I've no doubt about that. As| was about to say, | can't let your behavior stand. It's bad for discipline,
not to mention my health. So, I've decided upon your punishment.”

"More hauling shit, | suppose.”
“No."
The golden skin of the Aiforian woman blanched dightly. “Y ou're going to murder me."

"It'sathought, believe me,” Fragger said. “But it isn't going to happen. Y ou're too valuable abargaining
chip towaste.”

"Thenwhat?'

" Something worse than degth. In your eyes, anyway,” Fragger replied. “ Strip.”
"Wha—what?'

"l said, ‘ Strip.”

The doctor drew hersdlf up into aramrod straight posture. “1 will not.”

"Then, I'll doit for you."

"Touch me, and I'll kill you."

"Withwhat?’ Fragger asked.

Dr. Lesto grabbed a chair and thrust it toward Fragger. It didn't hide small breasts holding firm over the
taut, deek body. Even in a crouch, the Aiforian woman had the bearing of an aristocrat. Fragger admired
the attitude and, at the sametime, found it annoying. He knocked the chair from her hands, and it
clatered on the deck. She grabbed the chair quickly and thrust it at him again.

"No timefor games, Andriana."



Her words came out in ahiss. “Don't you dare call me by my given name! Y ou have no right to speak
that way to your betters."

"Y ou forget yourself, woman. Nohility is based on power, nothing more, nothing less, and I'm the one
who has the power right now. Guess what? That makes me nobility."

A laugh, halfway between contempt and hysteria, escaped the Aiforian woman's mouth. “Y ou, nobility?
Y ou have no manners, no breeding, no—"

"You've got thet right. I'm asoldier, plain and smple. But, unlike aristocracy, it's an honest profession.
I'm not aparasite on society.”

"What do you know about my society?"

"I've seen you and your father in action, and that's enough for me. I'd say you're murderousthieves caling
yoursdlf arigtocrats.”

The chair flew by Fragger's ear and smashed againgt the bulkhead.

"Enough talk,” he said and accelerated. In an instant, he'd stripped her uniform off and had her
wide-eyed with fear on hisbunk. He decel erated and enjoyed the sight of her dim, naked body as he
dowly took off hisown uniform. When he wasfree of clothing, he moved toward her. Long legslashed
out a him.

"Stay where you arel” he warned as he danced away from the kicks.

"I'm not staying anywhere wherefilth like you can touch me!” she screamed and launched hersdlf off the
bed. Fragger accelerated out of her way. A fist intended for his chin struck thin air, and the doctor landed
hard on the deck. Fragger picked her up and threw her back on the bed. He was on top of her before
she could react. He decel erated and pinned her armsto the bed. She spit in hisface.

"I haven't had awoman in 600 years,” he said, wiping the spittle from hisjaw. “A little thing like your
contempt isn't going to stop me now."

"Y ou garbage! Get off me!”

"Not achance,” Fragger said as he held the struggling woman flat. Her head snapped up and teeth sank
into hisinjured cheek. Pain seared through hisface. Fragger ignored it and drove a knee between her
legs and forced them apart. He thrust his cock in hard. The doctor screamed.

Fragger thrust harder and harder, the mix of fear, hatred and lust driving him to punish the woman who'd
tried so hard to kill him. She squirmed, trying to force him out, but he held her tight until the climax came.
He collapsed onto the doctor and then rolled off. She lay limp and sobbing.

"Y ou ba-bastard ... you son of abitch ... you bastard!"

The crying transformed suddenly into ahysterical laugh. “Y ou'velost your bargaining chip, Rerun. My
father will disown me now. No Aiforian woman can be touched by your sort. I'm contaminated beyond
al measure. Hewill kill me, asishisright. And if hedoesn't doiit, I'll do it mysdlf.”

Fragger dowed his breathing before he gave an answer. “Y ou're still valuable, woman, because your
father doesn't know you were screwed by me. To him, youre dtill hisvirgind little girl.”

Helaughed. “ Those are probably three words that never described you—'virgind little girl."



Andrianaturned away from him, burying her face in the pillow and said something Fragger couldn't
understand.

What?"
"l..l ... wasavirgin."

Triumph welled up ingde Fragger, only to be overwhelmed by arush of shame at hisactions.
Chrigt, I've lost my way. Rangers don't rape. And yet | still want her.

He extended his arm to place ahand on the shoulder of the sobbing woman to comfort her. Caution
jerked the hand back.

She'stried to kill me so many times. She may be just biding her time.

He hardened his heart, rose, dressed and told her to do the same. She sat on the edge of the bed, drew
the uniform on dowly and raised a hate-filled faceto him. “1 will kill you, Rerun.”

"So, what dseisnew?"

"Before | just wanted you dead. Now | will kill you as dowly asthe glaciers move on my home planet. |
will stretch your death out until every last one of your nerve endings screams with ultimate agony. |
will—"

"Saveit for next time,” Fragger interrupted as anger flared at the memory of the mental and physica pain
inflicted on him by enemy interrogators.

The blue eyes widened. “Next time?'

"That'sright. Therewill be anext time. Y ou and your kind lovetorture. Y ou might aswell experienceit
from the other sde. Maybeit'll teach you some humility.”

The doctor went rigid. “I will kill mysdlf beforel let you touch me again.”

"If you do that, then you won't be able to torture and murder me. Y ou can't have it both ways,
Andriana"

"Stop usng my name!”

Fragger hit the commlink and called for Iso. A few minutes later, the sergeant came through the door with
the same two guards flanking him.

"Is0, have the guards return the doctor to the brig. Guards, my orders are these: One, she will continue
on latrine duty but under guard at al times. Two, al personnd will refer to her as* Andriana’ Therewill
be no exceptions. Three, she'sto be returned to my cabin a my pleasure upon my order. Four, she'sto
have no visitors whatsoever without my approval. Five, make sure everything isout of her cell that she
could useto hurt herself. Consider it a suicide watch. Now, take her out of here. Iso, you Stay."

The doctor spat a him again before stalking out of the cabin between the guards.
Iso grinned at him asthe door closed. “Y ou survived.”

"Y ou were betting on her?"



"l was betting on you missing your bals."

"If I didn't have my MASER ahilities, that might well have happened,” Fragger admitted as he sat behind
his desk. He motioned for 1so to take achair of hisown.

"Widl, you certainly look more relaxed, colond.”

"A man findly shoots hiswad after six hundred years, he's bound to be relaxed. But enough about my
lack-of-love life. What's the weather doing?!

"It'sdill raining like hell out there, but it'sfinaly winding down.”

"Any word from Red?"

"Wes"

"Ishe okay?"

"Youthink alittlething like atropical storm could kill that thick-headed dummer?”
"Whereishe?'

"Why don't you ask himsdf yourself, colond?1 just talked to him. Hit your commlink."
Fragger keyed the link open. “Red, you big dumb sonuvabitch, where have you been?!
"Treading water like everybody €l sein the ssorm, colond.”

"You'rein one piece, then? No injuries?’

"Obvioudy, I'min one piece or | wouldn't be talking to you. Radmuller's Hellhounds have learned to give
me and my suit wide berth. No injuries either, except to my appetite. | haven't had any decent food for a
while"

"Y ou wouldn't recognize decent food evenif | hit you upside the head with afilet mignon.”
"A what?'

"Never mind. It'sgood to hear from you. Where are you?'

"About 30 klicks north."

"Wheat the hell are you doing in that position?”

"Partly, it was Radmuller's cregtures. After we got you away from Radmuller, | decoyed them away and
then knocked them off when they chased after me. Those gorillas put up agood fight.”

"You sad ‘partly’, Red. What's the other reason?’

"Remember that Aiforian ship trying to contact us? | decided | should check it out.”
"Y ou haven't made contact, have you?'

Red's voice was indignant. “Of course not! I've just been keeping an eye on them.”

A chuckle sounded over the commlink.



"What's so funny?’ Fragger asked

"There are four people, and they seem none too happy with each other. The woman keeps snapping at a
short, bald guy, and there's some redly skinny idiot who starts crying at the drop of hat. Another man,
short asalow-cut sump, kegpstrying to film everything.”

"No troops with them?’

"None, colond. The ship's not big enough. It looks like a corvette class of ship, built for speed and
evason. What are your orders? | can take the Aiforians out eadlly, if that'swhat you want?"

"No, Red, | think we can use them."

"How?"

"Leavethat to me. Areyou okay with staying out there alittle longer?'
"Yesh"

"Good. I'll send out Bucaram and a party of menimmediately. A littletrip through the jungle in the
company of you and the headhunters ought to put them in the proper frame of mind for negotiations.”

"Negotiate? We're redly going to negotiate with them?”

"Y eah, Red, well negotiate them right into our way of thinking."

The corpora laughed. “Now, that's my kind of parleying.”

"Good job, Red. Y ou've earned yoursalf two weeks of leave on the pleasure planet of your choice.”
A snort came over the commlink. “ Asif that's ever going to happen.”

"In the meantime,” Fragger continued, “keep the group under observation and reconnoiter the areato see
if they've got an assault force hidden somewherein the jungle. We don't want any nasty surprises. If you
find aforce, dert meimmediately and then get yoursdlf out of there. Understood?”

"Yes, gr. Tdl 1so thisshithole of aspot il [ooks better than he does.”
Red sgned off.

"He'sdefinitdy in good shape,” 1so said.

"And right too. You are ugly."

"Looked inthe mirror lately, colone?1 don't frighten old ladies”
"There aren't any old ladies on this planet. So, | haven't scared anyone.”

"These Aiforians get alook at you, they will be. That what you plan to do, put the fear of Fragger Sparks
into them?"

Fragger shook his head as he stood. “ 10, were going to be the very model of decorum when Red brings
them here"

"Us? We're aragtag bunch if | ever saw one. Headhunters, amixed bag of Corpsesand Ricers, and one
Martian. The only mannersin this camp arein the brig in the person of AndrianaLesto. How arewe



going to impress anyone with respectability? And why?*
"Red mentioned one of them istrying film everything. The reporter, obvioudy."
"Yegh. S0?'

"Imageis everything, 1so. I'll bet you afortune in credits that enemy propagandahas us painted asa
bunch of dirty, wild-eyed, raving bunch of killers, thieves, rapists and degenerates. Well, we're going to
be the best-dressed, best-behaved bunch of degenerates the Renowned Systems have ever seen.”

"And | suppose you expect meto perform thismiracle?"
"l do,” Fragger replied. “Get your squad leadersin here, and I'll brief them.”

Iso Watanabe rose with asigh. *Y ou taught me an Old Earth expression that describes you and this
Stuaion.”

"I'mapanintheass?’
"Thet'sit."



Chapter 8

The argument from the jungle was so loud it overpowered the incessant, rasping chatter of duwudu birds
cutting through the soggy hest of the Jivaron afternoon. As Fragger settled into afield chair, the whine of
weapons powering up broke out and barrels swung toward the source of the noise.

"Hold your fire,” he commanded. “No enemy'sthat stupid, so it must be our Aiforian guests.”

A few minutes later, the party broke into the clearing, led by asweat-drenched Sdinsky. The helmet was
off, and Red looked asif he'd been boiled in his power armor. Behind him came Bucaram wearing an
exasperated scowl on hisface. Four tired Aiforians were behind them. A short, stocky broad-shouldered
man with an air of authority led the party toward the ship. His body was topped by alarge bald head
fringed with swesaty brown hair plastered to his scap by the heat. The dark eyes held an opaque gaze,
letting nothing in and nothing out. He strode with an economical, purposeful stride that spoke of military
service a sometimein the past, but it was his manner of dress that made him stand out from the others.
Despite the mud, dirt and sweet staining it, the peacock-blue jumpsuit held sharp creasesin the pant legs,
and there didn't appear to be asingle wrinkle in any part of the fabric. 1so had told him about such suits
once. It was called a Feynman suit and was as close to sentience as an inanimate object could possibly
be. At the molecular leve, the suit continuoudy adjusted its shape, repelled moisture, and modified the
weave to keep heat or cold out. Fragger didn't pretend to understand the technology, but he knew that it
meant expensve and soldiers couldn't afford that kind of clothing.

So, this man may have been military in the past, but he's something else now. That practiced
bland expression of infinite patience says diplomat. Apparently he needs all the patience he can
get.

A tal woman hectored the diplomat as he trudged forward through the mud. Her annoyed expression
said that the man was too stupid to even betalking to. A full head higher than the diplomat and dressed in
the same type of jumpsuit, she was extremdly thin and pale with white hair cropped closeto yellowish
flesh and a pointed skull. Her head looked like a very sour fuzzy lemon stuck atop adark blue straw.

A moan erupted from behind the pair, causing both to turn about in impatience. Fragger saw that their
irritation was focused on a quivering young man who seemed to be on the verge of tears. Hewas
medium-height with amilitary-style buzz cut of blonde hair. Faded indigo Jvaron fatigues hung on awiry
frame close to gauntness. It seemed asif al fat had been stripped from the man's body and left only
muscle and tendon. Even the face lacked flesh. It looked like one of the Shuar's shrunken heads, the skin
taut over the cheeks and achin blunt asadull chisdl. Fearful, watery blue eyes darted about the clearing
asif they expected to find a Jivaron predator behind every tree.

"Tat, for God's sake, shut up, would you?’ the diplomat snapped. “We're just having an argument. It's
not the end of theworld."

"Ambassador Wenghorn, you know | can't sand too much emotion,” Tat complained. Fragger's
contempt rose quickly at the sniveling tone of voice. He suppressed an urgeto go out and dap Tat into a
semblance of manhood.

Wenghorn clenched and unclenched hisfigtsin frustration. “How | wish your father and | had never been
friends. If wewerent, I'd leave you in the middle of this damnable jungle.”

Tat's voice squeaked out from lips as thin as his body. “Noooooooooo!”

"Oh, for the sake of al our gods, relax,” Wenghorn said. “1I'm not abandoning you anywhere. I'd haveto



answer to your father if | did. | know you can't help yoursdlf, but—"

This statement brought a snicker from the man standing next to Tat and barely coming up to hiswaist. He
was a dwarf with walnut skin and outsized, stubby hands that hung past his knees. The nose drew
Fragger's attention immediately. At first, hewasn't sureit wasanose at dl. It looked asif asmall potato
had grown out of the man'sface.

A small, drunken potato. Look at the gin blossoms. He likes his booze.

Fragger checked the deep brown eyes and was surprised at what he found. Instead of the stuporous fog
he'd seen in so many acohoalics, he saw adirect gaze that spoke of astrong inner will. The Ranger
guessed it was borne of alifetime of dedling with mentwicehissize.

The sense of toughness was backed up by ajaw that rivaled Iso's. It jutted from the dwarf'sfacelike a
badly-hewn chunk of granite. Unlike the othersin the party, he seemed to be happy to bein the middie of
the Jvaron jungle.

"He'sanidiot,” thelittle man said in abass voice that surprised Fragger. Held been expecting a high,
sueaky tonetypical of alittle person. But the dwarf had a voice that was asloud asthe yellow shirt he
wore over black cargo-style pants and leather sandals. “ That'swhat he can't help.”

Fragger was amused at the dwarf, but the amusement ended when he saw avidcam and an epad being
pulled from alarge hip pocket.

"I wouldn't turn either that camera or the epad on unless you'd like to film the insde of your fundament,”
he warned. “ And you don't look big enough to accommodate an entire camera up your scravny ass.”

"Put it away, Wik,” the diplomat ordered. “I told you, no visuaswithout my permisson.”

The dwarf reluctantly stuffed the camera back into his pocket and said, “ Sorry. Journaist's force of
habit."

Thetall woman sniffed in contempt. “Journdist!”
"That'sright, Lady Alissma,” Wik said. “ Someone who worksfor aliving."

Red'sbellow cut through the bickering. “ That'sit! All of you shut the fuck up! HEll do the talking from
now on."

"Been having fun, Red?’ Fragger asked.

"I've never wanted to cut four throats so much in my life, colonel! Anything to shut them up. If thisisthe
Aiforian ideaof diplomacy, it'sno wonder their enemies ssomp them every chance they get.”

"Now, just aminute! Y ou can't—" thetall woman began.

Fragger got ready to hold Red in check. He'd never seen Salinsky belt awoman, but the corporal had a
ghort fuse at the best of times.

"Red!” hewarned. “Don't even think of hitting her."
Salinsky clenched and unclenched hisfigts, struggling to keep histemper under control.

"Hewon't haveto, colond,” Wenghorn said. “I'll doiit for him."



A backhand dap from the ambassador sat Lady Alissmadown hard into the swampy ground. Tat cried
out at the same time as the woman did, and Fragger could see Wenghorn resist the temptation to knock
him down aswdll. Instead, he turned away and locked eyes with the Ranger.

"l don't make it ahabit to hit women, Colonel Sparks, but Lady Alissma Turnwaite has, shal we say,
managed to aienate every Shuar weve met on this planet. | didn't want to start that way with you. I'm
Heisst Wenghorn, Special Ambassador for Aifor. I've been appointed to negotiate with you."

"I'm listening, ambassador. What isit specificaly you've cometo negotiate?"

"For the release of Lady AndrianaLesto. Y ou sill have her, don't you?’ he asked, then added anxioudly,
“Shesdill dive, ian't she?!

"Despite my reputation, | don't makeit ahabit to kill women, ambassador. She's dive and well."
"May we see her?'

"Not &t thistime."

"May | ask why not?'

"For the obvious reasons.”

"Which are?'

"I need proof that you are who you say you are.”

From the ground, Lady Alissmasvoice broke out in shrill indignation, “ Us, prove who we are? Y oure
the one who needsto provewho heidl"

"Shut up!” the ambassador ordered.

"Wenghorn, just because he says he's the Rerun doesn't mean heis. He could be a stand-in.”
"Dont beridiculous. Thisis Colond Sparks."

"We need proof!” sheingsted.

Fragger accelerated out of the camp chair, grabbed the annoying woman by the jumpsuit, jerked her
upright and was back in the chair before the ook of astonishment left her face.

"Well, doesthat satisfy you asto who heis, Lady?’ Wenghorn demanded.
The woman swallowed and nodded.

The ambassador turned his attention back to Fragger. “ Colond, our trip through the jungle has exhausted
usdl. May we go into the ship and get out of the sun?

"None of you goesin the ship, ambassador. We negotiate right here and now."
"Hardly hospitable.”
"I'm not in a hogpitable mood."

"May we at least have some chairs and water? This planet dehydrates usfast. We're not used to the
dimate”



Fragger gave the order for camp chairs and food and water. The Aiforians sat when the chairs arrived
and drank thirgtily from skins of chicha, the Shuar's manioc beer, as a meal was placed on abefore them
on atable hauled from the mess.

Lady Alissmasniffed suspicioudy & the steaming bowls of meat. “What isthis?"
"A stew of dipsnake and monkey meet,” Fragger answered. “It'sthe Shuars traditiona fare.”
The Aiforian noblewoman wrinkled her face and pushed the bowl away.

Fragger suppressed an urge to smack the woman. Through gresat effort, the Shuar villages scattered
about Jvaro had supplied the mest, the vegetables and the beer. It was not easy to negotiate the jungle
and stay aive with Radmuller's creatures roaming the jungle. Many Shuar had died, but they kept the
supply lineintact.

And a good thing too, Fragger thought as he watched the strangers eat. Without their supplies, we'd
all be in tough shape.

The ambassador showed no reluctance to eat the food. He worked methodically through the stew,
dipsnake dices, plaintains, and squash, washing it al down with beer. Lady Alissma confined hersef to
the vegetableswhile Tat looked asif hewere going to faint at the sSght of a Shuar placing more food on
thetablein front of him. Two shrunken heads dangled from the warrior'swaist. The reporter, Wik, dug
into the stew with relish and seemed delighted at the taste of the chicha. Thelittle man had an appetite
disproportionate to his sze and athirst for the beer that seemed endless.

The Ranger waited until everyone's appetite was satisfied and then asked Wenghorn, “Y ou're here for
negotiations. At the sametime, your fellow Aiforian, Lord Lesto, istrying to kill me. Careto explain?'

With a pained expression, the ambassador put down askin of chicha. “After he, ah, lost the ship to you,
he informed usthat his daughter had been taken. Since then, we've lost contact with him.”

"S0, you have no authority from him to negotiate.”

"I don't need his authority, colone. | do have authority from the Althing.”
"Whichis?'

"Our democracy of Lords. It'sthe governing body of Aifor."

"And what part does Lesto play in this Althing?'

"Heiscurrent head."

"Current? And he has no authority?'

"It'sarotating position, Colond Sparks, and he is but one vote among many. But you're not really
interested in Aiforian government, are you? Y oure more interested in the matter at hand.”

"I'm most interested in survival, ambassador.”
"Arentwedl, Sr?'
"| assume you have aproposal. What isit?'

The ambassador answered with unexpected directness. “ Safe passage off Jvaro and a planet of your



choicein exchange for thereturn of Lady Lesto, colond.”
"And | suppose al the blockading fleets are going to magically part for us?'

The ambassador offered awry smile. “Let me rephrase. We offer you a relatively safe passage off the
planet. Naturdly, running a blockade hasitsrisks."

"Y ou Aiforians certainly seem to be able to penetrateiit a will."

"Ah, you're suspicious that were in league with our enemies. No, colonel, we're not, | assure you of that.
It'ssamply that, well, diversons and stedlth help our evasion of the cordon sanitaire.

"Asl recall, ambassador, that French phrase was coined to indicate a quarantine of a dangerous
ideology. Isthat what | represent, a dangerous idea?”’

"Y ou know you do. Let's not be coy."

"And how many of usare you extending this offer to?"

"Toyoudone”

"Y ou must have mistaken me for an Aiforian, and think | fee my men count for nothing, ambassador."

Lady Alissmacolored at thisremark, but remained silent when Wenghorn clamped ahand on her
shoulder.

"Y ou do mean injugtice, colonel. I'm not being callous, smply redigtic. The ship we have available can't
accommodate more."

"An Evader-class ship?"
The ambassador's brow rosein surprise. “You know it?"
"I had aride down in oneto Mars courtesy of Lord Lesto.”

"Ah, yes, | heard thetae of your adventure. If even hdf of it istrue, you're an incredibly resourceful
Rerun ... sorry ... avery resourceful man.”

"Your sKkill at flattery tells me you're well chosen for adiplomatic mission, ambassador, but the offer
means nothing to me because it doesn't extend to my men. It so doesn't include any guarantee that the
Shuar won't be punished for their assistanceto me."

"Colond, you can't expect meto speak for our mutual enemies?’
"Mutud?'

"Y es, mutual. Strange asit may seem, we are bedfdlowsin this conflict. The Roya and Imperid
Commonwedl th of Nipponese Empires and the EarthCorp forces would love to smash Aifor. That makes
your interests our interests.”

"Well, asfar as|I'm concerned, ambassador, my interests are my own, and you gill haven't put anything
on thetable that interests me.”

"What would interest you?'

"One, aship and safe passage off Jivaro for al my men, including any Shuar who want to go. Two,



eimination of Tyco Radmuller.”
"Who?'

"Now, who's being coy, ambassador? Tyco Radmuller. Dr. Shaper. The man whose nameis
synonymouswith the devil in thistime.”

"So, he is here”
"Wenghorn, | don' like playing diplomatic ga—"

"—I'm not playing games, colondl. Y ou don't understand. There are dways reports of Radmuller being
everywhere. He's on Mars. He's on Jivaro. He's back on Earth. It's hard to separate fact from fiction
where Dr. Radmuller is concerned. But, he's actualy here?!

"Bdieveme, heshere. |'ve met the man.”

Wenghorn frowned. * Perhaps that'swhy Lord Lesto hasn't contacted us. Isit possible that Radmuller
killed him?"

"Unfortunately,” Fragger said. “I can assure you that Lesto's il dive. Severd of my men have paid the
pricefor that fact.”

Wenghorn raised an eyebrow. “ So, you've been fighting both Radmuller and Lord Lesto while escaping
the grasp of the EarthCorp and the Ricers? Colone, you have my admiration.”

"Keep it and offer me something red.”

"I'm only authorized to make my origina offer,” the ambassador said. “ Any other optionswill haveto be
presented first to the Althing for consderation. May | use the ship's communication system?”

"And here| thought you had a high opinion of my abilities, anbassador. Apparently, you now consider
me abig enough fool to alow you to reved our postion.”

"I have to have some way to talk to them, colond. What do you suggest?”
"| suggest you're buying time. I'm betting you have complete authority to negotiate.”
"And why do you think thet?"

"Because, asl'velearned repeatedly, I'm one vauable human being. So far, from what I've seen, people
will do anything they can to get hold of my abilitiesor kill mein the process.”

"That'svery true, I'm sure,” Wenghorn said. “Except in my case. Y ou fail to account for the smple fact of
bureaucracy and the nature of Aiforian government. The Althing is made up of independent noblemen.
Ceding too much power to any one man isnot in their nature. | do not have complete authority, much to

my regret.”

Fragger offered the man a skeptical smile. “Maybe. No communicationswill be alowed from this Site,
however."

Wenghorn sighed. “We get nothing done without communication, colond. Do you have an dternaive?"

"Y es, when and if we reach an agreement, I'll provide acommlink and send you or one of your party into
thejungle with Bucaram.”



A sguesk of fear escaped Kendlan Tat'sthin, quivering lips.
"Quiet, Tat!” the ambassador ordered. “1'm certainly not going to send you, of al people, out there.”

Annoyed by the incessant trembling in Tat's voice and body, Fragger asked the ambassador, “What's his
problem?’

Wenghorn answered with another sigh. “My apologies, colond. Mr. Tat isavictim of the Emotional
Enhancement movement. After hismilitary service, he attended university and got caught up in thefad.”

“Drugs?”

"Inasense. Thedang term for it is‘jacking’ asin jacking the nervous system to maximum, constant
sensory input through neuro-electronic means. It was supposed to heighten the senses temporarily
without harm. Unfortunately, thousands found out the hard way that enhancement was permanent.
Jacking isnow banned.”

Fragger was blunt. “He's usdless so why bring him dong?'

"He'smy diplomatic secretary,” Wenghorn answered. “Never do favorsfor old and powerful friends,
colondl. It's not worth having Ban Tat"s son's exposed nerve endings around for how ever many hours
thissinkhole of aplanet hasinitsdaly rotation.”

"Y ou have my sympathies. Who'sBan Tat?'

"A very largeforcein our society. And aformidable warrior.”

"And he produced this?’ Fragger asked, glancing at Tat.

"Kendlan Tat was abright, promising boy before he engaged in jacking.”

"Too bad,” Fragger said. “But let's get back to the subject at hand. Are we agreed that you'll convey my
termsto your government?"

"Weare, but | haveto tell you that the Althing isnot likely to accept those terms.”
"Then you and | will have nothing to talk about, ambassador.”

"Thereisaways something to talk about, colond. That's the nature of diplomacy.” Wenghorn wiped
sweat from hisbrow. “Areyou redly going to keep us out in this heat?"

"You'l be as comfortable asmy men are.”

The ambassador watched a squad march by toward the jungle. Fragger was pleased that |so had done
such agood job with the uniforms. For aslong asthey werein sght of the ship, the soldiers' uniforms
would remain creased and pressed. Once they were among the trees, the humid atmosphere would turn
them into the usud limp state. It was aways good to impress your enemies.

Aslong as they don't know those soldiers are wearing the few uniforms still intact. The damned
jungle eats through everything.

"I must say, you've done marvels with amotley bunch of soldiers, colond.”

"They were motley. They're now adisciplined unit."



Lady Alissmasniffed her contempt, annoying Fragger again. Asfar ashe could tell, the tall woman's sole
purposein lifewasto provokeirritation in al those around her.

"Perhapsthe lady hasforgotten the result of the battle at Y acuambi Triangle,” he said. “ And the fact that
Lord Lesto isesting bugsin thejungle aswe st here.”

"Simpleluck, Rerun."

"Funny how it dways seemsto beon my sde.”

"Luck,” sherepeated. “Y our kind are not capable of—"

"Alissmal” the ambassador said sharply. “ There's no need to abuse the colond's hospitality! "

Color rose on the pale cheeks of the Aiforian noblewoman. “We're abusing him, Wenghorn?Y ou must
be joking. He's abusing us. That'swhat he's doing by not alowing usto get out of thisbloody heat and
into our ship."

"I'm curious, ambassador,” Fragger said. “What purpose does this woman servein your party, other to
provide a constant source of aggravation?"

"She's an ethnologist. Another favor, I'm afraid, colond.”
"Y ou seem to have done alot of those"

"It sarted out as asimple diplomatic mission, | assure you, but things have gotten out of hand where
you're concerned.”

"How s0?"

The ambassador hestated asif afraid to give out vauable information, then shrugged. “ Despite the best
efforts of the governments within the Renowned Systems to suppress the facts, your story has become
well-known, a |east the sketchy outline of it. From all sdes, people are clamoring for more information.
Alissmadoesn't care about you, but she saw an opportunity to rise within the Aiforian Academy of
Sciences by studying the primitive culture of the Shuar.”

"She'satag dong?'

Wenghorn nodded. “1 did not want her as amember of my party, but her father isnobility, and I'm sure
you know therulethere.”

"He getswhat he wants.”

"Yes, “Wenghorn said, then jerked athumb at the vidman. “Lord Turnwaite ordered me to take Wik
aong aswdl, and the damnable little man was only too happy to comply. Likedl of us, Lord Turnwaite
wants as much information about you as possible. Wik does too, but not for Aiforian purposes. He wants
ajourndigtic coup, and that's an interview with you. Y ou're welcometo him. He'slike a Jvaron
swarmbug, congtantly irritating. He peppered me with questions al across space. The man smply
wouldn't leaveme done.”

Wik grinned around amouthful of squash.

"Despite hisdiminutive stature, colond, this Terran vidman has aremarkable taent for surviva not unlike
your own. To Earthcorp, independent journaists are like cockroaches; they're to be stepped on at the
firgt opportunity.”



"And | suppose the Aiforian government treats them as heroes,” Fragger responded.

"They, ah, reflect the government position.”

"So, if he's Terran, how did he end up on Aifor?!

"That'sagory I'll let him tell you, colond.”

"I'll be sureto ask him. He doesn't seem that independent to me, more like a government propagandi<t.”

The ambassador's silence spoke volumes, so Fragger turned his attention back to Alissma Turnwaite.
“You'rean ethnologis?'

"Yes, | sudy the beliefs and practices of many primitive peoples.”

"Meaning anyonewho'snot Aiforian?"

"Meaning anyone who are not members of the advanced societies.”

"Or anyone from the padt, | assume. Y ou have remarkable scientific objectivity, Lady Alissma”

"| try to keep an open—" The ethnologist's lips pursed into atight line as she recogni zed the sarcasm
behind Fragger'sremark. “Very dy, Rerun. Typica cunning.”

"Of alower form of life, you mean.”
Eyebrows arched into arrogant confirmation.
"Y ou know, I've met one of your relatives, Lady."

The eyebrows transformed themsalves into question marks. “What do you mean? That'simpossible. You
haven't been off the planet.”

"True, but | met himright here on Jvaro.”
"I have no relatives herel”
"Oh, I'm sure you know him well. Tyco Radmuller.”

The ethnologist's face purpled as she jerked up from her chair. “ Radmuller? Dr. Radmuller? Y ou're
comparing meto that monster! Y ou insolent Rerun! How dare you! How—!"

The ethnologist grabbed abowl of monkey stew, rose and cocked her arm.
"Alissma, st! Now!” Wenghorn ordered.
The arm quivered but held the bowl high.

"Alissma, have you dready forgotten the colone's speed? Hell have that bowl out of your hand before
you can blink."

The ethnologist dropped the bowl onto the table in disgust and marched off. Monkey stew dripped off
the side of the table and onto the ground.

"Do dl Aiforians have such short tempers?” Fragger asked the ambassador.



"Itsaregrettabletrait, | admit, colonel. It was useful in our colonization of the planet when quick rage
kept many a person from disgppearing into the jaws of Aiforian predators. Still, you'd assume a scientist
would have better sdlf-control, wouldn't you?'

"Yes,” Fragger answered as he thought, Typical diplomatic answer. Agreeing with me, attempting to
build trust. “Perhapsit'd be best for your party to get some rest now. It'stime for asiesta, anyway, to

escape the heat.”
"An excdlent ideg, colond.”

Fragger asked an orderly to direct the off-worlders to a shady and secure spot. Asthey left, Watrun Wik
hung back and said, “1'd like the opportunity to talk to you, colond.”

"You'll get that opportunity, Wik, | promise you, but not right now. Get some rest with the others.”

Wik nodded and trotted after the others, looking like atough, waddling toddler trying to keep up with the
adults.

When the Aiforian party was out of earshot, Fragger signaled 1so and Red to his side and asked, “What
doyou think?'

"Smdlslikeasetup to me” 1s0 answered.

Red nodded and added, “1 don't know much about diplomatic delegations, but | don't think they'd send a
bunch of craziesto do the job."

"Lady Alissmasared piece of work, isn't she?” Fragger said. “Not to mention Tat."

Red gave a contemptuous laugh. “ On the way back here, he shrieked like agirl at every noise.
Worthless. Absolutely worthless."”

"Exactly,” Fragger said. “So, why bring him aong? | don't buy Wenghorn's explanation. Keep an eye on
Tat. He goes nowhere without aguard. Now, what do you think of their offer of a planet?'

|0 answered thistime. “Worthless, dso."
"They couldn't mount an operation that would take us off the planet?

"Oh, they could pull off an extraction. They have enough men and resources. But, so what? They're
definitely not going to let you go. Therest of usthey'd just throw out the airlocks. It's the same old story.”

"So, when that ploy doesn't work, what aretheir aternatives?’

Iso thought for amoment. “Only one, asfar as| can see. Wenghorn and his party reveal our position
somehow and bring in shock troops to capture or kill you."

Red bristled. “| searched them before we came, and the security squad did it again once we got here.
They're clean of any comm devices. How the hell are they going to get at the colond ?*

"Relax, Red,” 1so said. “I don't know the answer to your question, but be on your toes. Keep the
Aiforians under watch at dl times and, asthe colone instructed, make sure dl your men understand that
no Aiforian isto get insde the ship without permission from Fragger or me."

"Those aretheir options,” Fragger said. “What are ours?'



|0 shrugged. “The smplest would be to iminate them right here and now.”
"That'san option | liketoo,” Red said.

"No,” Fragger said. “ That would just bring another world of hurt down on us. The Aiforians are pissed at
us enough dready. Thereés no sensein inflaming them further. Give me another one.”

"Keep them as bargaining chips, | suppose,” 1s0 suggested. “A drain on our resources, though. More
mouthsto feed and guard.”

"Red, what's your option?"

"Take them back to their ship or lose them in the jungle. Either way, they're out of our hair. Problem
solved.”

Fragger considered their suggestions, then said, “ Good solutions, but they don't redlly get us out of the
jungle and off the planet, do they? There must be some other way we can turn the Situation to our
advantage.”

|s0's heavy underjaw jutted out in exasperation. “Colone, you aready had something in mind before you
asked for our opinions, didn't you? Why did you waste time asking usiif you weren't—"

"Cam down, 10! | asked because | was hoping you two might have better ideasthan | did. And I'll till
congder them. Thetimefor action will come, but, right now, we've got the upper hand over Wenghorn.
He and his party aren't going anywhere so we have time to think things through. Now, think about the
Aiforians. Who's the one member of Wenghorn's group that could be of most useto us?'

Red gave ashort, contemptuous snort. “ Except for the ambassador, none of them. They're pretty much
usdless”

"Not quite,” 150 said suddenly. “It'sthe vidman, Wik, you're thinking of, isn't it, colonel ?'Y ou showed
interest in him when | briefed you in sSickbay sometime ago.”

Fragger nodded. “Wenghorn says the little man wants astory badly.”
"He'sasointhe pay of the Aiforians, colond.”

"I know, 150, but the ambassador gave me the impression that Wik's not completely under their thumb.
We need to find out. Maybe there's some part of an independent journdist left in him, and we can exploit
that. Give him our sde of story. Besides, the little man has a giant taste for Shuar beer. That weakness
could be ussful in turning him to our sde”

"He does have athirst, doesn't he?’” Red said. “If rain were beer, Wik would be drunk al thetime."

"Evenif we could turn him, that doesn't mean helll get our story out,” 10 objected. “He still hasto uplink
it through the shipsin orbit, and they'll either kill it or vet the hdll out of it so they can twist the story their

way."

"Wdll, well have to take that chance,” Fragger said. “Wik strikes me as pretty shrewd and tough despite
hissize. If he's smart enough to survive both EarthCorp and the Aiforians, then he may be smart enough
to get hisstory past the censors. So, our task isto build some trust with thisguy.”

"How arewe going to do that?’ 1so asked.

"Thefirs thing well give him access that we won't giveto others,” Fragger answered. “ That way we can



fed him out and seeif wecanturn himinto andly.”
"And the second?’ Red asked.

"Treat him with respect, treat him asan equd. I'm willing to bet that on the socia scale, he's damned near
aslow asaRerun.”

"Asyou pointed out, colond, he'sno fool,” 10 said. “What makes you think hell buy into our efforts?

"He'shuman,” Fragger answered. “And hesadwarf. | imagine he's spent hiswhole life battling for
respect. It's got to be a deegp-seated need, one that we can fulfill.”

"But enough talk,” he said as he rose from the field chair. “In the meantime, once our guests have rested,
find them a spot amongst the inner defenses where they'll have aringsde seet when Radmuller's creatures
attack again.”

"Y ou sure about that, colond?” Red asked. “ There's dways a chance those animals could break through
and attack Wenghorn and the others. Look at what happened to you."

"Red, I'm counting on you to keep them safe and on Radmuller to throw thefear of God into them. |
have afeding that after an up closelook araging silverback or baboon, Wenghorn will find a softer
postion in his negotiations. Let them experience what we've been experiencing for afew days. Then,
when | givetheword, | want to see Wik. Nobody else, understood?!

"Understood, colond,” both men said.

"And, once | givethat word, make sure Wenghorn and the others know that Wik will be going insde the
ship whereit's nice and cool. Now, let's get insde ourselves. We need to go over the latest Situation

reports.”

Asthe three men headed toward the ship, 150 asked, “ Colondl, were dl Re—old Earthmen aways so
devious?'

"Y ou an't seen nothing yet,” Fragger assured him.



Chapter 9

Four days later, Watrun Wik entered Fragger's ready room between two brawny guards who towered
nearly ameter above the diminutive vidman. It was obvious his shortened legs had had trouble keeping
stride with the soldiers. He was out of breath and still swesting from the jungle heat despite the cool
temperature of the ship'sinterior. A mop of coarse matted brown hair sat atop a head far too large for
the smd| body. With the vidcam dangling from his neck, he looked to Fragger like atiny, tired tourist
who'd found himsalf upon avacation he hadn't at al expected. A wave of sour sweet traveled acrossthe
desk, causing Fragger's nose to wrinkle.

"Vidman, you gink,” he said. “I think—"

"And your treatment of us inksworse,” Wik interrupted. “ Keegping us outside in the heat while
Radmuller's animals thresten us while you sit indde as comfortable as can be. | thought you were
supposed to be the tough—"

One guard cuffed the vidman into Slence.

Fragger glanced at the guard's name patch and warned, “ Private Lid, don't hit Mr. Watrun again or ever.
He'sour guest.™

"YS, S r."

"Now, Wik, as| was about to say, | think you deserve a shower and some fresh clothes. When you're
finished, well tak."

The expression on Wik's face dissolved quickly from irritation into a transparent longing to be clean then
back again into one of suspicion. “Why am | getting such specia trestment?’

"l want to talk to you, Wik, and I'd just as soon not let the smell get in the way of our conversation.”
"I want your story, colond, but not bad enough to be bribed!"

"No bribes, Wik. Just atalk. And some beer.” Fragger nodded toward a pitcher and two frosty glasses.
“You mug bethirgty.”

The vidman's eyesfixed greedily on the pitcher. “If that'snot abribe, | don't what is. Still, | am thirsty
from the oppressve heat of this planet.”

Fragger put on a sympathetic smile and ordered the guards, “ Escort him to a shower, nowhere e se, then
bring him back here sraight away. Seeif you can find some clothesthat will fit him whilewe get his
washed. Wik, your vidcam stays here.”

The vidman's stubby hands clutched at the camera. “Y ou won't messwith it?"

"I won't. Evenif | wanted to, | wouldn't know how to do it. I'm a Rerun, remember? It's beyond my
intellectua capacity.”

"Hah, and I'm three meterstall.”
"Y ou have my word as an officer,” Fragger said. “Leaveit onthe dek."

Wik obeyed and walked out of the room with the guards. Thirty minutes later, he was back, wearing an
Aiforian-issue deeve ess undershirt and shorts. The shorts drooped over his knees. Black hair sprouted



from the shortened forearms.
"Y ou surprise me, Wik. Y ou're clean now, but you don't look very happy about it."
The vidman tugged at the undershirt with stubby fingers. “ These are women's clothes!”

Fragger looked at Private Liel who shrugged and said, “ Sir, it'sthe only thing we could find that came
closetohissze”

As he dismissed the guards, Fragger said to Wik, “My apologies. Well get your own clothes back as
soon as possible. In the meantime, sit down and have the beer | promised you.”

Wik sat and eagerly accepted the glass Fragger handed him. He drank thirstily before saying, “Making
nice with the vidman, huh, colond ?'

"l admit it."

"I'm after the facts. I'm not interested in propaganda.”

"l hope s0."

Wik gulped again at the beer and wiped foam from his upper lip. “Y ou're making thisvery easy."
"Did you want meto makeit hard?"

"No, but so far it seemslike you're making it much too painless.”

"Disappointed, Wik? Expecting the Rerun to go berserk and gut you?"

"The thought had occurred to me,” the vidman admitted.

"Can't help you in that regard, then. Y ou listen to too much propaganda. If you'retruly interested in my
gtory, | can supply you with the facts.”

"Asyou seethem.”

"Of course.”

"Isitdl right if I take notes?I'll need my epad back. It was confiscated.”

Fragger opened adrawer and pulled the pad out. “Before | giveit to you, | want to hear your ory."
"What? Why?'

"We both have our suspicions of each other, don't we?Y ou're from Earth originaly, right? But now, as
far as| cantell, yourein the pay of the Aiforians. That spells character assassination to me."

"Colond, | assure you—"

"Save the reassurances. Tell me about you."

"What do you want to know?"'

"Why are you here? How did you end up with the Aiforians? That kind of thing."

"Asthe saying goes, it'salong sory."



"lI'vegottime.”

Wik's chocolate-brown eyes grew shrewd. “How about we do an even-up trade? | tell you alittle about
mysdlf, you tdl mealittle bit about yoursdlf, and so on."

"No bargaining here, Wik. My terms or nothing."

"Andif | don't accept them?'

"Y ou don't get my story."

"That'sal? There aren't any other consequences?’

"What are you expecting? Think I'm going to kill you eat you, and shrink your head?"

Wik's sillence prompted alaugh from Fragger. “1'm not acanniba. And | don't shrink heads, either,
except through my military actions. | presume afew enemy egos are considerably smdler now sincel
arrived on the scene.”

Wik laughed, wiping at beer foam that leaked from the corner of his mouth. “ Dry wit, colonel. | never
expected that."

"Opinionsto the contrary, soldiers are capable of ajoke or two."
"So | see. Still, the Shuar till shrink heads. Why do they continue the practice?”

"In thismodern era, you mean? Mostly for ceremonia purposes and to strike terror in the hearts of
enemies. Besides, what are afew shrunken heads compared to bombing entire populations and planets
out of existence as| hear the members of the Renowned System do? If you're hereto lecture me on
morality, you're standing on quicksand.”

"Touche"
"Your story,” Fragger reminded Wik.
"Sorry, it'sjust that I'm so curious about this planet and its peop—"

Fragger sighed. “Wik, you're very adept at dipping away from the purpose of this conversation.
However, it's going to end right now unless you comply with my request, and that means you're going to
be out in the heat and humidity far sooner than you'd like. Have another beer and talk to me.”

"All right, dl right!” thevidman said.
Fragger refilled hisglass, and Wik drained hdf of it before speaking.

"Colond, I'm not in the employ of Earthcorp, as| said before. Not anymore, anyway. I'm an investigative
vidman. I've worked for the mgor hourliesincluding the Orbital Universe, the Mars Olympus Mons,
and my last outlet, the Asteroid Belter . That's where the trouble started.”

"What kind of trouble and where?"

"Ganymede. The government union didn't gppreciate my exposure of kickbacksin the silicate mining
industry. | found it would be better for my hedth if | left that moon quickly. So, | found myself between
jobs and low on money. The prospect of hunger makes you take stupid actions.”



"And what was your stupid action?"
"The Terran Educationa Research Foundation dangled alarge number of creditsin front of my nose."
"An educationd foundation?"

"Colond, it was as much an educationa foundation as| am three meterstal. “ It was afront for the
Disinformation Arm of the Earthcorp Interrogation Forces. Only after 1'd accepted the assgnment was |
told of the specific task | needed to accomplish.”

"Which was?'
"Areyou familiar with Professor V. W. Vanderford?'
"Inthe middle of the Jvaron jungle, I'm not likely to possessthat kind of knowledge.”

"More dry wit. Sorry, colonel, I'm making assumptions | shouldn't make. VVanderford was the Provost of
the University of Terra, Chair of Planetary Systems Management. A famous man. Histask wasto writea
rebuttal to an article written by aman named Dom Kleem."

"Whois?'

"Another professor.”

"What was the article about?'

"You, colond.”

"What did it say?"

"If you'll give me my epad, I'll call it up for you, and you can read it yourself."

Fragger handed the pad over. Wik opened it up and uttered a voice command. Then, he turned it around
s0 the screen could be viewed. Fragger |eaned forward and read:

The Story of an Improbable Hero

By Professor Dom Kleem,

Chair of the Department of Sociologica Capitdism
N'gdlo University

Wéll, of course, asthetitle states, thisisthe story of ahero. What other kind of story isthere, really? We
change the names or change the sex or change the time, location and circumstances, but it'sal about one
sentient being overcoming himsdlf, his environment, or somebody else. That'sdl therésever beento
gory tdling, and that's dl ther€ll ever be.

S0, you say to me, you've stripped your tale down to its basic components and eiminated its glamour. In
other words, you've rendered your story boring before you've even started telling it. Why should |
continue reading? Tell methat, Mr. Egghead Professor, tell methat! Or are you hiding something?

Yes, | am hiding something. The subject of my piece—Fragger Sparks.

Now you want to continue reading, don't you?



Yes, I'm talking about that Fragger Sparks, the Rerun whose name you use to threaten your children
when they misbehave.

So, why do | want to write about a man who frightens your offspring (and, admit it, you aswell) and
whom, in spite of hisreputation for murder and ruthlessness, | call a‘hero?

It'sthetruth I'm after. Whatever the cost. That's my job as an academic.
In this case, the truth of Fragger Sparks.

A Rerun who is often described in officia documents and in the popular press as nasty-smelling, vicious,
unprincipled, sadistic, egotistic, and, worst of al, aheadhunter and a cannibal.

It's reported that Sparks claims he was none of those thingsin the 20th Century. He claims we've taught
him every one of those vices, even the bad smell. Reportedly, Fragger Sparks said, “If you dedl with
skunks, the smdll isgoing to rub off sooner or later."

1Thereferenceis clear. Skunkswere black and white-striped members of the now-extinct Terran weasd
family (Mustdlidae). Although apparently good-natured until provoked, this mammal sprayed anoxious
sulfur compound at its enemies caled N-bulymercaptan. It was gected in afanlike pattern from two
small openings near the animal's rectum. The glands that produce the chemica held enough for five or Six
full-powered sprays (with arange up to 15 feet). The spray resulted in abitter, acrid smell that
apparently was very difficult to wash off. To be cdled “a skunk” wasto suggest that the offending party's
actionswere so odious as to cause a bad smell.

Fragger looked up from the screen and asked Wik. “Where do they get this stuff? It sounds like
something | might say, but | never saidit.”

"Y ou havefriends”

"l do?'

"More correctly, you have enemies of the government. They've done their research on you."
"l had noideal was so popular.”

"Y ou're being sarcadtic, colone, but despite the obvious self-interest, they are helping you. The
government wants the story to go away, and the criticsjust won't let it die.”

Fragger made a noncommittal noise and went back to reading.

...Critics have written off Sparks' comments as the ravings of amadman re-awakened in afuture he
couldn't possibly understand. Or, they've taken the opposite tack, and claimed that, asa Rerun, he'sa
typica dow-witted reviva who's happened to get improbably lucky. This author has agreed with both
Sdesat times. Should the reader think | sway with the winds of opinion, let me assert here| have indeed
been guilty of that crime.

But it wasthe very commission of this offensethat finally woke me up. After consdering both opinions, a
fact suddenly (and belatedly) dawned upon me. Fragger Sparks could neither be amadman, nor could
he be alucky haf-wit.

My proof? The man has repeatedly escaped the dominant forces within the Renowned
Systems—EarthCorp and the Roya and Imperid Commonwedlth of Nipponese Empires (the“Ricers’,
asthey're commonly called). Not to mention the lesser forces like the Spartans, the Ursus Combine, and



the Cdedtid Warriorsof God. A madman might possibly accomplish this, but not ahaf-wit. But if
Sparksis amadman, he'sthe coolest and calmest one on record. Not satisfied with escape, he's
commandeered an entire planet, Jvaro, in the Gulag Archipelago. Jvaro isthe sole supplier of headroot,
the only plant known to mitigate or cure the deleterious effects of acohol and most drugs. We al know
theinconvenience Sparks' de facto monopoly of headroot has caused throughout the Renowned
Sysems”

Fragger laughed at this statement. 1 haven't got amonopoly on anything. It's the quarantine forces cutting
off the supply of headroot."

"But you are the cause of the quarantine so—"
"| get scapegoated. It seemsto be afavorite pastime of your age.”
" Sdf-pity, colond? Doesnt fit your image.”

"Screw my imagel”
Fragger resumed reading:

...In some ways even more impressive than the taking over of aworld isthe Rerun's ability to attract
oathbound elite warriors. Do you, dear citizen, have any ideawhat it takes to make aRicer samurai
warrior break his oath? Or that of an elite Earthcorp trooper? Both types of warriors agree to loyaty
conditioning before they join service. Most such men would rather die than betray their loyalty—and
many do. Can you imagine amadman or a hafwit breaking that conditioning and bringing such stalwart
men over to hisside? Not achance, I'm sureyou'll agree with me.

So, if Fragger Sparksis not amadman or adull-witted fool, what is he? That's the question you want me
to answer, isnt it? Well, heres my response: Colond Jonathan “Fragger” Sparks, amember of the
ancient, ditemilitary force, the U.S. of A. Rangers, isthe most dangerous man alive today.

Asaknowledgeable citizen, you've dready noticed | call thisReruna“man.” A lapsein manners? A
mistake in proofreading? Not achance. Most Reruns are not qualified for the respect due one citizen to
another. But Fragger Sparksisthe definite exception.

Lest revulson overcome you at my claim and make you want to hurl the epad across the room, let me
assart thismathematica point: Weve revived millions of Rerunsfrom the past. Ninety-eight percent are
beyond redemption, useless for anything beyond common labor. But, Satisticdly, thereistill that find
two percent to account for. Aberrations were bound to occur sooner or later.

Fragger Sparksisthat aberration.
He represent—"

The story broke in mid-sentence to be replaced by the admonition:
EARTHCORP WARNING!

Thisisanillegal publication. Because of the egregiously open nature of galactic communications
systems, it isimpossible to block such propaganda inserts. However, any copying and further
transmission of this information is dangerous to the well-being of EarthCorp citizenry, and, thus,
isproscribed under Article 10, Section 8 of the Interplanetary Legal Code. Be sureto read the
following factual and absolutely true history of the renegade Rerun by Professor Emeritus V.W.
Vanderford, Provost of the University of Terra and holder of the prestigious Chair of Planetary
Systems Management.



"Wheat did the rest of the story say?” Fragger asked Wik.
"No one knows."
"S0, how does dl thisfit in with you and Vanderford?'

"Asl said, the government had asked the professor to write arebuttal. They wanted someone—me—to
clean up hisprose for public consumption. Frankly, the man'swriting was so dry it would make a desert
thirsty. Needlessto say, | was at first grateful 1'd been called in. | needed the creds badly, plusit was an
opportunity to work with anoted academic. All inadl, | saw it asa prestigious addition to my resume.
But—"

Wik'svoicetrailed off. His body shuddered asif a sudden chill had gone throughit.
"Thingsdidn't go asyou planned,” Fragger prompted.

The vidman nodded. “ Unfortunately, Professor Vanderford and | loathed each other on sight. He had the
arrogance of an academic who'd never been outside the ivory tower. He resented my presence and saw
nothing wrong with his prose, citing numerous academic honors a me as proof of hisability at the craft of
writing. | took onelook at what hed written and wept at the thought of getting anything usable out of his
drafts. To make matters worse, | was supposed to help him write the rebuttal, but he wouldn't give me
accessto Kleem's article. | was supposed to rebut something | hadn't even read!”

"Typicd thinking for afascis-style government,” Fragger said.

"Yes, definitely, colond. Well, we argued for aweek about that, about hiswriting, and just about
anything you can name, getting nowhere until an Interrogator visited to check on our progress.”

Wik shuddered again. “Y ou aready know what they're like, colond.”
"In goades.”

"Inwhat? | don't recognize that expression.”

"It means| know their techniques dl too well. Go on.”

"Wdl, you know I'm asmal man. The professor was short too. Not as short as me, but short.
Compared to us, the Interrogator was a giant who weighed at least 110 kilosto my eyes, and had those
... those eyes.”

"Dead.”

"That's as good a description as any,” Wik agreed. “ Dead. When he found out we'd made no progress,
he whipped out a pain goad, powered it up, and applied it to both of us. I'd never felt agony like that
before and hope to never fed it again! To add insult to injury, the Interrogator ordered usto get up off
thefloor and coldly informed us he'd applied only minimum force. Then, he added that if we didn't get the
article completed within two days, we'd get afull charge in the testicles! The poor sheltered professor
dissolved into uselessness. | wasin apanic mysdf, but | was used to the pressure of deadlines and set to
work while Professor Vanderford paced and fretted and drank great quantities of a cohol without taking
headroot to cure the hangover. It was while the poor man was passed out on the floor of his study, and |
was attempting to make sense of hisresearch that | inadvertently accessed thefile of Professor Kleem.
To my surprise, Dom Kleem told a story about you that was the opposite of everything Vanderford had
written sofar.”



Wik paused to take another sip of beer. *'Y ou can imagine my confusion, colond. | had the same low
opinions of Reruns as everyone e se and thought of you as amonster. Here was Kleem presenting an
entirely different story. So, who to believe? That was thefirst question | had to answer. The second one
was, Would | surviveif the Interrogator returned and found out I had knowledge of Kleem's* sediitious
writings? The answer to the second question was easy. | didn't have achance of surviva. Therefore, my
choice was made for me. | had to escape. And | had to find out the truth. That'swhy I'm herein this
hellhole of aplanet.”

"What happened to Vanderford and to Kleem?'

"Officidly, Vanderford died in afirein hishomelibrary on the Terran idand-nation of Sri Lankawhile
indulging in the archaic and filthy habit of smoking acigareite. A lie, of course. Vanderford was a
pompous ass in many respects, but he didn't smoke. In fact, he was such a prig he lectured everybody on
every deficiency they had. Kleem, | have no idea of what happened to him. Dead, probably."

"Well, it's very noble of you to pursue the truth beyond Vanderford's death.”
Wik raised an eyebrow at Fragger'stone. “Colone, you're very cynica. Were you aways thisway?'
"No. The future has given methat attitude.”

"| can gppreciatethat,” Wik said and took another swallow of beer. “ The Ricers and EarthCorp haven't
treated you well, to put it mildly. Perhaps you can tell me more what of they've done to you?'

"All in good time, Wik. Y ou still haven't told me how you linked up with the Aiforians.

"| called in many favorsto get off Earth. That wasthe hard part, colond. I'm not exactly inconspicuous,
but the fact that I'm a small man worked in my favor. No one wants to hand anyone over to the security
apparaus, but turning in adwarf, well, that's akin to handing over achild in most people's minds. Oncel
was off-world, it was asmple matter of planet-hopping until | got to Aifor.”

"Where they welcomed you with open arms?”

"Of course not. They jailed meimmediately. | wasinterrogated for two months before Wenghorn
showed up and invited medong.”

"Why you?Why not invite agovernment propagandist vidman?"

"He told me he wanted someone aong who was objective and could tell thereal story."

"What aload of crap!"

"| agree, colonel. To be honest, | don't know what the real reason is. | have my suspicions though.”
"Which are?'

"What do you know about the Aiforian government?

"Little"

"Wdl, it'sstraight out of Earth's Viking period in many ways. Y ou have a collection of noblemen forming
the government, the Althing, the so-called Democracy of Lords. Now, thereé's amisnomer if there ever
wasone. Not a dl likethe origind Althing, according to my research. Basicdly, it'sa collection of thugs
ruling their fiesfdoms and trying to destroy each other. That's why EarthCorp and the Ricers have been
ableto keep them at bay. They squabble among themselves and can't agree on anything.”



"Wheat doesthis have to do with Wenghorn bringing you along?’

"He didn't want aspy from hisenemiesin hismidst. It'sassimple asthat, | believe. Aiforian journaists
are notoriousfor their undercover espionage activities. | dso believe he wantsto use measamore
credible source. No one believes government propagandists so the nobles will expect truth from my
reports and aredistic assessment of the Situation. Y ou may not beievethis, colone, but my nameis
linked with credible journdism.”

"Maybe, but it sounds to me you've run across half the galaxy only to end up in the pay of another
government.”

"Colond, I'm not going to deny I'm not acompletely objective source. But, from my point of view, it's
very niceto still be breathing. And, from your point of view, I'm probably as objective a source asyou're
going to get, if you'l let metak to you."

"You'l get your opportunity. However, I'm certainly not going to let Wenghorn censor it.”
"If he doesn't get the story out the way the Althing wants, helll be dead too,” Wik said

S0, how about you do two stories—one for me, onefor him?’ Fragger suggested. “ Could you do that?
Get them off-world independently?"

Wik squirmed in his chair. “ That's suicide for me. With two versons of the story out, he'd know | was
the only possible source.”

"I'll tell him that | ordered you to doit. It'd be the truth."
"Truth? The truth doesn't matter, colond. Hed see it asabetrayd, and I'd be dead sooner or later."

"Y ou have my protection aslong asyou're on Jvaro,” Fragger said. “Y ou might not be amatch for
Wenghorn, but he's certainly no match for me.”

The vidman shrugged. “That might not matter. Aiforian noblemen and women have subtle ways of getting
rid of their enemies. * Accidents.” Poison.”

"Once the story is out, well keep you separate from the Aiforian party. Y ou'll have complete sefety.”
"Nobody has complete safety on Jvaro,” Wik staring into hisbeer asif it had suddenly soured on him.
"Well, as close to complete safety as possible then.”

Wik raised hiseyesto Fragger. “It'snot like | have any choice, isit?"

"None,” the Ranger agreed.

The vidman leaned forward in his chair. “Colond, | thought it was dangerous out there on Earth and
Aifor, but this planet is something e se. Everything and everybody istrying to kill you."

"Welcometo my world, Wik."



Chapter 10

"Colond, weve been taking along time, and you il haven't told me anything about yoursdlf,” Wik
protested. “1 really must object. It's been nothing but aone-way street so far.”

"Patience, Wik,” Fragger said. “Did Vanderford's article ever come out, whoever wrote it?"
"Of course, but—"

"Isit onthisepad?”

"es"

"Good. | want to read it now. Always know what your enemiesthink of you. I'll have some food brought
in. Enjoy whilel read."

"Colond!"

"It'syour choice,” Fragger reminded him. “ A nice meal and more chicha or back out into the Jivaron
sweathbox."

The vidman grumbled but sagged back into the chair, looking like a prematurdly aged child who'd just
been denied hisfavoritetoy.

Fragger ordered food. When it arrived, he accessed the file Wik identified for him and read:
A Rebuttal to “ The Story of an Improbable Hero"

By Professor Emeritus V.W. Vanderford

Provogt of the University of Terra

Chair of Planetary Systems Management

Normally, one does not concern onesdlf with the history of amere Rerun'sfamily; however, | have been
asked by respected members of EarthCorporation officialdom to provide a counterpoint to the malicious
writings of Professor Dom Kleem regarding Fragger Sparks ("improbable’ hero, indeed) and am glad to
do so. Why am | happy to attempt such an undertaking? For the redl truth, of course. The search for
truth is at the core of al honest professors’ effortsin the academic arena.

That said, let me make one point clear before | outline the history of the Sparks family and, thus, cite
various reasons for the Rerun's disruption of theworkings of civilized life. Hereisthat point: Although
Dom Kleem had thetitle “ Professor” before his name, it was widely known among scholarsthat he had
little gptitude for serious research and was little more than athief and popularizer of other scholars work.
Add to that the fact he'd been banished to a second-rate university located on a backwater planet, and
you can see how little importance should be attached to any of his statements.

Now that this bit of unpleasantnessis out of the way, let's move on to the Sparks family.

What is oneto say about it? On the one hand, disaster has knocked on its door throughout the ages with
the tenacity of abill collector due thousands of credits. On the other, the Sparks family opened that door
time and again, accepted the calamities served upon them, and il survived al—every one of those
catastrophes—not dwaysin one piece, but till living and breathing and capable of carrying on the family
tradition of producing heirs until the next misfortune arrived.



How isit we are aware of such specifics of amentally smple Rerun'sfamily history? Records of revivas
are usudly spotty at best and also irrelevant for our purposes. Well, we are cognizant of the Sparks
family history for two reasons. One, the Sparks family had an obsessive-compulsive desire to record their
unimportant doings. To accomplish thistask, they had an astounding devotion to and preservation of al
sorts of ancient documentation—ypaper letters, photos, videotapes, digital images, etc., much of which
survived and was recovered after much diligent work from mysdlf and my team, from the ruins of the
ancient “Net.” Two, the family history is augmented by a decided knack for embellishment. At least part
of the Sparksline was of Irish descent, an ancient people who were known for their tal taletelling and,
ironicaly enough, for their luck (moreonthis“luck” later). Why isthe gift for story telling important? To
be frank, were not absolutely sure, but we postulate that everyone likes a good story (whether it'strue or
not), and this quality led to the dissemination of Sparksfilesfar and wide and, thus, the surviva of
extengve records. Also, dueto this peculiar tradition, it is not dways easy for an investigator to separate
fact from fantadtic fiction. Having ddivered thiswarning, | will go out on alimb and venture to say that |
and my magnificent team—"

Fragger looked up from the screen and said, * It mentions amagnificent team. Y ou said it was only you
andhim."

"It was only him and me, colond,” Wik responded. “It's just puffery from the Disnformation Arm of the
Security forces”

Fragger read on:

"—have assembled the most accurate picture possible of a generation that preceded and produced the
singular and odious Fragger Sparks.

Briefly, it's clear that the father, William, started the dubious family tradition during Terras World War |1
in the 20th Century. The U. S. of A. pilot of apropeller-driven (1) attack aircraft named a Dauntless
torpedo bomber, he attacked an enemy naval warship designated a“ cruiser” and was blown out of the
sky for hisefforts. Adrift in the middle of the vast Pacific Ocean and with no hope of rescue, Captain
Sparks clung to apiece of hisaircraft'swing for 15 days and nights and was rescued, in effect, by alarge
Terran seabird called an albatross! According to the story (fanciful, indeed!), the curious bird plucked a
torn piece of khaki shirt from the captain's emaciated frame and got the deeve caught around his neck.
When the newly fashionable albatross departed and subsequently landed on the outrigger of anative
canoe, the deeve was noted by its occupant, one Nimu, an idander apparently famed for his uncanny
navigational skills. In short order, Nimu located the downed pilot, rescued Sparks and re-united him with
hisfellow soldiers. Captain Sparks survived the remainder of the war, returned to farming life and
produced four sons and two daughters with hiswife, Megan.

Approximately 20 years|ater, those three sonswere involved in aconflict with a country called Vietnam.
The eldest (Jonathan “ Fragger” Sparks, of course), was a Sergeant, an elite Ranger soldier inthe U.S. of
A. Army. During abattle, he was shot between the eyes and lived to tell about it! His one misfortune was
to get shot by asniper. However, his“fortune’ was twofold. One, he was getting up on hiskneesto
mark alanding zone for an evacuation aircraft designated a“ hdlicopter” so the bullet entered at a
downward angle, missing hisbrain. Two, it wasa“clean” bullet; that is, it goun dueto rifling and did not
tumble which causes maximum physical damage.

Sparkss middle brother, Sam, wasin Vietnam at approximately the same time that Fragger was getting
his sinuses bullet-drilled. Sam had joined the same branch of the U.S. of A. military forces as hisfather,
the Marines. Apparently more of an amphibiousfighting force, it's not clear what units of thisarmy were
doing inthe jungles of Vietham. However, Sam Sparks was as unfortunate as his brother—and just as
lucky. Taking shelter from a probing enemy attack, he hid in abunker. A rifle round entered that bunker,



ricocheted about and caught Sam in the knee, shattering the joint. Sam Sparks was evacuated four hours
before the compound was overrun and dl members of his unit annihilated. He returned to the U.S. of A.
with alimp and an addiction to painkillers but otherwise intact.

The next brother, Edward, was apparently the most rebellious of the four boys but till had the same firm
commitment to duty asthe others. Although he aso became a pilot, he expressed hisrebellion by joining
the Air Force instead of hisfather's beloved Marine branch of the service. After 25 missons, Edward
suffered the same fate as his father. He was apparently shot down by a surface-to-air missile. Suffering a
broken leg, collarbone and arm upon parachuting into enemy territory, he was held prisoner for five years
and, astonishingly, endured severe physicd torture, poor medicd care, and extreme psychologica
pressures with a sense of humor. But, even more astonishing, the plane carrying Ed Sparks out of
captivity upon cessation of hodtilities crashed on landing due to engine failure. Lieutenant Sparks not only
survived the ensuing fire but dragged two of hisfellow soldiersto safety while 97 others perished in the
blaze.

The youngest brother, Reed, was the only Sparks boy not to join military service. We found little materia
about him, other than some reference to drugs and poetry. This may because he was the “black sheep”
of the family and the less said, the better asfar asthe family was concerned.

One lagt example (on the male sde) is necessary to underline the sartling “Irish luck” of the Sparks. All
the Sparks boys produced many children, but Edward led the pack with six boys and one girl.
Twenty-two years after his servicein Vietnam, Ed Sparks's eldest son went to war for hiscountry ina
different part of Terral's geography (Fragger aso fought in thiswar). Thiswas a place then cdled the
Mideast, largely adesert region. The war was fought over an energy source, oil. Danid Sparks had
followed in the pilot tradition of hisfather and grandfather and flew ajet-powered, ground-attack type of
aircraft with the odd name of “Warthog.” Dan Sparksstask was to attack enemy tank forces (old-style,
gasoline or diesdl-driven type, ancient precursors to the modern fusion-powered armored behemoths).
TheU. S. of A'swar effort was extremely successful with few casudtiesin theair or on the ground. Only
five Warthogs were shot down. Of course, Daniel Sparkss aircraft was one of them. Afflicted with the
bad luck/good luck curse peculiar to the Sparks family, Captain Sparks ran into one of the enemy'sfew
coordinated anti-aircraft efforts and was shot down. He struggled with the damaged aircraft and
managed to guide it away from the targeted enemy positionsinto the middle of the desert, only to land
within range of adifferent enemy tank force. Dan Sparks survived an enemy tank commander's effortsto
grind him into hamburger with amulti-ton vehicle by diving into atrench. Then, goparently armed only
with ahand weapon cdled a Beretta, he fought enemy troops until an extraction team arrived via
helicopter. In the trench, they found Daniel Sparks under apile of bodies, barely dive and, legend hasit,
bullet holesin his chest and abayonet pinning hisleg to the ground while he had his hands around an
enemy soldier'sthroat il trying to choke the life out a man who was dready dead. (Obvioudy, there are
eements of the typica Sparks embelishment inthisstory.)

The“Sparksluck” was not limited to the male members of the clan. There are many other incidentsto
relate concerning the Sparks women; however, | believe I've provided anecdota information to buttress
the main point of my thesis: That the Sparks family was not lucky at all. If, asreported, Fragger Sparks
has the ability to tap into hyperspace on apersond leve, then hislineage smply carried the now-coveted
and mis-named “MASER-gene.” Unfortunately, aswe have al ruefully discovered, the fact that
individua's possess enhanced MASER capabilities doesn't guarantee that the moral or ethical dimension
will be concomitantly enhanced aswell. People will be people, after dl, even Reruns. Hand most of them
an advantage, and they will useit to increase their wedlth, position, and reproductive possibilitieswhile, at
the same time, they compensate for this saf-interest by giving back to society in the form of charity,
grants, public service and the like. Being a Rerun, Sparks lacks the concept of public service, of course.
Hand him an advantage, and helll smply beat you over the head withit.



However, whatever our persona animositiestoward Sparks, thereis no denying hisimpact upon our
times. Were | asupertitious man, | would say heisthefulfillment of the ancient Terran Chinese curse,
“May you liveininteresting times.”

Suchisthe nature of lethal individuals and tyrants and the admixture of each that they tend to originatein
obscure spots and, thus, escape the notice of authorities until mischief isaready under way. That'swhy it
isimportant that Sparks story betold. Enterprising individuas and governments with the surviva of
civilization in mind must come up with amethod of detecting and eradicating not only the present Fragger
Sparks, but future ones aswell before they can wreak havoc on our societies.

Note: Unfortunately, it isthe current trend for reader-viewers, both academic and otherwise, to
prefer personal history over objective presentation. | am assured by my publisher that my article
will not beread if it is presented in a traditional format. Therefore, | employed the services of a
so-called ghost writer. Frankly, if the story were not so important, | would never have stooped to
this* popular” level. | assure my esteemed colleagues that thiswill be thefirst and last time | will
employ such a service.

—Professor V.W. Vanderford
"Well, at least he gave you some credit,” Fragger said as he closed thefile,

Wik'slips smiled around a banana he'd stuck into his mouth. “And it was the last time he ever employed
aghost writer."

The vidman swallowed the last bit of bananaand flipped the ped onto aplate. “What did you think?"
"Of the writing? Obvioudy, you hel ped the man out.”
"No, not the style! The content. Wasit accurate?'

"Remarkably s0,” Fragger answered. “1 haveto tdl you, it's unnerving to read about my family in the past
tense. My question is, why do you want to know more about me and my past? Y ou already know a
great ded.”

"There are holes though, aren't there, colonel? Such as your brother, Reed. What made him the black
sheep of thefamily?

Fragger scowled at the mention of his brother. “I'm tempted to cut this conversation short, Wik, because
Reed isasore point with me. But | made apromiseto you, and | aways keegp my promises. Reed used
meth, aform of amphetamine. He became heavily addicted and ended up with a psychotic bresk. He
killed hisgirlfriend and his child and was sentenced to life in prison.”

"Surely there would be arecord of that,” the vidman said. “Vanderford wouldn't have missed it. Asdull a
writer as he was, he was an academic and thorough in hisresearch.”

"Of course, there was arecord, Wik. But he never madeit to prison, so it was probably deleted from the
article by your Dignformetion buddies.”

"I don't understand. Why didn't he makeit to prison and why would EarthCorp delete that information?”
"Simply put, Reed disappeared.”

"Y ou mean he escgped and went into hiding?"



"No, | mean he disappeared from the courtroom right after the judge imposed the life sentence. Poof!
‘Likemagic,’ they said. Amidst al the noise and clatter of the press rushing out to get their storiesin,
Reed smply vanished."

"The MASER gene?'
"l suppose.”
"But why didn't he activate it before to escape?’

"Don't be stupid, Wik. He didn't know he had it any morethan | did. | can only theorize that fear caused
ittokick in."

"Fear of inmates killing him because he murdered achild?’

"That and fear of confinement. Reed aways was claustrophobic. | suppose the meth psychosisintensified
that fear."

"Was he ever found?'

"No. A large manhunt was held, but he never turned up.”
"Any ideas where he went?'

"No."

"Y ou think he jumped into hyperspace and never came back?'

"Knowing what | know now, it's asagood an explanation as any. At the time, |I—and everybody
€lse—thought the police were smply incompetent and let him escape. If 1'd known where he was, |
probably would have killed him mysdf."

"You're srious?"

"Oh, yes” Fragger answered with an anger that was ill strong after six hundred years. “Why? Because
he killed two human beings. Because he as good as killed my father and mother. They were never the
same after the murders. Their son killing awoman and, especidly, the child. They both lived by acode of
honor. Thelife drained right out of them. They were the walking dead.”

Fragger took a deep breath to lessen the anger and softened his tone as he continued. “1 dways thought
Reed had been adopted or dropped straight into the middle of our family.”

“Why?

"Hewasnt like the rest of us. I'm amilitary man, my dad was amilitary man—no-nonsense people.
Straight ahead people. Even my mother. In her own way, she was tougher than the rest of us put
together. But, Reed ... the damned kid was sengtive right from the start, too sengtive for his own good.
The only reason other kids|eft him aone was because they knew | or my brothers would best the crap
out of themif they messed with him."

"He was homosexud, you mean?’ Wik asked “Isthat why they tried to bully him?"

Fragger shook hishead. “No. Not that way. Smply different. He was one of those people who lived in
the world but wasn't part of it. His mind ran on strange tracks. He was a damned poet. A poet in our
family! Published and recognized nationaly. Or so he said.”



"You didnt like his poetry?’

"I didn't likeit or didikeit,” Fragger answered. “1 just didn't understand it, that's all. Most soldiersdon't
have timefor poetry, Wik, unlessit's some patriotic drivel.”

"Areyou saying you werent patriotic, colond ?'

"Don't be stupid, Wik. I loved my country and damned near died for it. | was as patriotic as the next
soldier, but bad poetry has nothing to say about war. Real war. A man's guts spilling into your hands. A
boy screaming for his mother in the midst of arotting jungle like this. And the smell, dwaysthe smel of
death. Y ou never get that out of your nostrils. Crap poetry iswritten by crap people who've never been
towar."

Fragger felt asudden embarrassment at his openness and said fiercely to the vidman, “And the same
goesfor crap journdists who write crap in the pay of governments.”

Wik'sface screwed itsdf into an exasperated frown. “I've dready explained that | haven't had awhole
lot of choicein the matter, colond. Besides, if I'm such acrap journdist, would | sit with you, a Rerun,
and try to learn about hislife?’

Fragger glared & Wik. “A clever onewould. Y ou have aknack for drawing people out. It'saskill handy
foraweasd."

"l don't know what a‘weasdl’ is, but your tonetells meit's not good.”
"A weasd isan Earth mammal. It's another word for treachery."
Alarm raised the vidman's thick eyebrows.

"Colond, if you're expecting deceit from me, you won't get it, | assureyou. Infact, as| told you earlier,
I'd advise you to ook at other members of Wenghorn's party.”

"Be specific. Who?"

"l can't be specific! I'm not privy to Aiforian secrets. They don't trust me any more than you do.”
"Wéll, then, what's your best guess asto what they're up to?"

Wik shrugged. “I amply don't have an answer for that, colond.”

"Wdl, | want one."

The vidman shot a distressed look at the Ranger. *'Y ou want me to be an informant?’

"es"

Wik shook his head. “No, colonel, | can't do that. | have no love for the Aiforians, but | do have a
particular love of my life. Asyou can see,” the vidman gestured at his body, “1'm a about a meter short of
bravery."

Fragger poured more beer into Wik'sglass. “Oh, | don't know about that. A man without courage
wouldnt be sitting in the middle of the Jivaron jungletaking to me."

"Hattery and acohal, colond. Two ingredients designed to induce cooperation.”



Fragger smiled. The vidman was swaying in his chair from the effects of the chicha, but he still had his
witsabout him.

"[t's not about cooperation, Wik."
"Thehdl itisnt!"

Fragger held up hishand. “Let mefinish. I'll put it in the most practical terms possible. Y ou want to live.
Or a least live aslong as possible, right?”

"No doubt about that. Who doesn't?*
"Well, then it'saquestion of where you'll live the longest.”
"I'mligening.”

"S0, let's assume you make it back to Aifor. Once you provide the stories on me, your usefulnessisat an
end and so isyour life. Or maybe the Aiforians see you as some sort of bargaining chip and send you
back to Earth. Y ou end up in the hands of the Disinformation Arm thugs. Torture and death area
certainty. The Corpses, the Aiforians—everyonein thistime—they're not tolerant of people like you and
me"

Wik raised an eyebrow. “Like you and me?"

"We're both fregksin this age, aren't we? From what |'ve seen, geneticists can do just about any damned
thing they want to with the human body. Look at you. I'm willing to bet you're aliving reminder of
uglinessin their eyes, an affront to whatever the standards of ‘ norma’ appearance are these days.”

Wik shifted uncomfortably in hischair, but said, “I'll bet dwarfs weren't trested any better six hundred
yearsago."

"Y ou'reright, except for one thing. We didn't kill them. Besides, you're forgetting the main point.”
"Whichis?'

"| don't care what size, shape or color amanis. All | care about iswhat he can do.”

"It sounds like you're asking meto join you, colond.”

"And why not? Look a who's aready done so. Watanabe, Salinsky, Buurk, and dl the others. I'd say |
have a pretty good track record, wouldn't you?'

"Maybe,” Wik conceded, “but..."

"But what?'

"I'm apractical man. | haveto be. What'sin it for me?'

"Not adamned thing, Wik. Just respect and opportunity.”

"Opportunity? Livein themiddle of the stinking Jvaron jungle dways on the run!"

"To me, that soundsalot like where you've been living the past few years,” Fragger said.

The vidman took another gulp of beer and considered. “I don't know..."



"I'll tell you what,” Fragger said. “1'm going to give you unrestricted access to Watanabe and Salinsky
and any other member of the Jivaron Rangers you want to talk to."

The dwarf's eyebrows raised in sceptica surprise. “No restrictionsat dl?"
"None, except when it comesto reveding our military disposition or location.”
Thevidman looked longingly &t his now empty glass. “Do | get to Stay in here?!
"Of course, except for off-limit aress.”

A shrewd look stole onto Wik'sface. “Can | talk to Lady Lesto?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Thelady has dready nearly gotten mekilled through her influence on others.”
Wik'sfacelit up with journalistic eagerness. “ She has? What happened?’

Fragger stood. “Wik, you're already pushing your luck, so no more on that subject. Do you accept my
offer or not?"

The vidman gtarted to protest, then thought better of it. “As| said before, what choice do | have?"
"A good one, to my mind."

The vidman hesitated before diding off the chair and looking up a Fragger. “How about this? | accept
your offer to let me do theinterviews. Once | know you've kept your word in that area, I'll give you my
answer about joining you.”

"Fair enough,” Fragger said as he walked the vidman to the door. “ By the way, do you consider yoursdlf
an aggressive questioner?”

"Damned right | do!” A suspicious ook clouded the vidman's upturned face. “Why do you ask? Do you
want meto go soft on the interviews?!

"Only with Sdinsky."

"Why him?"

"He'svery loya to me, and he hasavery quick temper. He's prone to rash actions.”
"Slicing off the heads of people who provoke him."

Fragger grinned as the door closed on the ashen-faced Wik.



Chapter 11
"Colond, your trestment of usisunfair, and you know it!"

Fragger opened his good eye from asiestain the hammock to find the Aiforian ambassador looking
down a him with an indignant glare. Asaways, Wenghorn's expensve Feynman suit remained
unwrinkled despite the soaring afternoon heet and humidity. Inside the suit, though, Wenghorn looked
like aboiled hot dog. His skin was blotchy and red, and sweet poured down off the bald head. Fragger
liked what he saw.

"Uncomfortable, ambassador?’

"Y ou know damned well | am. And so iseverybody el se, except for Wik. For the past month, you've
alowed him accessto the ship and let him stay nice and cool while we roast out here.”

"Thet'strue."

"Why?

"Y ou adready know the answer to that, ambassador. Weve had this discussion before.”
"Colond, none of usisgoing to sabotage your ship. We don't have the capabilities of doing it."
"Soyou say."

"But...!I"

" Ambassador, once Bucaram and Tat get back with an answer from your government, then you can
leave

"It's been more than aweek since they left! They should be back by now. | don't know why you insisted
on Tat'sgoing. Y ou knew hed dow them down. He'sterrified of being out in the jungle.”

"Wenghorn, | sent him because | can't stland having theidiot around. Besides, you should be grateful. It
was time he did something useful for you. Asfar as| cantdll, al he'sdone around hereistake up space.”

Or size up our defenses. For afrightened mouse of aman, Tat has managed to make quite afew rounds
of our position while he's been with us.

"But if | lose him, hisfather will have my head!” the ambassador said.
Fragger suppressed asigh. I'mtired of playing this game with Wenghorn, but timeto do it again.

He swung hisbody upright in the hammock and said, “Did you ever consider the possibility that Ban Tat
sent his son with you to shape him up? Maybe he hopesthe kid will findly get agrip after facing what
Jvaro hasto offer."

"Facethefacts, colond. From what 1've seen, it takes a tough and hardened man to face the dangers of
thisplanet. Kendlan Tat isno match for them.”

"That brings up another possibility,” Fragger said. “Y ou Aiforians are a pretty Darwinian breed. Maybe
Ban Tat wants his son goneif he doesn't shape up.”

Wenghorn opened his mouth to protest. The protest died in anod of the head. “I wouldn't put much past



BanTa."
"A tough old nut, huh?"

"Thetoughest. A first among equas, you might say. Hes aruthless, very demanding man and intolerant of
incompetence.”

"Well, if you want someingtant psychoanalyss, maybe that's why his son ended up the way he did,”
Fragger said. “Trying to please hisfather, and it can't be done.”

"Y ou sound like you've had some experience of that, colond.”

Fragger smiled a yet another probe into his past by the ambassador. For the past month, Wenghorn had
been subtle but persstent in his questioning.

In his own diplomatic way, he's asrelentless as aSiege army. His objective isto wear me down until he
findsabreach in my defenses. It isn't going to happen.

"Ambassador, why don't you return to the others? Thistime of day is meant for anap, not arguing.”
"I know, | know, but then | haveto go back to...."

"Lady Turnwaite?'

"Yes"

"Shel's something else, isn't she?”

"Y ou have no idea, colond."

"Actudly,” Fragger said. “1'd planned on giving us al some relief by sending her with Bucaram, but he
wouldn't hear of it. He said hed kill her before they got akilometer into the jungle.”

Wenghorn sighed. “I envy the man. Hed actually do what | only dream of. Colondl, | have arequest of
you concerning Lady Turnwaite.”

"Whichis?'

" She's provoking your men. Sheinsults them, belittles them. She does the sameto us, of course, but we
haveto tolerateit. Y our men don't. Something bad might happen to her."

"Wheat do you expect meto do about it?" Fragger asked.
"Separate her. Take her ingdethe ship.”

"That'snot going to happen.”

"Troubl€'s sure to happen then."

Fragger thought his options over, then said, “I'll put her with the Shuar women out in thejungle. Shesan
ethnologist, isn't she? She should welcome the chance to study the culture.”

"'She may object.”

"Nothing new there.



"Will she be safe?’
"Probably safer out there than here.”
"I mean, will she be safe from the Shuar men?"

"Unlike us, Shuar men don'tindulgein rape,” Fragger answered. “ Besides, they consider her usdess so
shelll probably be as secure asis possible on this planet.”

"It's pointing out the obvious, colond, but she's not going to go quietly.”

Fragger sgnaled asoldier over. “Corpora Jinn, get two men and accompany Ambassador Wenghorn.
Hell ask you to escort Lady Turnwaite to the Shuar encampment. She'sto stay there with the women
and not to return until | give the order. If sheresists, be persuasive, but don't bresk anything.
Understood?’

The corpord rolled his eyes at the mention of the woman.
Fragger grinned up at Jinn. “1f you don't have ear plugs, you better find some quick."
"No, shit, gir,” the corporal said as he saluted and then barked orders at aknot of soldiers.

A few minuteslater, an infuriated shriek startled duwudu birdsinto flight. A livid Lady Turnwaite
stumbled into sight, nudged forward none too gently by rifle butts. Hoots of laugher followed the detail as
troopers gathered to watch the show. The Aiforian woman swung around and spat into the face of the
corpord. Jinn raised ahand to dap her down.

"Corporal!” Fragger barked.

Jnn lowered the hand and received more spit. Trembling with rage, he shouted an order a one of the
guards who produced cuffs and dapped them on the woman's wrists. The corpora flung her over his
shoulder and marched the detail into the jungle.

Fragger lay back down into the hammock closed his good eye to get more rest, but 1s0's question cut off
the attempt.

"What's going on, colond ?*

"I'm not getting any goddamned rest, that'swhat, 10. | just ordered Turnwaite taken to the Shuar's
encampment where, hopefully, shell causelesstrouble.”

His second-in-command dropped to the ground in across-legged pose. “Y ou don't want any news
then?'

"Isit good or bad?'
Iso shrugged. “One of our men just told me that Bucaram and that idiot, Tat, are on their way back.”
"Any word on the Aiforian response?'

"Bucaram'skept it to himself. He didn't want to risk the runner being captured by Radmuller or Lesto and
reveding the message.”

"Good thinking,” Fragger said. “So, 1so, what do we do if they accept our proposal and agree to move
usdl to adifferent planet?'



"Run the other way, colonel. Y ou know damned well it'satrap. Nobody's going to let you get freeif they
can possibly helpit.”

"Y eah, | know, but there must be some way we can turn thisto our advantage.”

Iso rubbed at his stubbled chin. “I don't see how. I'd love to get off Jivaro, but it's the safest place for us
at the moment.”

"No doubt about that,” Fragger agreed. “Not that it'sall that safe. But we can't stay here forever. If we
don't get off-planet with the Aiforians, the Corpses, the Ricers—hdll, everyone—will hunt us down
sooner or later. It's just amatter of time and manpower."

"No argument there,” 1s0 said. “ Trouble from without and trouble within. This damned place iswearing
the troops down, colondl. They're good soldiers, but their nerves are getting rubbed raw from pressure
gpplied by Radmuller's creatures, plus not knowing what our orbiting enemieswill do next. They fed like
stting ducks and hate doing nothing. They need action.”

"They need more than that 1s0. They need hope.”
"| agree, but how are we going to provide it?"
"l don't know."

Fragger stared at the dropship in frustration. “If we had a pilot, we could get that damned thing off the
ground and take our chances."

He swatted at acloud of insects buzzing about hisface. They scattered, then re-assembled into adarting
mass just outside hisreach before moving in close to his head. Fragger swatted a them again. “Damn
these bugdl Damn this entire planet.”

"Stop wasting your strength,” 150 suggested. “ They'relike our enemies. There are billions of them.”
"The troops aren't the only ones getting worn down, are they?'

IS0 wiped sweat from hisface with arough hand scarred from many years of combat. “1 admit it.”
The smple, frank response darmed Fragger.

| don't want my best man communicating fatigue to the troops. Iso's too good a soldier to say
anything negative in front of the Rangers but his tone and posture speak volumes to veteran
troopers. It'stimeto nip thisin the bud.

Fragger spoke quickly. “You know, 10, | think I've been going about thisin the wrong way."
"What do you mean?"'

"I'm not sure. Theideas il forming. Let methink it through for awhile.”

Iso squinted skeptically at Fragger. “ That means you haven't got any idess at all, have you?'

"Oh, I've definitely got ideas,” Fragger lied. “But | need to hear from Bucaram about the Aiforian
response before | make my decision. In the meantime, | want you to get the word out to squad |eaders
that I've come up with asolution.”

"They'll want to know whét that solution is, colond.”



Not any more than | do, Iso.
"Tedl themwhat | told you,” he said sharply. “ That's al they need to know for now."
Iso frowned at the tone, but nodded and | ft.

Now all | need to do is come up with an idea, Fragger thought as he settled back into the hammock
and stared glumly into the hazy Jvaron sky. And it'd better be a good one, that's for sure, or many
people will die.

It was a depressing thought and one unbecoming to an officer. Fragger banished it from his mind with the
touchstone phrase that had guided him throughout his military career.

Rangerslead the way!



Chapter 12

Two dayslater, Bucaram strode into the clearing toward Fragger and 1so with Kendlan Tat sumbling
and limping behind him amidst thetrailing Shuar warriors. The Aiforian's clothes were torn and tattered.
Scratches and welts covered the man from his sunburned forehead bel ow the bug-infested cloud of
blond-white hair to the bare and bloody feet. Tears streaked the dirt on hisface, dripping off the
chisd-likechin.

"What happened to him?” Fragger asked Bucaram.

The uwishin's eyes glared a the Ranger from beneath his black bangs. “ Colond, | will obey every other
order you give me from now on, but | will never ever take that man into the jungle again. He nearly got us
killed. Not once, but severa times.”

Fragger handed the Shuar a skin of chicha. “ And yet here you are. Y ou're a man of remarkable talents,
Bucaram."

The Shuar drank deeply, then drank again asif trying to wash away the sight of Tat behind him bending
hands on knees and panting into the ground.

"What happened to him, you ask? What didn't happen to the man that he didn't cause himsalf? Stepped
into amound of inferno ants. Blundered into razor grass. Fell into the water and provoked a
proto-croc—"

The uwishin recited along and cursing list of Tat'sidiocies. When he paused to take a bregth, Fragger
interrupted, “Bucaram, you have my sympathies but what about the message?’

The uwishin glared again, but took a deep breath and replied, “ They accept your terms.”
"No conditions?'

“None"

Fragger pulled Iso and Bucaram out of earshot from Tat. He asked 10, “Too easy?'
"Definitely. What do you want to do, colond?"

"Accept their terms, of course.”

Iso stared at Fragger. “What! They'll never give us what we're asking, and you know it. Damn it, colond,
isthistheideayou weretaking about? If S0, it's bullshit!"

"Rdax, Iso. [—"
"Y ou're not planning to capture another dropship, are you? They won't fdl for that trick again.”

"| said relax!” Fragger ordered. He summoned a soldier over. “Find Ambassador Wenghorn and bring
him hereimmediatdly. Whileyou're at it, take Tat with you and have Buurk give him medica attention.”

"Let'sget out of the sun,” Fragger told 1so and Bucaram.

They sat in the shade of ajunglewood tree and waited for Wenghorn. Within minutes, the ambassador
joined them.



"l hear the party has returned. What was the message, colond?” he asked.
"They accepted my terms.”
Wenghorn blinked. “They did? Redly?"

Fragger tried to gauge the expression on the ambassador's face. The Aiforian's surprise seemed genuine,
but the Ranger decided to probe deeper.

"Y ou didn't expect that response?”

"No, colond, | can honestly say | didn't. Y ou're more important than | imagined.”

"I'm flattered."

"Your cynicism iswdll-founded, | admit that,” Wenghorn said. “But, redly, | had noidea. None at al."
"Any explanation as why your government acceded to my proposa so quickly?

"No. My guessisthat divisons have occurred within the Althing. It can be asomewhat, ah, fractious

"Or perhaps ahandy excusefor setting atrap?’ 1s0 said.

"Watanabe, | won't lieto you. | smply don't know. I'm out of touch because of your regtrictions. If you'd
just let me communicate with my people, perhaps | can get some clarification.”

"No clarification necessary, ambassador. I'm going to accept your government's offer, and you're going
to inform them of that fact.”

Wenghorn gave Fragger aquick look. “I'm happy to hear that, colonel, but forgive me for being as
skeptical asyour sergeant. Why are you accepting the terms so readily?’

"Look around you,” Fragger said. “My men have been in the jungle for along time. They're as eager to
get off Jvaro asyou are. Asyou've pointed out, it's adangerous place. They deserve better.”

Wenghorn hesitated. “ Still..."
"Y ou have my acceptance, ambassador,” Fragger said. “Isn't that what you wanted?

"Yes, of course, but you're military man and appreciate bluntness so I'll ask you adirect question. Y ou're
not planning some sort of action againgt the landing party, are you?'

"No more than you're planning any action against me, ambassador. Y ou're not, are you?"

"Of course not!"

Fragger suppressed alaugh at the transparently indignant response.

The ambassador is usualy more subtle. Jivaro is definitely getting to him aswell. There's something up.

"Then, you may go back to your dropship,” Fragger said. “'Y ou can communicate my acceptance from
there”

"Isthat going to be the rendezvous spot?*



"No. I'll designate alanding spot. Well meet there amonth from thetime | know the dedl'sin place.”
"A month? That'salong time."

"Wereinthejungle” Fragger reminded him. “It takes time to move people throughit.”
"How will I know where the landing spot is?"

"I'll send arunner with the coordinates.”

"Lady Lesto will accompany me?’ the ambassador asked.

"She stays here until her father cals off hisattackson us"

"But I'm not in touch with him. I've dready told you—"

"Then you'd better find away to get in touch.”

Wenghorn sighed and signaled his acquiescence with anod.

"Y ou can leave whenever you wish,” Fragger said.

"I'll have to give Kendlan Tat sometimeto recover, colond.”

"Theresno need to wait for him."

Wenghorn's eyebrows raised. “Why not?'

"Two reasons. Oneispurely practical. If he goeswith you, helll smply dow you down.”
"What's the second reason?"

Fragger smiled. “It'smy persond gift to you, agesture of good faith. No man should have to suffer the
presence of Tat. In fact, snce I'm feding generous, you can leave Lady Turnwaite behind aswdll, if you
wish. She'snearly asmuch troubleas Tat."

A confusion of delight and consternation struggled in Wenghorn's face and prompted aquestion. “They're
hostages?'

"If you think I'd keep Tat as ahostage, you must think me acompleteidiot,” Fragger replied. “Asfor
Lady Turnwaite, by the time she'sreturned to you, maybe shell have learned alittle humility. In either
case, asl said, you'l get there faster without them.”

A frank look of relief crossed the ambassador's face. Y ou're a compassionate man, colond. “It's just
become avery good day. | need to get apack ready. I'll leave in the morning.”

Fragger watched the ambassador walk off, then swung around to face 1so and Bucaram. “Hekind of has
anew spring in his step, wouldn't you say?"

Thetwo men scowled a him.
"Those two stay here? | thought you had the welfare of your men at heart,” 1so said.

"I can't vouch for their safety,” Red added. “ Oneis bad enough, but both of them together? It'll be cause
for murder.”



"Relax,” Fragger advised. “I'm putting Buurk in charge of them. The man has the patience of Job."
"Even the Martian has hislimits” Iso said.
Red nodded. “I agree. It's—"

"Enough!” Fragger said. “I gave you an order. Once Buurk is done treeting Tat, have him escort the big
pussy to the Shuar women's encampment to join Lady Turnwaite. Tell him to stay there and keep on eye
on them. Arewe clear?’

"Yes, gr,” Isosaid.

"But, it'snot fair to saddle Buurk with thisduty,” Red protested.
"Sergeant, keep talking, and you'll have the duty.”

The argument ended abruptly.



Chapter 13
"Colond, why did you saddle me with this duty?'

Fragger looked up from his desk to see Buurk in his doorway. As dways, the Ranger was artled by the
sght of aLincoln-like head atop the enormous body that had been engineered to breathe the thin
atmosphere of Mars. The medic looked as weary as the great president had in the final days before his
assassindion.

Of course, Fragger thought, Lincoln only had to ded with anation trying to tear itself gpart. He didn't
haveto dea with Kendlan Tat and Alissma Turnwaite.

"Sit down and have some chicha, Buurk,” he said. “Y ou look like eighty klicks of bad Martian road.”

Buurk folded histall frameinto achair and gratefully accepted the glass the Ranger poured for him from
the pitcher.

Fragger let the medic drain hdf the glass and then asked, “Wheat are their complaints thistime?’

"What haven't they complained about, colonel? The food, the conditions, the Shuar women, the bugs, the

"| get the point, Buurk. | mean, what different complaints do they have now?'

"Different? Different?” The Martian's bass voice rose into a soprano range Fragger didn't think was
possiblefor the man. “ There's nothing different, nothing at dl! That'sthe problem. It'sthe samething
every day, day after day. When are you going to get these people out of here? | can't ¢and it anymore!™

"Relax and have another beer!"

"l don't want another damned beer! | want—."

"Buurk, they'll be gone soon.”

"l ...what?" The Martian's eyes widened with hope. “Y ou mean, there's been word?"

Fragger nodded. “| received amessage about an hour ago. Wenghorn hasthe dedl in place. Well be on
themove. You'l only haveto put up with them for alittle while longer."

"I'll have asecond beer!"

"Y ou deserveit. Drink the whole damned pitcher, if you want. Y ou can't imagine what aservice you've
donefor me. Infact, if there wasameda for babysitting oneroya prick and oneroyd bitch, I'd giveit
you right now. Who knows? | may create one, anyway."

"Reglly?"

Fragger chuckled. | keep forgetting the Martian'slack of capacity for humor. In many ways, his
ostracism on Mars made him an innocent. There human contact was ararity for him unlessit wasfor the
miners, Kaylaand Quart, to humiliate him in any way possible.

For amoment, the Ranger felt like adog for burdening the Martian with Tat and Turnwaite, but Buurk's
monumental patience had been an invaluable assat in thisinstance. 1so and Red had been right. Any other
member of his command would have killed the two by now. The Shuar would have doneit aswell, he



was sure of that, except that they regarded the two Aiforians as lunatics and, therefore, not responsible
for their actions.

"I'm joking about the meda, Buurk. But I'm not joking about the job you've done. With those two, you
went above and beyond the call of duty.”

The Martian's mouth broke into a broad and crooked smile. Alcohol had been foreign to him, and he
didn't handleit well. His physiology seemed to absorb it with extraordinary speed, and he was tipsy

aready.
"Did you bring them with you, as| asked?'

"Of course.” The Martian gestured toward the outside of the dropship. “I'm surprised you can't hear their
complaining through the bulkheads."

"l am, aswdl."

"Colond, | don't haveto, asyou say, ‘babyst’ them by mysdf any more, do 17

"WEell dl haveto sharetheload, but | till want you to ride herd on them until they're gone.”
"Colond!” Buurk protested.

Fragger held up ahand to silence the outburst. “I'll need every soldier ready for combat so | can't spare
them at the moment. Look, you can't tell Tat or Lady Turnwaite, but we're going back to the Y acuambi

Triangle to meet Wenghorn. | promise you this though—as soon as | can, I'll do everything in my power
to provide you with relief."

Buurk frowned. “We're going back to the Triangle? That's an awful place! | know wewon a battle there,
mt—"

"What better place for us? It ensures they won't be dropping a boatload of troops on us, and we can
melt into thejungleif therés any treachery."

Buurk grunted. “I suppose you'reright, but | don't really want to go there.”

Fragger adopted a soothing tone. “1 know, | know. It's not what you're used to. It'sthe very opposite of
Mars. But think big picture. It'll be the shortest way off this planet.”

Buurk grimaced, but nodded his acquiescence.

Fragger gestured at the pitcher of beer. “ Take thiswith you. In fact, ask Bucaram's men for more.
You've earned areward, small asit is. Share it with the Aiforians. Maybe, it'll keep them quiet for a
while"

The Martian heaved hisbody out of the chair, swaying dightly as he picked up the pitcher. “Could you
do meafavor, colond?

"Whdt isit?"
"Find usadry planet toliveon.”
"I'll try,” Fragger laughed as he waved the Martian toward the door.

When Buurk was gone, the Ranger opened his commlink. “1so, tonight relax the guard on Tat. That's



right, relax it."

Fragger closed the link and leaned back into his chair, unhappy that held had to lie to the medic about
their dedtination.

It was necessary though. | hope all that beer doesthe job | expect it to. With the chichaloosening
Buurk'stongue, it shouldn't take long for Kendlan Tat to get the information from the medic. Then well

find out just how much afool Tet redly is.



Chapter 14

The next morning an ashen-faced Buurk burst back into the office just as Fragger finished summoning
IS0, Red, and Bucaram.

"Colond, Kendlan Tat isdead!"
"How do you know that?

"When | didn't see him thismorning, | sent guardsto search. They found bloody clothing inthejungle.
Radmuller's creatures got him. He must have gotten drunk and wandered off. It'sal my fault!"

"Buurk, take a deep breath and sit down.”

"What? How can you be so cam? The man'sdead.”

"Sit down! That'san order.”

Buurk dumped into the chair.

"Tel me something,” Fragger said. “Were any body parts found?"

"What kind of question isthat?"

"Answer it, Buurk."

"l ... 1 don't know."

"Wll, | do. The guards have reported to me dready. They didn't find Tat's body. Just clothing.”
"Radmuller's crestures must have dragged him off."

"Possibly, but | doubt it,” Fragger said.

"What do you mean, colond ?"

"Tdl me something, Buurk. Did you tell him about the Y acuambi Triangle before he disappeared?”

The medic's face flushed with embarrassment, and the words rushed out. “I might have. | don't
remember. We were drinking beer together. There weren't any guards. Y ou know I'm not good with
dco—"

"Relax, relax, for God's sake” Fragger said. “Y ou did what | expected you do to. And you did me abig
favor.”

The medic gaped a him. “What? Wait aminute! All that beer you gave me yesterday. Y ou were
deliberately trying to get me drunk.”

"Yan
llBlJt_ll

Fragger held ahand up for silence. “I had to feed information to Tat to see what would happen. If he was
truly afool, hed still be here. But | got the result | expected. HEs gone.”



"But why useme?"

"Spies love honest men, Buurk, because honest men can't keep secrets. If | added acohol on top of your
honesty, | knew it was a dead certainty you'd tell him about the Y acuambi Triangle. And | knew held
believethe reliability of that information if it came from you. Tat knows we've been together along time.”

Buurk sat down, his mouth working in a spastic fashion, attempting to get the wordsout. “1 ... | don't
undergtand. Tat, aspy? HES 0 ... pitiful .”

"Did you redly think that WWenghorn would bring an incompetent a ong with him on an important
misson?'

"Heshbeenfaking dl thistime?"
"Of course.”
"But, hé's so convincing!™

"Too convincing,” Fragger said. “He thought an ignorant Rerun would buy the story that the Emotional
Enhancement movement turned him into a coward. Given my experience with Lord Lesto and the
Aiforians, it didn't fit. They don' tolerate cowards. They kill them.”

"S0, by acting the fool, he could gether information.”

Fragger nodded. “He could have only two purposes here—either to gather information, asyou say, or to
kill me. Once held confirmed my abilities, he knew he had to take the first choice.”

Buurk paed. “Y ou knew hemight try to kill you, and you let him stay?*

"Theres an old Earth saying, ‘ Keep your friends close and keep your enemies closer.” That way you can
keep an eye on them.”

"Colond, that was a dangerous gambit!"
"Isthere anything on Jvaro that isn't dangerous?'

The Martian frowned at Fragger. “I can see that your trick worked, but | don't appreciate being duped,
Colone Sparks."

"Don't go dl forma on me, Buurk. | did useyou, but it was for agood purpose. | smply played him the
same way he's been playing us. Y ou were my medium for doing that."

"He's going to communicate the wrong position to the Aiforians,” the medic said. “But how? Red said he
stripped them of all their gear before they were brought here.”

"l don't know,” Fragger admitted, “but men as devious as Tat and Wenghorn had aplanin mind, I'm
sure, before they ever left their dropship. Morelikely, they've been in touch with Lesto dl thetime."

"l see,” Buurk said and went silent.
"Yourepissed a me,” Fragger prompted.

"Damned right, | am!” the medic burst out. “Nobody enjoys playing the fool. Y ouwon't use me again,
will you?'



"l can't promiseyou that,” Fragger answered. “I will try to keep it to a minimum, though. And, I'll do you
afavor. You're no longer in charge of Lady Turnwaite.”

Buurk'sface relaxed, then tightened back into the scowl. “Y ou're not doing it asafavor. You just don't
want meto reved any moreinformation.”

"Yes. | think Lady Turnwaiteis exactly what she seems, an arrogant, smug aristocrat. But | can't take the
chancethat sheisn't."”

Fragger stood and moved around the desk to the Martian. He put ahand on Buurk's shoulder. “1'm just
being as honest with you as you are with me. But, | want you to know this. Y ou're an extremely valuable
member of my command. Y ou may not know this, but everyone holds you in deep respect—"

"Y ou're throwing me abone, that'sal!"

"It'snot abone,” Fragger said. “It'sthe truth. The trouble with you isthat you let dl that davery crap
Quart and Kayla dropped on you on Mars get in theway of your thinking. Deep down, you think you're
inferior, and nothing could be farther from the truth.”

"People play meadl thetime, including you,” Buurk complained.

"That's bullshit, and you know it,” Fragger said. “Y ou seem to think honesty isavice. It'snot. In our
gtuation, it'sjust ... dangerous.”

"So, you want meto start lying like you and everybody el se around here,” Buurk accused.
"That's exactly what | don't want you to do! Frankly, your honesty istoo vauable to me."
"So I'vejust found out!™

Fragger sat on the edge of the desk and put hisface close to Buurk's. “ That's not what | mean, and you
know it. | need a sounding board. No, more than that, | need a conscience.”

"A conscience?'

"Yes. Asl'vedready found out, it's easy for aman to lose hisway on this planet and in thistime.
Sometimes, | haveto do things | don't liketo keep dl of usdive and safe.”

"Doesthat include raping the doctor?’ Buurk accused.

"| deservethat shot,” Fragger answered. “1'm not proud of what I've done to her. That'swhy | want you
to make sure | don't extend my actions beyond an Aiforian noblewoman.”

"I don't understand, colonel. What do you want meto do?"

"I'm promoting you to adjutant.”

"Tossing me another bonein the form of apromotion?’ Buurk asked.
"Notat al."

"I don't even know what an adjutant is or does."

"Then let me explain. Six hundred years ago, in the old Earth army, hed manage the adminigirative
functionsfor me, but thisissix centuries|later. | set therulesnow. Y ou'll maintain your medica duties, but



you'll dso act as my sounding board and play the devil's advocate for me.”
"Colond, | don't know what a* devil's advocat€ is, either.”

"He's a person who takes the opposing side in order to make me think through my actions. You'rea
naturd for the part.”

"l know nothing about military maiters.”

"I'm not talking military maiters. I'm talking mora actions. Buurk, | don't want to end up being one of
those leaders who kills people smply to further sensdless aims that have nothing to do with our mission of
finding safety and security. That's now your responsibility, to keep me on theright track. Always."

Fragger searched Buurk's eyes. “ Do you think you can fulfil that respongbility?”
"That's probably the one responsbility | can fulfil around here,” the Martian answered.
"Good. Congratulations.”

Fragger stood and said, “Y ou're dismissed. WEell have a ceremony later and find some sort of insggniato
pin on you. Right now, | have to meet with Red, Iso and Bucaram.”

The Martian rose with aquestion. “1'm not part of the meeting?”'
"No, it'sabout military maiters.”

"And | might let information dipif | was part of that meeting?'
"Correct."

Fragger saw that hisblunt answer didn't please Buurk, but the medic Ieft without further comment as 1so,
Red and Bucaram answered the Ranger's summons and entered the room.

"The big Martian looks unhappy, colonel,” 1so said.

Fragger motioned for the men to st down. “Why should he be happy?1 just told him I'd used him to flush
Tat from cover. HEIl get over it. | just promoted him to adjutant.”

Red raised. “ Adjutant? He doesn't have clue asto anything military.”

Fragger sighed inwardly. Red Sdlinsky had no command potentia, and the corpora knew it, but that
didn't stop him from being sengtive about the topic.

He spoke quickly to set Red'sfearsto rest. “ That's true, Red, but military matterswon't be hisrole. It'l
bed| adminidrative Suff.”

The tone bordered on insolent, so Fragger cut the exchange short. “We're not here to discuss Buurk. We
have more important thingsto consder.”

"Such as?’ 1so asked.

"Thefirst ismaking sure Tat reaches Wenghorn safely. We need him to plant the disinformation about the
Y acuambi Trianglein the heads of the Aiforians. Bucaram, send your men after Tat. Tl them to protect
him, but stay hidden whiledoingit."



"Colond, I'm not sure Tat can find Wenghorn's position,” Bucaram said. “ From what |'ve seen, the
Aiforiansget eadily logt inthejungle.”

"Then have your men make sure hefindsit. Herd himin theright direction.”
"What if herevedsour position aswell asthe disnformation?” 1so asked.

"Bucaram aready gave you the answer to that question. The Aiforians get lost eesily. Tat could never find
the way back."

"What's the second thing to consider?’ Red asked.

"Going onthe offensive.”

Fragger watched the three men perk up and was pleased with the reaction.
The promise of action isalwaysatonic to aggressive soldiers.

"What's your plan, colond?’ 1s0 asked, thrusting his lower jaw out even more than usud. It made him
look like abulldog eager to latch onto athroat.

"A good one,” Fragger answered and waited severa besats before he gave an answer. It was dways
good to build anticipation for amajor operation.

"Let'sjust say itinvolvesasurprisefor the Aiforians. And for Tyco Radmuller.”



Chapter 15
The two Aiforian women were wet and miserable and vocal abot it.

Normally, Fragger thought, I'd be pleased about their condition, but the jungleis no placefor alot of
noise.

Alissma Turnwaite and Andriana Lesto bickered at each other over the sharing of a canteen of water.
The Ranger had expected problems with the eterndly complaining Lady Turnwaite, but the doctor's lack
of disciplinewasasurprise.

The hest, the humidity, the long trip through the jungle to Radmuller's base has worn her down, he
decided.

The doctor dapped the canteen out of Lady Turnwaite's hand and turned to glare at him.
But not enough to dampen her hatred for me!

Fragger ordered Bucaram to quiet the two women and resumed his monitoring of communicationsfor the
sgnd hewaswaiting for from his decoy forcein the far-away Y acuambi Triangle. When Bucaram told
the two women to shut up or be gagged, Andriana struck a him. The uwishin avoided the blow easily
and swept her legs out from undernesth her. Shelanded hard in the mud and burst out crying.

Asdways, the distress gave the doctor a perverse beauty. Fragger wanted to smultaneoudy dap her
and hug her. It was a dangerous thought, he knew. It meant he cared for the doctor at someleve, and
caring could get him killed. His repested rapes of her had emptied him of his sexua urges and therage he
felt at the contempt she held for him and dl Reruns.

Infact, hethought, I'm in danger of building contempt for mysdif, if it'snot dready there.

Fragger shook his head free of the thought. Still, my ill treatment of her has served my purpose. I'm sure
Wenghorn got word to Lord Lesto, and an angry father may not make good decisions.

Fragger flipped his helmet open to the e ements so the men could see he was sharing the smothering hest
and humidity of the rain forest. He did aquick check of histroops morae and was pleased at what he
saw. They were pumped up and eager for action. Thelong struggle against the worlds that had
abandoned them had broken the traditional animosity between the Ricer and Corpse soldiers and forged
them into comrades. They were asolid fighting unit. They'd even begun to understand the Shuar and,
Fragger hoped, the Shuar them. Thetwo groups mingled easily intherain, sill maintaining the discipline
minimum noise. The Shuar had taught them—and him—much about jungle discipline. With Lesto closeto
them and Radmuller's creatures continualy on the prowl, it paid to keep alow profile.

Fragger shook the musings from his head and summoned Bucaram over to his position. The uwishin
came and dropped into a crouch with a questioning look on hisface.

"Areyour runners back?’ Fragger asked.
llYall
"What'stheir report?"

"Isoisin pogtion outsde Radmuller's base.”



"Losses?!
"Two."
"What about Red's runner? Has he reported aswel | ?*

Bucaram nodded. “He says Red ishaf akilometer from histarget position. He reports the loss of three
men. From Radmuller's crestures.”

"Our men are resisting the temptation to break cover and fight back?’ Fragger asked.
"All reportsindicate s0."
"Good, the last thing we need is an al-out battle erupting before | contact the Aiforians.”

The Shuar tribesmen had an unnerving capacity to disappear into the foliage equd to that of the savage
genetically-modified animal s roaming the Jvaron jungle. Once again, Fragger was glad the headhunters
were on hisside. He was a so pleased that Red and 1so had maintained commlink silence. 1so was
awaysrdiable, but Red was quick to anger and impetuous. Before they'd |eft the dropship, hed
impressed upon the former Corpse soldier that everything depended on not being spotted.

"Any word from the Triangle?’ Bucaram asked.
"Not yet. Maybe they didn't buy the diversion. Maybe it wasn't agood idea."
"It was agood one,” Bucaram reassured him.

"Let's hopethey did buy it and split their forces. We don't want the full weight of their weaponry coming
downonus."

"They will fal for thediverson,” Bucaram said. “I'm certain of it."
"How can you be certain?’
"Because you have apowerful arutam,” the uwishin answered,

"A protective spirit? Maybe, Bucaram. But then, if this pirit is so protective, why did it let me be hurtled
600 yearsinto the future away from my family and friends, awvay from my time atogether?'

"l don't know the purpose of aspirit, colond. Who does? But isn't the smple fact that he can move you
through time an indication of his power? He must have great thingsin storefor you."

“Perhaps”

Fragger didn't pursue the subject any further. He didn't believe in spirits or ghosts, but he wasn't about to
quash Bucaram'sfaithin him. Any leader had to indtill respect in hisfollowers. A little awe never hurt,
ather.

A squawk broke from the commlink. “ AlphaOne. Thisis Bravo Two. Action initiated with combined
Corpse-Ricer force. Repest action initiated.”

Fragger acknowledged the message with relief.

"Maybe you're right about the arutam,” hetold Bucaram. “The diverson worked. The Aiforiansthink
I'minthe Triangle. Send your runnersto Iso and Red. Tell them to moveinto position around



Radmuller's base and notify me when they'rein place. Once receive word, I'll contact Wenghorn.”

AsBucaram roseto carry out the order, one of hiswarriors emerged from the jungle and spoke quickly
in Shuar. The uwishin dropped back down beside the Ranger.

"Lord Lesto has been spotted in the area.”

"Shit!” Fragger said. “He definitdy didn't buy our trick. Wdll, we can't do anything about him now. Tell
your men to track him and keep me advised of his position. Otherwise, carry out my orders as before.”

Bucaram obeyed the order and soon the Shuar melted into the jungle, followed by Fragger's troopers
herding the two Aiforian women ahead of them.



Chapter 16

The white spire of Radmuller's communication tower poked above the junglewood trees. Severa white
domes surrounded it at itsbase, dl inthe grip of thick Jvaron lianavines. The main building had the
gppearance of alaboratory. Arranged around it were several smaller buildings. Fragger scanned them
with his power armor's binocular cgpabilities.

A mess hall, storage units, and barracks.

Among the buildings, there was minimal activity dueto the midday hest. Two gorillas sat closeto the
mess, aternately chewing on dragonfruit and snarling and swatting at apack of baboonstrying to sed
the fruit from them. A pack of hellhoundslay dozing, their massive heads raising from timeto time to sniff
thewind.

The sight of the hounds made Fragger doubly glad he'd left Andriana Lesto and Lady Turnwaite half a
klick back in the jungle with Red and Buurk to keep them out of the hands of the Aiforians. The gen-mod
dogs were fast and could overwhelm a position quickly. Radmuller's base was no place for the unarmed.
The vidman, Wik, had remained with them, happy to stay out theline of fire.

Red, on the other hand, had been mad as ahornet at mefor pulling him from command of hisforce.

Fragger had mollified the sergeant by pointing out that he/d have dl the fight on his hands he wanted if the
battle didn't go well.

Therewas no point in telling Red the real reason. Histemper isaliability in astuation that might call for
some ddicacy. Ambassador Wenghorn will not be happy with my deception.

At the thought of the deception, Fragger activated his commlink and requested an update from the
Y acuambi force.

Thereply was brief. “ AlphaOne. Thisis Bravo Two. Heavy enemy bombardment. Large force landing.”
"Acknowledged, Bravo Two,” Fragger said. “Tango. | repeat, Tango. Acknowledge.”
"Tango. Acknowledged.”

Fragger noted the relief in the commander's voice at his order to draw the enemy into battle and then
adopt hit and run tactics. The combined Corpse-Ricer forces had heavy firepower and could obliterate
wide sections of thejungle.

Timeto hep the Triangle force out.

Fragger opened the agreed-upon channd and sent his message to the Aiforians orbiting the planet.
"Wenghorn, thisis Colonel Sparks. Repest, thisis Colond Sparks. Do you read?”

An Aiforian voicereplied, “Weread. Thisisthe ambassador.”

"I'm disappointed in you, Wenghorn. Y ou derted our mutual enemiesto my position. Such treachery.
Hardly diplomatic.”

"Are you enjoying the bombardment, Rerun?’ the ambassador asked. The tone was smugly triumphant.

"Actudly, I'm enjoying some peace and quiet,” Fragger answered. “As soon asyou lock onto my signd,



youll find I'm nowhere near the Y acuambi Triangle."

Fragger heard silence and then Wenghorn's angry voice demanding confirmation. Cursing followed with
Kendlan Tat's name prominently festured.

"Not awisedecison,” the Ranger said. | thought you valued the lives of Lady Lesto and Lady
Turnwate more highly."

"Arethey dl right?’ the ambassador demanded.
"They'refinefor now, Wenghorn. Their continued safety depends on your actions however."

A pause followed before the ambassador spoke again. “ My officerstell me you're close to structures.
What arethey?'

"Outside Tyco Radmuller's base."
"What? Why have you chosen that spot?’

"Taking care of some unfinished business,” Fragger answered. “Now, are you prepared to honor our
agreement?'

"Yes, yes, of course.”
"That was aquick agreement. Y ou'relying, of course.
"Not thistime, colond. I'm apractical man. | know you hold the cards. How shal we proceed?’

"Wait for my signal,” Fragger said. “No movement by your forces until then. If | detect movement, you
won't see Lady Lesto and Lady Turnwaite again. Understood?'

"Y es, colonel. How soon before you reply?*

"Therewill be somefighting down here. Whenit'sover, I'll contact you.”
lll:'lgl,'ti I.g?l

"I'm going to do us both afavor, Wenghorn, and take out Tyco Radmuller if | can. At aminimum, I'll
destroy his base and get him on the run. By theway, | know Lord Lesto isinthe area. Tell him to Say
clear if hevadues hisdaughter'slife.”

"| told you, colond, I'm not in contact with Lesto!"
"Saveit!” Fragger sad.

He closed the channel and immediately opened another, sending an encrypted “ Go!” messageto the
forces surrounding the base.

A few seconds dragged by before several beams lanced out of the jungle opposite Fragger's position and
into the gorillas. The silverbacks toppled over in twitching agony. The baboons stared down at the dead
primatesfor asecond, then charged howling in the direction of fire as mortar shells blossomed among
them. A dome suddenly tore itsdlf into pieces and cries of agony pierced through the noise. Dozens of
apes, baboons and hellhounds boiled out into the thick smoke and fire. The animals rushed toward the far
sde of the jungle only to be caught in enfiladefire.



Fragger blessed Iso'stactica sense. Hed positioned his men perfectly. Panic erupted among the
survivors, and they fled back across the clearing toward the Ranger's soldiers.

Fragger waited until they were wel within range, then gave ahand sgnd. Supported by riflemen, the
Spraygunners sivept the charging animalswith methodicaly lethd fire. Mortar shells augmented the
carnage. Amidst the din, Fragger could hear barely hear the whish of the Shuar armed only with their
traditiond cerbatana blowguns. Unnatura screamsrent the air as silverbacks, baboons and hellhounds
flailed on the ground in agony. The smell of blood and piss assaulted Fragger's nose. He dapped the
helmet of his suit shut and powered up his sword to meet the charge of asilverback that had made it
through the concentrated fire. Fragger laid his sword into the beast before its massive arms could reach
him. The gorillahowled and grabbed at the gash inits Side. The Ranger swung again, dicing the blade into
the beast's neck. Arterial blood spurted as the silverback toppled to the ground.

Fragger whirled around to face any other attackers and found none.
Most of Radmuller's cregtures lay sprawled on the ground or were fleeing into the jungle.

Fragger ordered cease fire and opened hishelmet. A few random shots followed his command before
dlencefd| over the battlefield.

"Anyone seen Radmuller?’ he shouted to his men, hoping the doctor had fallen in the attack. When
severa heads shook “No” a him, he asked the same question viacommlink to Iso, Bucaram, and the
other commanders. They gave him the same answer.

"We missed him. Bad luck, colonel,” Bucaram said as he appeared from the jungle, wiping a bloody
machete blade with alegf.

"Radmuller may gtill beinthearea,” Fragger sad. “Detail some of your warriorsto search the jungle
while we check out the buildings.”

An hour later, Fragger stood in the middle of the base with Iso and Bucaram and asked for reports.
"Nothing,” Iso said. “No sign of Radmuller.”
"The same here,” Bucaram added. “ Sorry, colond.”

"Nothing to be sorry about,” Fragger said. “It was along shot to begin with. Let's ded with the business
at hand. Move your men into position, and I'll contact Wenghorn.”



Chapter 17

A low rumblein the air told Fragger the Aiforians were on their way. The rumble grew quickly into aroar
that shook the forest with itsthunder. Six Aiforian fighters darted into sight above the base, escorting
severd troop carriers. They werejoined by more fighters circling high to provide cover.

"They look like dung beetles” Bucaram said. “Ugly."
"Let's hope they don't drop aload of shit onus,” Fragger said.

The fightersheld their fire and their patterns. Soon, a shadow did over the base, and adropship
appeared with acargo trangport vessd initswake.

"Do the Aiforians love bugs or something?’ Fragger asked as he watched the ship maneuver to one side
of the base. “That dropship looks like an enormous wasp."

"They're sending us a message, colond. “We're too big and powerful for our enemies.””
"Fortunatdly for us, big isnot dways good inthejungle,” Fragger said.
The Ranger's commlink activated.

"Sparks! Thisis Ambassador Wenghorn. We're here as we agreed. The transport ship will be a your
disposal as soon aswe receive Lady Lesto and Lady Turnwaite. Once we land, we expect to see them
in good hedlth. Please make sure your men are not in the landing zone. We need to clear a space for both
vesHs”

"Understood,” Fragger said and closed the link while saying to Bucaram, “ So far, so good.”
"Y ou don't redlly expect them to hand over that ship, do you, colong ?*

"Well see” Fragger answered. “In the meantime, contact everyone and warn them about the landing
aea”

Severd minutes later, awhite-hot beam splashed its lethal power down into the trees. The operator
expertly rotated the beam to turn acircle of jungle into a smoldering mess of vegetation scorched to the
ground. Then, the beam cut off, allowing the transport carrier to descend. Once it was on the ground, the
dropship landed beside it, its engines whining down with an extravagant power that echoed through the
clearing.

Immediately, an air lock did open in the dropship, and acompany of armored soldiers spilled out to form
aperimeter around the vessal. As soon asthey werein position, Wenghorn and Kendlan Tat marched
out of the hatch between two lines of a squad to the center of Radmuller's ruined base. All signs of fear
had disappeared from Tat. He stood tall and straight in hisarmor.

Wenghorn shouted, “Colonel, we're ready.”
Fragger sent a coded transmission to |so.
"Colond Sparks!” Wenghorn shouted again. “Werewaiting. We're—"

The shifting of his guardsinto adefensive position drew Wenghorn's attention to the far side of the base.
A figure strode out from among the trees, wearing samurai-style armor.



"Sparks, that's not you,” the ambassador said. “ That's not your armor. Isthis some kind of trick?"
Iso's voice broke over the commlink. “It's no trick, ambassador. Just a ssimple precaution.”

Wenghorn cursed and shouted. “ Sparks, I'll only deal with you, not Watanabe. That was part of our
bargan.”

Iso strode up to the Aiforian party, keeping the commlink open as Fragger had instructed.

"Ambassador, Colone Sparks has given me command of this Stuation. That means you work with me or
the ded isoff."

"l don't care what he said, you damned Ricer. I'll only talk with him."

"That won't happen, ambassador."

"Then welve dl comethisway for nothing!” Wenghorn said.

"Asyouwish."

Wenghorn's turned an unhedlthy purple. “I can have you cut down right now!"

"You could,” Iso affirmed. “But it's hardly the diplomatic thing to do, isit? Not to mention that I'd have
your head before | waskilled. Besides, have you forgotten the prisoners?”

The ambassador took a deep breath and wiped a hand across his forehead before spreading hisarms
widein an apologetic gesture. “I'm sorry, Watanabe. | forgot mysdif. It'sthe cursed heet of this planet. |
never get used to it. How do you want to proceed?’

"I want to ingpect theinterior of the trangport carrier first."

"Why?" Wenghorn waved ahand in the direction of the vessdl. “Y ou've dready seen that it functions
perfectly fine"

"Just wondering if it might befilled with acompany of your men waiting for the colond. It's certainly big
enough.”

"Sparks asked for a ship large enough to transport all of you off the planet. That's what 1've ddivered.”
"| ill want to seethe interior, ambassador.”

"How do we know you're not planning something to get Sparksinside where he can use hisMASER
abilities? That's what happened to Lord Lesto. That's how you got his ship.”

"Lord Lesto wastrying hisbest to kill us, anbassador. The Stuation is different thistime, | hope.”
"Thisisinaulting!"
Iso's blunt response came clearly over the commlink. “And you're gdling.”

At thisremark, Fragger scanned the skies again. Fighters at the higher dtitude remained in their holding
pattern. Below them, the troop carriers had disappeared.

Iso's response had an edgeto it as sharp as his sword. “Y ou're playing with the lives of the prisoners,
ambassador. Are you going to let me see the ship or not?"



"Do | have your word that you'l not try anything?"

"You do. Thequegtionis, do | have your word?"

"Yes. Let meinform the ship'scaptain first. | need his permission.”
"Of course.”

Wenghorn spoke into his commlink, and an argument broke out with the officer on the other end. The
ambassador shouted into the commlink and stabbed afinger repestedly into the air. After afew seconds
of this, Fragger sent an encrypted messageto |s0.

Wenghorn stalling. Trap. Execute plan.
Fragger took alast, longing look at the transport carrier as he broke into adead run into the trees.

I'd hoped circumstances would force Wenghorn into the right action. A foolish hope. Right now,
Aiforian troopers are dropping into the jungle, possibly linking up with Lord Lesto.

He had no proof of this, but didn't need any.

After all, hethought asheran. It'swhat | would have done.



Chapter 18

Fragger hurried through the jungle, curaing the ability of every root, vine and tree to dow his progress
toward Red, Buurk, Wik, and the women. As heran, he kept hisears aert for any noise of Aiforian
troopers about him.

When the suit's tracking system indicated he was close to Red's position, Fragger dowed his pace and
crept forward, scanning the jungle for the enemy. He didn't have long to wait. Widlding a power axe, an
Aiforian exploded out of the trees, looking like an ancient Norse berserker warrior in hisarmor.

The attacker swung his axe hard toward Fragger'slegs. The Ranger accelerated and sidestepped the
blow. His sword diced into the back of the man's knees and sent him screaming to the ground. A quick
stroke to the neck ended the screaming.

Branches snapped, and Fragger whirled around and met another charge. A quick blow ended the
atacker'slifein aspray of blood from the shattered faceplate. Fragger heard frightened shouts ahead of
him and stopped to listen. He didn't expect panic from Lesto's seasoned warriors. They'd fought him
bravely in the past despite their knowledge of his superior abilities.

It doesn't make sense. Unless—

Fragger accderated again into the jungle, racing past three Aiforian bodies, and burst into aclearing. He
stood stunned as he took in the scene before him.

Lord Lesto was done with his sword raised above the helmetless body of Red. Fragger's breath caught
asthe blade diced downward.

"No!” he screamed.

The sword siwung deeply, not into Red but into the flank of acharging hellhound. Its shriek of pain set off
achorus of snarling anger from Radmuller's creatures ringing the clearing. Snarling baboons, gorillasand
hellhounds feinted in and out avoiding L esto's desperate strokes trying to reach the Aiforian women, Wik
and Buurk who huddled together back to back in terror. The Martian had picked up Red's power sword
and was swinging it inexpertly. Hiswild strokes kept a pair of silverbacksat bay.

Buurk'stiring quickly. As soon as he goes down, Lesto's rear will be exposed.

The gtrategy of the beasts was obvious. Wear their prey down, then pick them off at their leisure.
Someone was directing them.

Radmuller! Fragger knew.

He scanned the jungle quickly and spotted him on the far Sde of the clearing. Radmuller stood calmly
beside ajunglewood tree, hands in pockets as he watched his creatures attack the party. A dispassionate
gmile creased hisface asif he wereinterested in finding out the results of his latest experiment.

Fragger hesitated, torn between the desire to kill Radmuller and the need to defend hisfriends. The
decision was made for him when asilverback leaped away from the attack and toward his position.
Knuckles on the ground, it charged toward the Ranger snarling out a challenge.

Bdlisarius! Fragger thought. No, no, he's dead. Red killed him in my rescue. Radmuller's replaced the
beast. My God, he's huge!



Fragger quickly took in the Size of the charging primate and estimated him to weigh at least 320
kilograms.

Over 700 pounds!
Fragger shook the astonishment out of his mind by reminding himself, He's nothing more than abig target.

The Ranger turned up the amplification on his suit and shouted a battle cry to match the silverback's roar.
The gorillaflinched and paused at the amplified noise. In the momentary distraction, Fragger launched his
own attack, running straight toward the silverback. Out of the corner of hiseye, the Ranger saw Lesto
take heart a hisarriva and swing his sword with renewed ferocity.

Thegorillarose up to hisfull height, beat his chest and resumed his charge. Fragger amed his sword at
the ape's neck. With astonishing speed, the silverback ducked the blade and swung amassive arm. The
blow knocked the Ranger to the ground. Stunned, he saw baboons swarming toward him. Their attack
got him instantly back on hisfeet. He cut aswatch through the troop and charged the silverback again.
Another blow staggered him backwards.

What has Radmuller done to this creature? he wondered as he tried to shake theringing out of hisears.
It'sfaster than anything I've run into on this planet. He must be getting close to an answer on my MASER
abilitied

Then, another answer penetrated hisfoggy brain.

Y ou forgot to accelerate, you fool! Y ou rushed in without thinking. Uncertainty struck as he sped up into
hyperspace mode.

But, it's been automatic before. | didn't have to think about it. Jesus, if | can't count on my MASER
abilities, I've lost my one advantage...

Fragger shook doubt out of hismind. He had no timefor it. To throw the silverback off, he avoided a
direct attack and instead diced hisway through the hellhounds and baboons ringing the space, littering the
ground with bloody arms and legs. A snarl of fury erupted from the gorilla, and he rushed straight at the
Ranger. Fragger accelerated and laid the blade straight across the primate's belly. The ape screamed,
grabbed at the entrails spilling out of its body, and thudded down onto the ground. The Ranger whirled
and took on the remainder of Radmuller's creatures before they could get organized. He worked hisway
through two hellhounds until he was squarely covering Lesto's and Buurk's backs. A wild swing from the
Martian medic made him duck.

"Buurk, goddamn it, watch what the hell you're doing if you want to livel™

Thetall Martian swung around, and Fragger saw his eyeswere wide with fear. Despite histerror,
Fragger noted with approval, Buurk stood his ground and protected the women.

The Ranger dropped his gaze and found the medic was not the only one doing the protecting. From
between the Martian'slegs, Watrun Wik jabbed at a hissing and spitting baboon with Red's long-bladed
dagger. In the vidman's smdl hands, it looked like afull-blown sword. Thetip was red with gore. The
expression on the dwarf's face startled Fragger. Unlike Buurk, he had no fear in his eyes. Instead, there
wasalust for combat.

He'stasted blood, and he's enjoying it! Will wonders never cease?

Fragger checked the women quickly as he fended off another gorilla. Andriana had her father's pistol and
lasered down the lead baboon in agroup of three attacking her position. She camly shifted her am from



onetarget to the next. Soon, al the primates were on the ground. Fragger was glad hewasin hisarmor.
Hewasn't dl that sure he wasn't her next target, despite his protective presence. But she kept her back
to him, her legs straddling Lady Turnwaite whose arrogance had dissolved into afit of shivering. She
wailed into the mud that had been churned up in the jungle earth.

Only one useless person out of five. Not bad! Fragger thought as he turned his attention back to the
attackers. Radmuller's beasts till ringed them, but there was hesitation in their movements. He seized the
opportunity to increase their uncertainty. He accelerated into atroop of baboons, carved through four of
them, and was back into his defensive position before they hit the ground. Barks and grunts of fear broke
out among the primates while the hellhounds fell into crouches, their eyes checking each other to seewho
had the courage to go first. Fragger struck the closest, separating its head from its body with aquick
downward stroke. He picked up the bloody head and threw it at the pack, which broke and fled howling
into the jungle. The primates scrambled after them.

Fragger scanned the jungle quickly, hoping to spot Radmuller among hisretreating creatures. Therewas
no sight of him. As he swung around to search the other side of the clearing, abeam from a pulsed laser
plashed harmlesdy againgt histhick armor.

Fragger turned back about, hoping that Radmuller had lost patience with his crestures and was foolish
enough to attack him.

But it wasn't the scientist who held the pistal.
It was Andriana Lesto.

She had the wegpon on full charge. The murderous expression on her face dissolved dowly into
frustration as sherealized the futility of her action. Her father reached over her arm and pushed it down.

"Leave himto me, Andriang,” he ordered.
"But hejust saved our lives!” Buurk shouted.
"For that, | owe him thanks, Martian. But he's o been raping my daughter. For that, | owe him death.”

"Goddamn it, Lesto, Radmuller's getting away!” Fragger shouted. “Why fight now when we have a
chanceto get rid of him and hisawful crestures.”

"Radmuller isno concern of mine,” Lesto answered. “Y ou're far more of athreat than the mad doctor
will ever be. It'smy duty to get rid of you and defend my daughter's honor.”

"Y ou've made a poor choice,” Fragger said. “Youl'l die”

The words were hard and true, but Fragger felt a strange reluctance to do what he'd dreamed of .
Andrianawas the difference, he knew.

Without her presence, I'd have cut her father down areedy.
Behind the face plate, the hard eyes of the Aiforian nobleman locked their gaze on Fragger.
"No, it'syou who will die, Rerun.”

The Ranger tried reason again. “We both know the outcome, Lesto. Y ou're no match for my speed.
Y ou've learned that lesson, already.”

Fragger shifted his attention to Andriana, hoping she could talk some sense into the man. “Y ou've lost



your honor. Isit truly worth the life of your father?'
IIYSII

"Look at him, Andrianal He's exhausted from defending you and the others. HES not my equd at the
best of times. Y ou're helping him commit suicide. Isthat the action of aloving daughter?”

"It'sthe action of aloving father, Rerun,” she answered. After hekillsyou, I'll ask him to kill me. | can't
live knowing I've been touched by garbage like you. Nor will my people accept me back.”

"A cold and harsh society,” Fragger said.
"Welive by acode. Y ou wouldn't understand.”

"I live by acode aswell,” he responded. “ The Ranger creed. Part of it reads, “I will dways endeavor to
uphold the prestige, honor, and high esprit de corps of my Ranger Regiment.”

"Isrape part of that creed?’ Lord Lesto accused.

The remark stung. Fragger didn't mention that another part of the creed read, | will always keep myself
mentally alert, physically strong and morally straight. To break his shame at his action, he reminded
himsdf, Stll, she's been trying to kill me—repeatedly. | wouldn't have raped her if she'd just left me
alone.

"L ook who'strying to teach me about honor,” Fragger struck back. “A man dedicated to davery and
dominance and who's willing to commit any kind of treachery in the name of the one god he worships,
power. | don't need lectures from your kind, Lesto.”

"| defend my world by any means necessary.”
"I've no doubt of that,” Fragger said. “Isit worth the loss of your daughter?”
"Honor sometimes has a high price, Rerun.”

"Y ou know what | think, Lesto?1 think it has nothing to do with honor. Just pride, that'sal. Arrogant and
ignorant pride.”

Lesto brigtled. “Ignorant?’

"The weakness of arigtocracy isthe samenow asit wasin my time,” Fragger said. “ They believein fase
superiority. No oneis as good asthey are until the truth isrammed down their throats by redity. In my
book, that'signorance.”

"And you're that redity, Rerun?’ The tone was sneering.

"Y ou've chased me across Mars and half the Renowned Systems,” Fragger replied. “Now, here you are,
stuck inthe middle of astinking jungle and about to die. If that isn't redlity, | don't know what is."

"Rerun, | may die, but dl | haveto do iskeep you busy until my men arrive from the dropships.”

"They won't arrive anytime soon,” Fragger said. “Wenghorn and the main force are engaged & the
moment aswell astheforcesyou landed separately. At this moment, they're running into ambushes.”

Doubt scuttled across Lesto's eyes, and Fragger used it to goad the Aiforian nobleman. “Brute force,
that's your mistake. Y ou dwaysthink brute force, and you can't useit in the jungle. Obvioudy, Aiforians



areincapable of thinking."

Lesto's reddened, and his sword buzzed with energy as he dashed it through the air. “ Come on, Rerun,
and well seewho'sincapable of thought!™

"Last chance,” Fragger offered. “I'll let you wak away with your daughter and Lady Turnwaite. Y ou've
proven yourself no match for me, so | have nothing to fear by letting you go.”

"FHght!"
Fragger put ashrug into hisvoice. “If that'swhat you want."

Lesto rushed toward him. Fragger parried adownward blow, moved to one side and drove an armored
elbow into the Aiforian's sde. Lesto stumbled in the mud and dipped to one knee. His daughter gasped
and ran to help him. Cursing, he pushed her away, got up and attacked again, but with more caution.
Fragger blocked a series of low cuts and side cuts asthey circled each other. The ease of his defense
showed Fragger that Lesto wastired from his battle against Radmuller's creatures. A moment of pity was
cut short by awild charge from the Aiforian. Lesto's sword swung downward and hit nothing but air as
Fragger sidestepped the blow. Lesto lurched past him, his back exposed. The Ranger waited until the
Aiforian whirled about, trying to hold his sword at the ready.

"Giveit up,” Fragger said.

The answer was another desperate rush. The two men crashed together in the center of the clearing.
Lesto dropped low and thrust his blade upward toward the Fragger's groin area. Maddened by the
action, the Ranger chopped down his sword and drove the Aiforian's blade into the ground before it
reached itstarget. Then, he kicked Lesto full in the face, knocking him backward into the mud. With one
step, he was over the Aiforian, thetip of hissword at the neck.

"Surrender!” he ordered.
Lesto shook his head.

"| said, surrender, damn it!"
"No!"

The sudden silence in the clearing was broken only by the in-taken breaths of the onlookers. Fragger
sorted hisoptions. Thelonger he fought with Lesto, the better the chance the Aiforian's men might
somehow arrive on the scene. It was the life of one man balanced againgt the well-being of many others.

Stll, he hesitated until he remembered Salinsky's body on the ground.
Red! | have noidea if he'salive or dead. But, if he's alive, he may need help soon.
Fragger raised hissword and droveit straight down into Lesto's faceplate.

Andrianas scream echoed through the jungle.



Chapter 19

Fragger pulled his sword from Lord Lesto's body and turned to find the group staring a him. Lady
Turnwaite's muddy face gaped up at him with amixture of awe, revulson and reluctant gratitude.

There was no uncertainty on Andrianasface.

The eyes held a hatred so deep Fragger was surprised that it didn't bore a hole through hisarmor. It
seemed stronger than the beam again gplashing harmlesdy againgt his suit from her pulse laser.

For amoment, the Ranger felt an odd, detached admiration for her futile action. Despite her anger and
grief, Lord Lesto's daughter held her aim squarely on him. He shook the admiration out of his head.

| haven't got timefor this.

He strode to Andriana, ripped the pistol from her hand, and gave it to Wik. Her fists banged his suit as
he kndlt to check Red. He brushed the woman aside, momentarily forgetting the augmented power of the
auit in his concern for Salinsky. She cried out in pain as she dropped hard into the mud.

Blood streaked Red's rough face. Fragger turned his head gently and found the source of bleeding.
Lesto's power sword had diced across the right side of the sergeant’s head, taking an ear and part of the
scalp. Fragger started to fedl for apulse, then redlized he couldn't sense it through hisarmor.

"Damnit, Buurk, get over here!” he ordered. “Check Red'svitaldl"

The Martian knelt beside Red. He checked for a pulse and pulled Red's eydlids back.

"Well?" Fragger asked.

"Hispulseisrapid, colond. Hisbreathing is shalow and irregular. The pupils are dilated. He'sin shock.”
"But ill divel How bad ishe?'

Buurk didn't answer. Instead, he shouted a series of questions at Red. “What's your name? Where are
you? What's today's date?"

Each question received nothing but a groan.
"How bad ishe?’ Fragger repeated.

"It'sahead wound, colondl. Theresno way to tell out herein the middle of the jungle. We haveto get
him back to the ship.”

Fragger looked wildly over at Andriana. Still stunned from his blow, she struggled to get up out of the
mud. “What about her? Can't she do something? She's a doctor”

"Colond, ligento me!” Buurk said. “Listen!"

The unusud force in the Martian's voice jerked Fragger out of his panicked concern for Red. “Okay, I'm
ligening.

"Colond, nobody can do anything for Salinsky here. It's ahead wound. We need a scan to determine the
extent of damage. All | can do hereisdressthe wound. Idedly, I'd immobilize him, and wed fly him out
of here. But—" Buurk gestured at the jungle, “—we both know that's not going to happen.”



"No, it'snot. So, wewalk."
"Usethesuit, use your abilities” Buurk said. *Y ou can get him back quickly.”

Fragger noted the words coming out of the medic's mouth were sincere, but underlaid with fear. Buurk
didn't want to be left lone in the jungle. The Ranger checked the others. None of them could keep their
gaze on him. Their eyes shifted fearfully from hisface to the jungle and back. The decision was made for
him when Andrianastruggled to her feet with her right arm dangling uselesdy by her sde. His blow had
broken her arm.

"No,” hesaid. “l can't leave dl of you aone. Y ou'd never makeit. Red will have to take his chances until
we can hook up with 1so or Bucaram or make it back to the ship by ourselves.”

Nothing was said, but Fragger could fed the undercurrent of relief at hisdecision.
"Buurk, tend to Lady Lesto'sarm while | get Red out of his suit. Wik, keep watch."
"Wh-what should | do?’ Alissma Turnwaite asked.

"Keep watch opposite Wik,” Fragger answered. “Buurk, loan her your sword while you're working on
Andriandsarm.”

The Aiforian woman took the weapon with shaky hands. “I don't know how to use asword.”

"If we're attacked again, you'll learn fast,” Fragger said. “ Just stay dert and warn meif you see
something. Y ou've seen my speed. I'll be there before anything reaches you.”

Helaid down his own sword and worked Red out of the power armor. Bruises painted Salinsky's
forearmswith an ugly yellow and purple color. The sergeant, despite his strength, had falen prey to
Lesto's quickness during their battle. But Fragger knew that the worst damage had been doneto
Salinsky's ego. It had been apoint of pride for the sergeant that held never lost afight except to his
commander. The Ranger knew held have to set about restoring Red's confidence.

If he survives. Don't get ahead of yourself!

He avoided further thought on the subject as Buurk dressed Red's head wound then turned his attention
to Andrianasarm.

"It seemsto be aclean break,” the medic said. 1 need to splint it. Cut abranch for me, would you,
colond.”

Fragger took his sword to ajunglewood tree. He cut a branch, stripped it of itstwigs, and handed to
Buurk. The Martian began wrapping the doctor's arm with it. As he worked, he asked, “What are we
going to do, colond ?*

"We have a couple of choices,” Fragger answered. “We can head back toward Radmuller's base and
hope to meet up with [0, but we might run into Wenghorn'stroopsfirdt. If there are too many of them, |
wouldn't be able to protect everyone. We can't stay put ether. It'stoo dangerous.”

Fragger thought his options through until Buurk was finished with the splint, then informed everyone of his
decison.

"We head back to our ship.”

Gripping her injured arm, an ashen-faced Andrianasaid. “1'm not going anywhere with you, you piece of



shit! I'll take my chanceswith thejungle”

"Suit yourself,” Fragger said, and then spoke to Lady Turnwaite. “Y ou don't have to come, either. It's
your choice"

Alissmaturned from her guard position and spoke in ashaky voice. “Choice? That's no choice, and you
know it. Radmuller's creatures would tear us apart.”

"l didn't say it was agood choice."
"Then I'll stay with you. And Andrianawill aswell, even though she'sright. Y ou are a piece of shit.”

"Insult medl youwant,” Fragger said. “While you're doing it, gather up any food you had with you and
egt it now. Y ou need to regain strength from the battle. We move out soon.”

The Ranger bit eagerly into the food bar Buurk handed to him. As aways after combet, his appetite had
kicked into high gear. He reminded himself to eat it dowly as he checked to make sure everyone else
was edting. They were dl as hungry as he was, except for Andriana. She glared down at a self-heating
MRE.

"Edt it,” he ordered.
The glare shifted to hisface. “| can't open it, thanksto you, you idiot!"

Fragger took it from her, pulled the strip and waited until it was warm. He detached the plastic fork from
the side and handed the ration back to her. She cradled it on top of her knees, took a bite and vomited.

"It'snot that bad,” he said.
The doctor's face contorted. “It's not the food, you bastard! I'm pregnant!”

Fragger opened his mouth, but no words came out. Before hiswits could return, she spoke againin a
vicioustone.

"l promiseyou onething. I'll kill it. I'll never have amongrel child!"

The violence of her words stunned the Ranger. Then, his own rage rose up to meet hers asthe memories
of Libby and John, surfaced in yearning for hislong-gone children.

"I'll never let that happen, Andrianal”

"I will kill mysdf beforel havethis... miscegenation!™

"No, you won't! And do you know why?’" Fragger asked.

"l don't want to know—"

"Because theré's aquestion aready in the back of your mind. What if the child has my abilities?'
"I'm not interested in any of your freskish abilitied"

"No, but Aifor certainly will be,” Fragger said, jabbing afinger at her belly. “ That child in there could be
the answer to your planet's problems with the powers of the Renowned Systems.”

"Aifor would never accept such abastard!"



"Oh, believe me, expediency dwaystrumpsa‘noble’ lineage,” Fragger said. “Besides, our child would
definitely be an improvement on Aiforian nobility composed of murderers, thieves and thugs.”

"There areno murderersin our line, Rerun!”

"Don't kid yourself. That'swhat nobility isal about. It'swhat it's always about. It's no different now than
inmy time. Royalty is nothing more than crime under the guise of legitimacy. Strip off thetitles, and it's
about pure, naked power. No more, no less. Don't pretend otherwise."

"Youll pay for thisin waysyou can't even dream of, | promise you that, Rerun."

"Fine. Now, eat!"

"l can't keep food down."

"Eat, anyway. Y oull want to be faster than a hellhound, won't you?'

The doctor spit at him.

"Suit yoursdlf. But | can think of better waysto die than in the jaws of Radmuller's mutant creatures.”

She spit again, and Fragger walked away. As he pulled apart Red's armor, he watched Andriana out of
the corner of hiseye. To his satisfaction, she soon started eating.

"What are you doing with the armor?’ avoice asked.

Fragger looked up to see Wik, the journalist, spooning MRE greedily into his mouth asif he hadn't had a
meal in weeks. Specks of spaghetti and mesat sauce dotted the corners of the vidman'slips.

"I'm going to hide it o it can't be used by the enemy,” Fragger said. “Y ou know, you might want to chew
your food before you swallow it."

"l can't help it, colondl. | thought | was scared when faced with EarthCorp's interrogation forces.” He
waved afork vaguely at the jungle. “ That was nothing compared to this."

The dwarf'slegs shook in atremor asif to emphasize his point.
Fragger paused in hiswork with the armor. “Wik, you're not scared.”
“I'm not?"

"Y ou're just experiencing post-combat letdown. It'snorma.”

"Wel, I'll tell you this, colond, | dont likeit."

"Areyou sure about that?'

The vidman stopped chewing. “What do you mean?"

"Wik, I've been acombat soldier for along time. I know when aman loves afight. And, you, as scared
asyou were, were enjoying yoursdf, little man.”

"I was scared out of my mind! | damned near pissed my pants!”

"'Damned near’ doesn't count. Thefact isyou fought back, and you wanted to kill. Kill everythingin
sght.”



"Everything in Sght wastrying to kill me! | had to fight back or die. Anyone would do what | did."

Fragger put ahand on the vidman's shoulder. “Most anyone would fight back. Few would loveit. Face
it, Wik, you've got asoldier's heart."

"That'saterrible thing to say to ajournalist,” Wik protested, but there was adeep ddight on hisface
giving lieto hiswords.

"Well, if you decide to change careers, I've got aplace for you in the Jivaron Rangers,” Fragger said.

Wik flushed with such pleasure that he choked. When he was done spattering spaghetti on the ground
and Fragger's armor, he spoke quickly to hide his embarrassment.

"Why don't you keep the armor?"
"Likel said, we don't want the enemy to get their handsoniit.”
"I know that. | mean, why not have someone wear it so we can useit for further protection?’

"Wik, it takes monthsto learn how to use power armor. If anyone of you put it on, you'd be banging into
treesdl day long. Besides,” he gestured toward the others, “who would you propose wear it? Y ou're too
short. Buurk'stoo tall. And | damned well wouldn't put Lady Lesto into one. Thefirst thing shed dois
try to kill me. If that happens, there goes your protection.”

"Okay, okay, | get your point,” Wik conceded. “ Still, it ssemsashame."
"Don't worry, vidman. The suit will serveits purpose.”
"How? Asabooby trap?’

Fragger grinned at Wik. “See, you're already thinking like asoldier. A booby trap isagood idea, but |
have something different in mind. At this point, it's more important to throw the Aiforians off our trail than
itistokill afew of them. I'll moveit into the jungle and set the commlink to broadcast asignd well after
we'regone. It'll lso be acodefor 1so to let him know we're on the move. It'll buy us sometime.”

"Doyou think itll be enough?'

Fragger shrugged. “Who knows?Y ou do your best with what you've got.”

He checked the group again to make sure they'd al finished eating and laughed.
"What's so funny?’ Wik asked.

"I've led some funky unitsin my time, but you people take the cake. A seven-foot Martian, adwarf
vidman, and two noblewomen, one who's usdaless and one who will take every opportunity she can find
tokill me”

Wik chuckled. “We are amotley group, aren't we?"

Fragger stood, holding Red'sarmor. “1've assembled mysdlf afrigging circus and found mysdf as
ringmaster of afresk show."

Wik scowled at thereference. “1'm not afreak, colond.”

Fragger looked down at the vidman. “Oh, yes, you are, Wik. And so am |. Weredl freaksin thistime



and place. Ask the Aiforians. Ask EarthCorp or the Ricers. Ask—"
"All right, dl right, | get your point, colond,” Wik said. So, what do we do now?"

"Asfreaks, we can hide or we can fight back,” Fragger answered. “Me, | plan to fight back until | die or
until everybody elseisafreak too. Once we do that, we're not freaks anymore. We're normal, Wik."

"That's anice gpeech,” the vidman said. “But that's not what | meant. | meant what should we do while
you're putting Red's armor in the jungle?’

"Check to make sure every person has esten and hasrations. Then wait for meto return.”
Wik was silent as he shifted from one foot to the next.

"What'sthe problem?’ Fragger asked.

"I'm not sure I'm comfortable with you leaving us. Y ou're the only redl protection we have."

"Don't worry, I'll be back,” Fragger said. “I'll lead theway. Rangers dways lead the way."



Chapter 20

Severd daysinto thejungle, Fragger called arest period in mid-afternoon. They'd been on the march
since dawn and needed a break. He cursed therain. It had been coming down all day, and the
temperature was unusually cold for therain forest. He estimated it had to be in the 60s, a shock after the
constant 80s he'd grown to expect. Helaid Red on the jungle floor so Buurk could check him over.

"No change, colond,” the medic informed him.
"He's shivering. Will he be okay?'

"Wereal shivering. My answer isthe same asthe last hundred times,” Buurk replied. “1 just don't know.
I've kept the wound clean, but that doesn't tell us athing about internal damage. His body could be
heding itsdf or—"

"He could be avegetable"

"Itspossible”

Fragger wiped sweat from hisbrow. Hed kept the suit open to maintain persond contact with the group
and to reduce power consumption to aminimum. Despite the suit's augmentation of hismuscles, hisarms
weretired. Red had to weigh over a 100 kilos. Fragger did aquick conversion as he sat down to rest.

Two hundred plus poundsisalot of weight to carry for anyone even with augmentation.

"Do you think the coded signa you had Red's armor send threw the Aiforians off track?’ Buurk asked.
"They haven't found usyet, havethey?’ Fragger answered.

The medic's hurt expression at the irritated tone made the Ranger regret the loss of control.

"Sorry, Buurk,” hesad. “Thismarch is getting to me."

"You'retired, colond. Everyoneis.”

Fragger checked the smdll clearing to make sure everyone was present. Andrianalay back against the
root of ajunglewood tree, her good arm across her forehead. Alissma Turnwaite sat atop the root,
fanning Andrianawith alarge leaf. Wik had laid hissmall body on the ground and was staring up into the
jungle canopy.

"How are the women doing?’ Fragger asked.

"They're doing as fine as can be expected. It's Wik, I'm worried about. It's hard for him to keep up with
those short legs.”

"Wadl, what do you expect meto do about it?"
"Nothing, | just thought you should know."

"Y ou want asolution, Buurk, do the same thing I'm doing. Carry him. Put him on those big Martian
shoulders of yours."

"| dready suggested it to him, but he refused.”



"When he getstired enough, suggest it again. Hell take you up on the offer, | guaranteeiit.”
Fragger sat down and leaned back against atree.

"God, it feds good to take the weight off my feet.”

Buurk folded his body and sat beside the Ranger.

"Colond, | want to ask you aquestion.”

"Cant it wait?| need some deep.”

"Of course.”

"Stand watch,” Fragger said. “ Give me ahaf-hour, then wake me up. I'll answer your question if | can, at
thet time."

"Do you think the enemy is close enough that we till need to stand watch?!

"Who knows? Better safe than sorry. Keep one eye on the jungle and one eye on Lady Lesto. She's
probably the bigger danger right now. Don't let her kill mein my deep, Buurk.”

"What afucked-up situation,” the Martian muttered as Fragger closed his eyes.

The Ranger chuckled at the gentle medic's use of the ancient Earth profanity. Buurk, dwaysthe outsider,
was dowly working hisway toward becoming amember of Fragger'steam.

More than ateam, redly. More like family, he thought as he fell toward deep. Buurk's aways needed
family. Dontwed|?



Chapter 21

Fragger woke with a start and wasimmediately pissed at Buurk. It was dark as only the jungle floor
could be, pitch black leavened by phosphorescent bacteria, fungi, and insects. The Martian had failed to
wake him and obvioudy let him degp along time.

With the suit helmet open, the Ranger's head and neck shivered from the cold. Below the neck, he was
unaccountably warm. The power armor fdlt tighter than usua. He hoped the suit's temperature control
hadn't malfunctioned and switched itself off. Helifted an arm to check and found it went nowhere. He
tried the other arm. They were both being held down by something.

Oh, crap, Andrianas tied me up somehow, was hisfirst thought. I'm in deep shit now.

But that didn't make sense, he redlized. There was nothing in the jungle she could find that was strong
enough to withstand the power of hisarmor.

Besides, she has only one good arm.

Puzzled, he looked down.

A dipsnake had wound four coils of itsbody around him.

The calm part of hismind estimated itslength at 30 feet with agirth of at least 40 inches.
It has to weigh over 500 pounds!

The other part of hisbrain gibbered at the thought of being swallowed by Radmuller's beast. He didn't
think the snake could ingest the suit, but his head was exposed. He knew anacondas bit their prey and
hung onto them until they could crush the life out of the victim. It was not a possibility he cared to think
about much.

Heforced his breathing to dow down so he could consider hisoptions . His brain sifted rapidly through
dternatives. Quickly, heredized he didn't have any.

| can't get my armsfree to reach awegpon. | can't accelerate out of itsgrip. | can't—
Mentdly, he gave himsdlf aviciouskick inthe ass.
There are dways options. Y ou're a Ranger, and a Ranger aways has solutions.

He checked the tightness around his body and noticed that the snake wasn't congtricting any further. It
didn't make any sense. Radmuller gen-modded his beasts for aggression, but the beast seemed to have
stopped in the midst of its attack.

The cold! heredlized. The cold has dowed its metabolism down. At least Radmuller hasn't been ableto
modify that part of the reptile's metabolism. Oh, Christ, | wonder how closeto sunriseit is!

The maddening part was he couldn't hear Buurk and Wik snoring. The absence of noise meant something
was wrong other than the snake. During the days they'd been on the march, he'd aready learned to
detest their distinctive deep sounds. Buurk snored like abolt being progressively ratcheted into place. It
was a snawk-snawk-snawk sound that ended on a high note that infuriatingly refused to come down.
Wik's snore, on the other hand, seemed to work on the bell curve principle. It rose until it reached a
crescendo and then dropped to the far end of the curve before beginning another ascent. It waslike



listening to two bad rap artists make noise because they had no talent.
| hate rap music, he thought, then redlized it was an irrational thought. 1'm 600 years beyond rap.

What he desperately wanted to hear right now was some awful snoring. He decided to chance provoking
the snake by trying to rouse the two men.

"Buurk!” he whispered. “Buurk, get your sorry ass up. Now!"
There was no response.
"Wik, goddamn it! Wake up. | need some help herel™

Hetried again severd times, then quit when the snake shifted its coils. Swesting, he held his breath until
Radmuller's beast settled down. Hetried again.

"Buurk! Buurk! Ssssst! Wake up, you Martianidiot!"
"Fuck me!” Fragger swore as he looked up and saw two things at once.
The sky waslightening to the eest.

And Andriana Lesto and Alissma Turnwaite stood squardly in the light. The doctor held Buurk's power
sword in her good hand.

There was blood on the blade.
"Y our friends can't answer you, Rerun.”

Andriana smirked down at him and said to Alissma, “ The snake caught by asnake. If thisisn't justice, |
don't know what is."

"Snakeswill eat anything, | hear,” Alissmasaid. “ Even garbage.”
"This‘garbage isthe only protection you have,” Fragger reminded them.

Andriana put afinger to her lips. “Not so loud, Rerun. Y ou might wake the snake. Then, again, go ahead
and shout. | want to watch the life being squeezed out of your body.

"My only regret then will bethat | won't be around to see both of you swallowed by the snake when he
getsfinished with me,” Fragger said.

"He'sredly not very bright, ishe,” Andriana said to her companion. “He forgets the nature of snakes.
Once he'shad ameal, he won't need another one for along time. Cold-blooded animals don't need alot
of food energy.”

"Besideswhich,” Alissmaadded, “héell probably have such abad case of indigestion that he won't want
to eat, anyway."

Both women snickered.

Fragger spoke, trying to say anything to sow doubt in their minds. “Maybe you're right. Maybe you're
not. Remember, thisisn't anormal snake. It's one of Radmuller's creatures. They're unpredictable.”

Andriana cut the air with afew strokes of the blade. She hadn't powered it up yet, and Fragger wanted
to keep it that way.



"The sword will handle the snake,” she said. *“ On the other hand, | may not have the patience to wait for
him to dowly ingest you. | might want to kill you right now."

She paused. “ Of course, that would be entirely too quick and less than you deserve. Y ou've already lost
oneeye. A quick poke and you'll have amatching set.”

A shiver racked Fragger's body.

"Ah, | seeyou don't like that prospect,” Andriana said. She jabbed the sword closeto hisface severa
times. Fragger tensed, waiting for the blow that would rob him of hissight.

Andriana sniggered, then lowered the blade. “But | do have the patience, Rerun. A rapist and amurderer
deservesadow death. If | could get insde your armor, 1'd cut your balls off and make you eat them. As
itis, I'll have to be satisfied with listening to your bones crunch and splinter as you asphyxiate. It'll be
sweseter than any music I've ever heard.”

"You'recaling measnake?’ Fragger said. “Y ou're more cold-blooded than any reptile.”

"Y ou killed my father!"

"Who would havekilled me!"

"Y ou're Rerun scum. Y ou deserveto die! And that's going to happen very soon!”

Tears streamed down her face. Fragger felt the stirring of the snake's coils as her voice rose in volume.

"Look!” shesaid. “The sun's coming up. Soon, the heat of itsrayswill strike that snake and spur it into
action. And I'm going to sit here and watch you die the death you deserve!”

"You redly don't want to do this” Fragger said. “You'll beaonein thejun—"

"| don't care, so shut your filthy mouth, or I'll gag you and you won't even be able to scream. You'll die
whimpering like the raping coward you arel”

She shook the sword at him again. “ Do you understand? Do you?"
Fragger gave aquick nod of his head, not willing to provoke the woman any further.

The doctor lowered herself awkwardly to ground, laying the sword on her crossed legs. Alissma
Turnwaite sat beside her. Unlike Andriana, her face was not set in aruthless expression. She kept turning
her head, checking the jungle about them asthe rain forest's creatures awakened with the dawn. Her
eyesdarted in the direction of the chattering of the tinybirds high in the canopy. The distant howl of a
hellhound caused her eydidsto shut in afluttering, spastic motion. After amoment of sllence, she
ventured aquestion to her partner.

"Areyou surethisisagood—"

"Y ou shut up aswell!” Andrianawarned her. “Well befine.

"l ... 1 don't know. Y our arm is broken, and I'm not good with wea—"
"l said, shut up!"

Fragger watched the sun rise. He swore it had ddliberately chosen to rise faster than usua. Even the
jungle seemed to be congpiring againgt him. His position wasin line with an unusua break in the canopy.



Instead of the usua dappled light that reached the ground, the Jivaron sun would bring itsfull force onto
the reptil€s skin. The snake would convert the energy and raise its metabolism into full and deadly action.

Chrigt on acrutch, what am | going to do? The phrase kept running through his head like arunaway train
on aclosed track. What am | going to do?

Diel wasthe only answer that came to him as the sun topped the trees and the temperature rose quickly.
Hefdt the coilstighten further. A rustling, dithering sound brought his attention to hisright side. Out of
the corner of hiseye, he saw the condtrictor's massve head rise. A foul-smelling musk odor rose with the
action of the diamond-shaped skull. The coils—dull green with black spots—tightened further asthe
dipsnake twisted its head to examine its surroundings. Sowly, it brought its gaze to bear on Fragger. The
Ranger swore the reptile had its mouth twisted into amaevolent grin.

Itsasif I'm garing into the face of Radmuller himsdif.

He grunted as the snake tightened its grip. The suit was protecting his bones, but the astounding strength
of the beast was still compressing the armor steadily inward.

At leadt, I'll asphyxiate before he breaks my bones, he thought with gallows humor. That'll deprive
Andriana of one satisfaction.

Another squeeze of the coils provoked an involuntary grin onto hisface.

"That smilewill end soon, Rerun,” Andrianasad.

He redlized shed mistaken the forced smile for an actual one, so he laughed smply to aggravate her.
It'sthe only action | haveleft to me, so | might aswell make the most of it.

"Evenas| die, Andriana, | prove I'm abetter man as a Rerun than any Aiforian nobleman. And a better
lover."

"You bastard! | will kill the child, as| promised. Y ou can count oniit.”

"No, you won't hurt the child. Y ou already know its potentia for power. Boy or girl, it could be the key
to Aifor'sfuture. Oh, | will definitely live on. And you will live with my legacy.”

Fragger laughed again as best he could under the tightening pressure of the snake's calls. “Imaginethat. A
Rerun, leader of Aiforian nobility.”

"Y ou forget, Rerun, no Aiforian beyond this group knows I'm pregnant, and they never will. The baby
dies”

Asif irritated by the conversation, the snake darted its head in front of hisface and flicked itstongue
againg his cheek. The taste seemed to excite thereptile. A quick jerk of its musclestightened the grip on
the Ranger's body. Fragger felt the air rush from hislungs and hisvison dim. Through theroaring in his
ears, he heard Andrianas obscene giggle of satisfaction.

A third, odd sound thrust itsdlf into his diminishing consciousness. An intake of non-human breeth. A
gurgle. Then, asudden loosening of the pressure.

Andrianas had achange of heart, thank God! Fragger thought, gulping air into hislungs.
The snake condricted its body again, driving the air right back out.



She hasn't had any change of heart. She's provoking the snake to make the torture last longer. Bitch!

Nonethel ess, when the coils loosened again, he was grateful. As hisvision returned, he saw the snake
ariking its giant head repeatedly on either Sde of the tree toward an unseen foe behind the tree. Beyond
the reptile, he could see Andriana screaming in frustration.

Wheat the hell's going on? Fragger wondered. Something isredly pissng off Radmuller's mongter.

Hefdt the snake flinch and dtrike toward hisright sde. The lightning movement provoked afrightened
yelp.

Fragger twisted his head to see who the attacker was, but the tree trunk blocked hisvision. The snake
flinched again and struck toward the left. Thistime, Fragger caught sight of asmall blade being pulled
quickly from the reptile's body. Blood oozed from the wound.

Andriands fury told him who the attacker was.
"Wik!” she screamed. “I killed you."

Thelittle man didn't have time to respond. Radmuller's beast loosened its coils so it could stretch out and
get at the vidman as he hid behind the tree. Andriana saw the opening and rushed in with the sword
raised. Fragger dipped an arm free to grab her wrist. He tightened his grip and jerked her face closeto
his

"Do you want your other arm broken?’ he asked. “Give me the sword!"

She cried out in pain and released the weapon. Fragger grabbed it, pushed her away and twisted to meet
adrike from the snake. He shoved his armored forearm into the reptile's mouth. Asit mouthed futilely at
the suit, Fragger activated the sword and jabbed it into the nearest coil. The smell of scorched flesh rose
up amidst the snake's shudder. Fragger jabbed again and again, working to weaken the reptile's muscles.
Reluctant to give up its prey, it congtricted again, driving the Ranger's breath from hislungs again. He
nearly dropped the sword, but Wik popped out again and poked his blade deep into the reptile's body .
Radmuller's beast loosened its hold and struck at the vidman. Wik let go of the weapon and tumbled to
the ground. The snake grabbed the hilt of the tormenting blade and tried to jerk it free. Saizing his
chance, Fragger brought the full force of his sword down onto the reptile's neck. Lopped off, the head
dropped to the ground and tumbled next to Wik. Wide-eyed, the vidman rolled over and scrambled
away. The snake's body still shuddered and writhed. Fragger shoved upward, trying to dip out of the
coils. Evenin death, the reptile€'s body congtricted again. Infuriated, the Ranger hacked at it until the blade
cut through one section, then began on another. When the constriction ceased, he scrambled out of the
loops and dashed repeatedly at the beast.

"Colond! Fragger!” he heard Wik shoui.
"What?'
"It's dead, colond, it's dead! Stop!"

Panting, Fragger glared at the vidman. He gave one find chop before examining his bloody handiwork.
The snake lay in sections about the base of the tree. The adrenalin surging through the Ranger's body | eft
him with little satisfaction. He whirled about to find Andriana. She knelt on the ground. He strode swiftly
toward her and raised the blade high.

"Doit!” sheurged him. “Slice melike the snake. Do it now!"



"Colond, don't!” Wik said. “Think about what you're doing! Think about the child!"

It took all of Fragger's strength not to strike the doctor's head from her body, but he lowered the sword.
Andriana dropped her face into her good hand and wept.

"It won't be the last time you cry, woman,” he promised her. Still shaking with anger, he turned back to
the vidman.

"Wik, | oweyou big time. Y ou may be alittle person, but you're tall with courage. Y ou're a Ranger a

The dwarf reddened so much that the color nearly matched the blood seeping from a head wound.
Fragger gestured toward the cut. “Did she do that?*

"Y%"
"What the hell happened? Buurk was supposed to keep watch."

"I'm not sure, colonel. | was adeep. When | woke up, my head wasringing. Then | found blood on my
face and thought we'd been attacked by the Aiforians. That's when | saw what was happening with you
and the snake."

A shudder through the vidman. “ Damn, that was a big—sonuvabitch. Isthat the old Terran phrase?!

Fragger nodded. “ The biggest damned snake I've ever seen. But not the deadliest. I'll award the doctor
that prize. Y ou're lucky, Wik. Apparently, she didn't have enough strength in one arm to dedl adegth
blow. Head wounds bleed badly. She must have thought sheld killed you."

"I've got such aheadache | haf-way wish she had killed me!” the vidman complained.
Fragger checked the clearing. “Where's Buurk? Is he dead? And what about Red?"

"l don't know, colond. I didn't have time to check on them."

Fragger siwung back to Andriana. “If they're dead, | swear I'll—"

"Kill me?’ sheasked. A hysterica giggle broke out. “Please do.”

Fragger growled in frusiration and stomped off with Wik close behind him.

They found Buurk sprawled on his stomach. A purple lump swelled the side of hishead. Fragger did a
quick check of the rest of hisbody and found that an ominous gash had laid open the medic's side.
Insects swarmed in the wound. Fragger waved futilely at them and then rose and went to Red. The
corpora lay on his back, shivering and groaning. His palor was corpse-like. The Ranger examined him
quickly and, to hisrelief, saw no sword wounds. He returned to Buurk. Wik knelt beside the Martian, his
fingers on Buurk's neck.

"He'sgot apulse,” the vidman said.
"Isit strong?"
"Asfar asl cantdl. I'm no medic.”

Fragger shook the Martian. “Buurk, can you hear me? Buurk?'



When Buurk didn't answer, he shook the man's head gently. This brought agroan, and asigh of relief
from Fragger. He detached thefirgt aid kit from the medic's belt and handed it to Wik.

"Treat him."
"Colond, | don't know how to do that. Clear your head. Y ou do."

Redlizing Wik was right, Fragger cursed himsdif for his stupidity. He opened the bag and found a sterile
dressing and antiseptic cleanser. He washed the wound carefully and applied the dressing. When he was
finished, herolled the big Martian over onto his back. Buurk blinked up at him in confusion.

Hisvoice came out in acroak. “What happened?”

"That'smy question,” Fragger said, unableto contain hisanger. “Y ou fell adegp on duty. Y ou amost got
usdl killed."

Buurk struggled up onto hiselbows. “1 did? Oh, damn, | did! I'm sorry, colonel. I'm sorr—"

"Saveit, you dumb bastard! When we get back to the ship, I'm putting you on latrine duty for the rest of
your life. You'll be so deep in shit, you'll be the color of brown. Y ou'll—"

The shame in the medic's eyes cut Fragger's outburst short.
"Oh, forget it, Buurk. You'retired. Weredl tired.”

"Colond, I tried to stop her! | did fall adeep, but she woke me up, complaining that her arm hurt. When |
dug into my first aid kit, she grabbed my sword. | never expected a pregnant woman with abroken arm
to be ableto—"

"Yourejust too trusting,” Fragger interrupted. “ She's awoman, but adeadly one. Don't make the
mistake of trusting either her or Lady Turnwaite again.”

"Y ou don't have to worry about that,” Buurk said, then asked, “ Do you remember that | wanted to ask
you aquestion before this al happened?’

"Y egh. What wasiit?"'
"WEell, | was going to ask you how you could rape Andriana.”
"The question has changed?”

"Yes,” Buurk answered. “Now, | want to know how you were brave enough to get in bed with her in the
firg place

Fragger laughed. “ The worst mistake of my life, man, believe me, the absolute wors.”

The Ranger helped Buurk sit up. While Wik brought the Martian water, Fragger sat down exhausted and
forced himsdlf to dig into an MRE while he took stock of the Situation.

Red's still battling for his life. Despite his wound, Buurk appears mobile, but he'll be slowed down,
especially if infection setsin. The jungleis not a good place to have kind of injury.

He glanced over at the women. Andrianawas quiet at last, her head in Alissmas|ap. Her effortsto kill
him seemed to have taken dl the energy from her body.



Or, it'sanother trick, he cautioned himsdlf. | may have to tie her one good hand to her body at night
simply to keep safe.

He swung his gaze to the one good piece of newsin asour state of affars—Wik. Thelittle man seemed

energized instead of tired. He busied himsdlf tending to Buurk and feeding him soup. The Martian looked
smultaneoudy grateful and thoroughly annoyed at being fed by aman not even haf hissize. Fragger dso
suspected that the Martian was embarrassed that the little man had proven himself to be very big indeed.

The Ranger shook his head at human behavior. You simply don't know what the pressure of combat
will bring out in a man. Thank God, Wik came through.

That brief bit of good news cheered him temporarily, but soon the gloom descended again.

Even with Wik's help, there's no way | can get the whole party back safely. Red needs immediate
attention. His shivering won't stop and the insects are eating him alive.

Fragger glanced back at Andriana. Plus, there's the baby. | don't know how much stress it can take.

He checked out Alissma Turnwaite as well, hoping she'd somehow found courage. One look at her eyes
dashed that hope. They held athousand-yard stare that said she might break soon.

Fragger sghed and downed the rest of hismedl. It had tasted like chicken athough he wasn't sureit was.
He rummaged in the MRE packet for more food and was delighted to find peanut butter.

Sx hundred yearsinto the future, it's still a staple.

He spread it on a cracker and popped it into his mouth, savoring the taste and the memory of homeit
brought with it. John, in particular, had had a passion for peanut butter since he was akid while Libby
hed hated it.

My kids, my wife, all gone. I missthem.

Tearsthreatened to pring to his eyes, and Fragger shook his head to clear hismind of useless memories
that wouldn't let him done. Thelast thing his party needed was to see him crying. Leadersdidn't havethe
luxury of tears.

He finished another cracker with avicious bite, rose and went to the armor. Reaching inside, he accessed
the commlink and set it on continuous send. He sat down again, hoping only 1so or Bucaram would hear
the encrypted cdll for help.

Hedidn't think it waslikely.



Chapter 22

Three days later, no one had answered hissignal. Enemy or friend. Fragger had checked the commlink
severa timesto make sureit was functional and found it in perfect working order.

The whole stuation is maddening. | can't stay with my party, and | can't leaveit. If | stay, | can keep
them dive only to have both Red and Buurk die dow degths.

At that thought, he glanced over at Red lying on the ground. Sdlinsky shivered and shook as his body
grappled with theinjury donetoit by Lord Lesto. Buurk sat beside him swesting and listless. Despite the
antibiotics the Ranger had given the medic, the Martian dready had afever. Beyond them, the Aiforian
women dumped against the broad trunk of atree. Alissmahad sunk into apathy, and Andrianawas close
tojoining her inthat Sate.

On the other hand, he thought, if | leave, they're dl bound to die quick and violent deathsif more of
Radmuller's creatures show up.

Thered dready been ominous howls from the distance as hellhounds ranged, trying to pick up their scent.
Wik remained the only saving grace. The vidman remained dert and at full strength in the midst of an
oppressive hesat that had replaced the unusua cool spell. His act of courage in attacking the snake had
filled the tiny man with a boisterous confidence. He dternated watches with Fragger with no complaint,
tended to Red and Buurk, and encouraged everyone to stay hopeful.

Fragger wished he felt as hopeful.

Wik is putting me to shame in the attitude department. And, somehow, amidgt dl hisactivity, the vidman
gl findstime to type on his epad as he's doing now.

"What are you writing about?’ he asked Wik to take his mind off depressing thoughts.

"About you, me, thewhole situation, colond,” Wik answered, barely glancing in hisdirection. “It'safirst
draft of an article.”

"Read it tome."
Wik gave Fragger aquestioning look. “I thought you didn't care that much about what | wrote."
The Ranger shrugged. “1 don't, but | need adiversion.”

The vidman wiped swest from his face as he surveyed the jungle. “1 can certainly understand that. Still,
it'sapretty long piece. Why don't you read it while | get Buurk some water?

"Good idea."

Wik stood and handed the epad to Fragger. “Y ou may not like some of it."
"Areyou objective?’

"Asobjective as any journdist can be, colond.”

"Then, that's good enough for me."

"How can you trust me so easily?'



Fragger gestured toward the spot where the battle with the snake had taken place. “1 told you | owed
you big time, didn't 1?'Y ou've fought beside me and for me. Combat reved s the true nature of aman. |
can trust you, Wik."

"I'm not sure | want that much trust, colond. It may affect what | write."

Fragger smiled. “ Then | win both ways, don't 17"

Wik returned the smile. “Indeed, you do.”

As Wik picked up a canteen and went to Buurk, Fragger turned to the epad screen and read:
Citizens of the Renowned Systems:

I've been on the planet, Jivaro, with Colonel Jonathan * Fragger” Sparks for the past few months.
That'sright, the “ infamous’ Rerun does actually exist. I'm currently sitting in the colonel's camp
in the midst of the steaming, stinking Jivaron jungle. My purpose in writing this article is describe
the situation as | see it, so you can make up your mind about the man from the past.

First, a few facts to explain my presence on the planet: | was originally hired by the Terran
Educational Research Foundation (TERF) to work with Professor V. W. Vanderford to write a
rebuttal to Dom Kleem's seemingly fawning (and seditious) article about Colonel Sparks, The
Story of an Improbable Hero. At the time, | was more than happy to collaborate. For one thing, |
loathed the Rerun as much as any of you, having heard the horror stories about his* atrocities.”
Second, Professor Vanderford possessed a remarkable intellect and was one of the finest and
most thorough scholarsto ever grace our great University system. Frankly, | wanted to share in
the prestige associated with his name. Third, a large amount of credits had been dangled before
me by TERF, and | needed the money. Only after I'd accepted the assignment did | discover that
TERF was a front for the Disinformation Arm of the Interrogation Forces. And my task wasn't to
collaborate; it was to clean up Professor Vanderford's prose for public consumption. His prose
didn't make for good popular reading. His style was made wor se by the fact that he'd been
threatened with cellular stripping if he didn't write the article. To be blunt, he caved in at the
prospect of that particularly heinous form of torture (who wouldn't?). Unfortunately for the
government, the professor was a typical academic writer before the threat of punishment, and his
subsequent case of nerves made his prose so bad it was unpublishable. That's why the gover nment
called mein. To make the unreadabl e readable and to ensure that you, the average reader, would
read the material.

(An aside on the professor before | proceed: According to official EarthCorporation sources, he
diedinafirein hishomelibrary on the Terran island-nation of Si Lanka whileindulging in the
archaic and filthy habit of smoking a cigarette. Professor Vanderford, while a pompous assin
many respectsin my opinion, did not enjoy the addictive pleasures of tobacco. In fact, he was a
man of such strict moral rectitude that he was continually lecturing others on any deficiency
which caught his eye. Asfar as| can tell, hisonly vice was sheer gullibility. He believed he could
deal with the subject of Colonel Sparksin an official capacity and survive EarthCorp's desperate
need to distort all information regarding the Rerun.)

By accident, | discovered Dom Kleem's unpublished opinion's on Fragger Sparks. Professor Kleem
painted an entirely different picture of the Rerun. | soon realized that that knowledge was
dangerousto have, so | escaped Earth by illegal means (a feat easy enough to accomplish if you
have the right sources and enough money) in order to stay alive and to find out the truth about
Colonel Sparks. At the time, | knew that the Aiforians were keenly interested in the Rerun for two



reasons. One, they wanted the secret of his supposedly remarkable MASER abilities. Two, he had
defeated Lord Lesto in battle on Jivaro and taken his daughter hostage in the process. So, | made
my way to Aifor and agreed to work with Ambassador Wenghorn...

Fragger snorted and shouted across the clearing to Wik. “Y ou agreed to ‘work with” Wenghorn?"

"| told you it was afirst draft, didn't 17" Wik said as he checked Buurk's dressing. “Even in the middle of
the damned jungle, everybody'sacritic.”

Fragger laughed and continued reading, skipping the part about how Wenghorn and Wik had findly
located him.

...50, what doesthe Rerun redlly look like? That's your question, isn't it? Well, | can assure you that
Fragger Sparks doesn't have horns, he doesn't breathe fire, and he doesn't have fangswhich rip into
innocent children'sflesh for breakfast. In fact, except for the power sword wound scarring hisface,
Fragger Sparksisof quite ordinary ancient Earth stock. That'sto say, in the meaninglessterms of those
times, he'samixture of Irish-European, Spanish-American, and American Indian stock. HE's nearly two
meterstall, weighs an estimated wiry 80 kilograms, and has the ramrod straight posture of a professiond
soldier. Hishair isblack and cut in the military fashion of histime, cropped closeto askull heavily tanned
by the Jivaron sun. The nose gpparently was very straight at onetime, but has taken its share of abusein
the colond's many battles and now isin the shape of an eongated-S when viewed head-on. As reported
many times previoudy, the Rerun is missing one eye; however, that makes hisremaining eye dl the more
remarkable and, frankly, unnerving. It has a seldom-seen deep blue color, verging on black. But it'sthe
mind behind the eye that penetrates to the core of your being. No, no.... those aren't the right words..
Colond Sparksisn't any moreintdligent than the average eite soldier. | don't believe he'sany more
moral than the common trooper, ether (which sayslittlefor that part of his character)...

"Not any moreintelligent or mora than the average soldier? Thanks alot Wik!"
"Y ou told meto be honest and truthful, didn't you?” the vidman.
Fragger muttered to himself, “ Be careful what you tell people, Sparks,” and kept on reading:

...But thereis arock-solid honesty at the core of the man. When the one eye looks at you, you
desperately don't want to disappoint Colond Sparks faith in your integrity. It was maddening, but | was
unableto lie to the man even in the service of the greater good of EarthCorp, and, believe me, | was
prepared to do so to get at the truth of the man. During my time with Fragger Sparks, I've found they're
aways eager to share with me the legends about their commander: “He fought a Hellhound barehanded
and killed it.” “Armed only with apower sword, he took on six armored Ricer warriors and defeated
them.” Colonel Sparks chuckled when | told him of the tales spread and shared by his men. He assured
me there wasn't an unarmored man in al the Renowned Systems who could defeat a Hellhound. Hetold
methat only alunatic would take on six Ricer troopers—and the lunatic wouldn't survive....

"Wdl, WIk, youvefindly put somefactsamidst dl the bullshit in your article.”
"What facts are those?"
"The part where you quote me as saying only alunatic would have taken on six Ricer troopers.”

"Keep reading, colond, and see what your men think of you. I'll bet you won't find that part to be
bullshit, ether.”

Fragger dropped his eyesto the screen again and read until he found the section Wik was talking about.



....| talked—and continue to talk—with others under his command and discovered they fedl the same
way about the colond's integrity. Oh, they cuss him up one side and down the other as soldiers do,
complain about the lousy rations, swear helll get them al killed with another bit of combat foolishness,
then follow him unswerving into battle. Another way to get a measure of Colond Sparks (and his
remarkable charisma) is by studying the odd mixture of men he's gathered closest to him. Firdt, there's
Corpora Samuel “Red” Sdlinsky (also known as“ Summer”, but not to hisface), formerly asoldier inthe
ranks of the EarthCorp military forces. (Before you labe him atraitor, please read the entire sory, then
make your judgment). As his nickname indicates, he has abrush of red hair covering abullet-shaped
skull perched atop burly shoulders and ahulking body. The most noticesgble feature of the faceisitsthick
crooked nose. (From its flattened nature, one can deduce that Corpora Salinsky likesto fight as much
outsde of combat asinit. | never had the nerveto ask him.)

Hiseyesare blue like Colonel Sparks, but lack the razor-sharp intensity and focus possessed by the
Rerun. Instead, they have akind of dogged determination asif, once Red's mind is made up, nothing is
going to get in theway of accomplishment of hismisson. Frankly, Red istypica of someonewith a
dummer background. He's not the brightest of men—in ordinary life, a any rate. However, on the
battlefield, it's not necessarily brains which ensure surviva. The doggednessin Red's character apparently
trandatesinto a brilliance of butchery. Almost no one stands before his power sword. (As | writethis,
Red Sdinsky lies on the ground, possibly mortally wounded. More about that later.)

Lest you think I'm exaggerating, | have two sources of proof. One sourceis hisfellow soldiers. Normaly
if you ask atrooper to describe combat exploits, he or sheis eager to exaggerate their own
accomplishments or those of other well-liked infantrymen. It's no secret that soldiers arethe biggest liars
around. Ask about Salinsky, however, and you're greeted with a sense of awe and a shake of the head
or asmple, “You haveto bethere.” The second source of proof is a straightforward one—Red
Sdinsky'slongevity. In a profession where you can get killed or maimed in amicrosecond, the corpora
has lasted a decade!

As| mentioned earlier, Red Sdlinsky isthetypica outsourced dummer from Rockpile who makes up the
rank and file of our armed forces, and it's this background that brought him into service, and, he claims,
keepshiminit. “It'san easier life than the Rockpile dums,” hetold me. “ And not nearly as dangerous.”
Onelast item on Corpora Red Sdinsky to make him come divefor you: He has the dummer'sinordinate
love of the vegetable “gark”, aroot plant which is native to Rockpile. [If you've forgotten, the plant
got its name because when chewed or cooked, it smells like a mixture of Terran garlic and onions
and, as the wits would add, “ methane gone bad."] Slummerstolerateits odor becauseit dulls hunger
pangs and creates amild euphoriasimilar to Terran cocaleaves, which alows native Rockpiliansto

survive the tedium and danger of that labor force planet. At any rate, after making sure they're wdll out of
earshot, hisfellow soldiers claim Red doesn't need asword at all in combet; his secret wegpon isthat he
killsthe enemy with the smdll of hisbreath done! Asyou might guessfrom my description, Red isthe
“brawn” in Colond Sparks command.

The Ricer non-com counterpart to Salinsky is Sergeant Isoruku “1s0” Watanabe. If Red Salinsky isthe
brawn, Watanabe is definitely thetactica brains. Thefirst thing you'll notice about himishisheavy and
noisy breathing. Although the stocky Ricer isintop physica condition, he has an extraordinarily small
button nose, and squashed, courtesy of asword hilt smashed into hisface early in his career. This creates
the odd effect of making aperson fed like he'staking to a Terran bull, dl snorting impatience and
itchinessto gore anything in hissight. This pictureis completed by the protruding jaw of Watanabe. The
man looks asif he could chew asteroids for breakfast, moons for lunch, and planets for supper! His
combat reputation amnong the men isthat of ahighly skilled and impossibly brave siwordsman whose rash
natureis eventualy going to get him killed. When | informed Colond Sparks of Watanabe's reputation
among the men, he smply said, “ Then Iso will die ahappy man.”



"I never said ‘1so will dieahappy man’,” Fragger complained.

"Postic license,” Wik responded. “People love agood story. Besides, you did make the remarks | wrote

...The colonel aso added that hed never seen abetter soldier when it came to meticulous implementation
of battle plansand “if there were any justice within the * screwed-up’” Renowned Systems, the sergeant
would have been made an officer along timeago.” (After this satement, the colond wagged ajoking
finger a me and said, “But not agentleman. Make 1o a gentleman, and you'd ruin agood soldier!”
Frankly, this reference to officers as gentlemen is not clear to me at this point in time. It'sawell-known
fact that few officers are gentleman since they come from the professiona military outsource planets and
not from the ranks of nobility.)

To my eyes, the oddest man in Colone Sparks' inner circleis Bucaram, the Shuar * native” of Jvaro. (As
you already know, after Dr. Radmuller fled to Jivaro to escape punishment for illegal genmod
experimentation.) EarthCorp forcefully relocated the headhunters from the Ecuadorian Amazon region
to the planet because of the need to exploit their smilar rainforest environments and find Radmuller or at
least be ableto ded with the proliferation of Radmuller's crestures over the planet. They assumed the
loss of apeople so inggnificant was an acceptable risk!)

Typica of the Shuar people, Bucaram is short and dight and, on first Sight, amere weakling compared to
the professional soldiers he workswith. But, as often happens, appearances are deceiving. He can run
the jungle and swamps dl day long and leave everyonein hisdugt (if there were any dust on this
miserably wet planet!). Because heis a Shuar and supremely knowledgeable of the jungle, he can make
himsdlf and entire squads disappear from sight with impunity, askill that's an invaluable tactica advantage
for the dways outnumbered forces of Colonel Sparks (whose small unit tactics consstently frustrate the
blundering regular army unitsthat hunt him). Asto physica description, Bucaram hasthe black hair of his
people cut into the prevaent bowl style. He wears long sideburn ornaments made of beetlewing covers
and decorated with Jvaron toucan feathers. He has the distinctive nose of the Shuar that formsasharp
bridge until it reaches the nostrils which flare out widdly like the beetlewing decorations. Above the
gold-brown cheeks, the black eyes are shrewd and aternately impenetrable and transparent as befits, |
suppose, a shaman, whao's continuoudy amused by the doings of people who are not in touch with the
gods (al non-Shuars).

When hefedslikeit, Bucaram wears standard-issue fatigues (mostly for military ceremonid purposes);
when he doesn't, he wears the uniform of the jungle, asmple set of shorts usualy overhung with abelt
and sheath holding a prized combat knife given to him by Colond Sparks. It'smy concluson that, in
many ways, Bucaram isthe most vauable member of the colond's staff. Hisimpressive knowledge of
locdl terrain and climatic conditions give Sparks an inva uable edge over his opponents...

"That'sfor sure,” Fragger said. Grudgingly, he admitted to himself that Wik had aremarkable eye for
people and their character. The descriptions matched his assessment of his most important soldiers.

He skipped over an equally accurate description of Buurk until he cameto the last part of the article.

...A little background is required here in order for you to understand the current Situation: The colonel
had agreed to an exchange of his hostages, the Aiforian noblewomen, Lady Andriana Lesto and Lady
Alissma Turnwalite, for aship to take him and his men off Jvaro. But atrap waslaid by Ambassador
Heisst Wenghorn and hisfellow Aiforians. They engaged the colonel's combined force of Corpse and
Ricer professionas and the Shuar. An experienced soldier, Colone Sparks had prepared for betrayal
and hid the hostages well back in the jungle. When he redlized the trap had been sprung, the colondl
ordered hisforcesto fight back while he made sure the hostages were secure. They were not, as|



aready knew. As ordered by the colond, the Martian, Buurk, and | had remained with the hostages
under the protection of Red Salinsky (who was mad as ahornet a not being on the front lineswith the
colondl). Soon after the trap was sprung at the main landing site, Lord Lesto arrived at the hostage
location to rescue his daughter. The battle between him and Red Salinsky was ferocious—the
lightning-quick skill of an Aiforian nobleman againg the brute strength of Salinsky. Lord Lesto adopted
the strategy of legping in to strike ablow and then jumping back to tire Salinsky out. His shrewdness paid
off. He goaded the frustrated soldier into abull rush, stepped aside, and knocked Sdlinsky's helmet of f
with avicioudy effective swing of hisblade. Salinsky dropped to the ground immediatdly....

Fragger glanced over at the unconscious Salinsky before resuming hisreading. “Red, you idiot.”

...Red Salinsky was adead man or would have been had not Tyco Radmuller's genmod creatures chosen
that moment to attack and interrupt the deeth stroke. These mongtrosities—genetically-modified giant
slverback gorillas, baboons, and hellhounds—swarmed into the clearing, determined to kill usdl. Lord
Lesto fought them with remarkable skill. His daughter, Andriana, fought with equa ability. Buurk and |
battled aongside them, but neither of us had any combat experience. We werefighting, but losing, until
Fragger Sparks showed up. With his remarkable MASER abilities and our help, he drove the beasts off.

Sadto say, our rdief didn't last long. Lord Lesto immediately attacked Sparks for the rape of his
daughter, Andriana, and paid the price for his rash action. Forced to defend himsdlf, Sparks ended up
putting the blade of his sword through the nobleman's hemet in full sght of AndrianaLegto....

"Hey, Wik, how come you don't mention the fact that Andriana Lesto dmost killed mein thefight? And
has tried to damned near every other day?"

"Relax, colond,” Wik answered. “I said it was adraft, didn't I? That means | haven't gotten everything in
yet"

Mollified, Fragger said, “Well, don't forget to mention your part in it. Without you, 1'd be dead meat.”

The vidman smiled ruefully. “ And who'd believe that? A 1.2-meter vidman rescuing the feared Fragger
Sparks?'

Fragger converted the height quickly into the old English measure and joked, “Four foot, my ass. Y ou're
lucky if you top three and ahalf feet.”

"It wastdl enough to help you out, wasnt it, colond?'

"Amen to that, brother.”

"l don't know what that means, ether.”

"It'sacompliment, Wik. It meansthat no matter what anyone says, you're ahero in my book."

Appeased, Wik returned from Buurk's side and sat down next to Fragger. He stuck afood bar into his
mouth and made aface.

"Thissuff getsold inahurry.”
"Beatsthe hdl out of Sarvation."
"I'm not so sure of that."

"Wik, you'rein the middle of the damned rain forest. That meansthere are plenty of fruitsto eat. Go



gather some.”

The vidman's eyes darted around the jungle. “I'm not getting anywhere out of your sght.”
"Well, then, shut up about the food!™

For one of the few times since Fragger met him, Wik fell silent.

"Sorry, Wik,” hesaid. “I'mtired and letting the Situation get to me."

"It'sokay, colond. Wedl—"

Wik's head cocked to one side. “ Something's different.”

Fragger immediately came aert. “No sound. The jungle's gone silent. Radmuller and his crestures may be
back. Wake Buurk and dert the others."

The Ranger powered up his sword and stood watch as Wik motioned the othersinto adefensive circle
around the prone Salinsky.

A small voice escaped the vidman. “ Colond, theré's no way we can survive another fight."
Alissma Turnwaite whimpered her agreemen.

"Therésdwaysaway,” Fragger said in astrong voiceto reassure his party. “1I'm a Ranger, and | dways
find away. Just fight the way you did three days ago, and you'l befine."

Andriana spoke sharply. “Maybe it's Wenghorn and his soldiers, Rerun. If he's here, you're adead man,
Rerun."

"Y ou'd better hope s0,” Fragger said. “If it's Radmuller's creatures again, well al end up in bloody
pieces.”

"I don't care,” shesaid. “Aslong as| get to seeyou diefirs.”
"Charming,” Wik muttered.

Fragger laughed. Aslong as one of his comrades had a sense of humor, there was hope. 1t meant Wik
was keeping hiswits about him.

Hislaugh was cut short when a severed head flew out of the jungle, landed with abloody splat on the
ground and rolled to hisfest.



Chapter 23

Fragger froze as another head thumped into the ground beside the first one. He nudged one over so he
could seethe face. Then heroared with laughter.

"Andriana, you'reright. Wenghorn is here."
Fragger looked closdly at the other head.
"AndsoisTat."

The Ranger lowered his sword and yelled into the jungle, “Bucaram, you Shuar son of bitch, what took
you o long?'

The uwishin popped up behind atangle of lianavines and grinned broadly at him.

Fragger heard the sound of vomiting. He turned to see Alissma Turnwaite on her knees, emptying her
stomach. Beside her, Andriana sat in white-faced shock. Buurk's knees buckled and he sank to the
ground next to Red. Only Wik remained standing, hiseyeswidein ddighted disbelief.

"| told you there was away, didn't |7 Fragger said to the vidman before whooping and running to grab
Bucaram and lift him off hisfeet. Shuar warriors poured out of the jungle to surround them, shouting and
celebrating.

Fragger set Bucaram down and gripped him by the shoulders. “1 take back every word | ever said about
you baing ugly!"

"Colond, | can't say the samefor you. Y ou get uglier every timel seeyou!”

"Ain't it thetruth, Bucaram! But being ugly and dive beatsthe hdll out of the dternative.”
The uwishin surveyed the scene behind the Ranger. “Is everybody okay?"

"Red's hurt and in bad shape. He lost abattle with Lord Lesto.”

"Lesto? Whereishe?'

"Dead. | killed him."

"More good news,” Bucaram said. “Although | don't think Lady Lesto will agree with me. She's hurt, as
wdl?'

"Yeah, | broke her arm accidentdly."”

"Isshedill trying to kill you?'

"You don't know the haf of it."

"It'sgood to know that some things haven't changed.”

"Thanksalot!"

Bucaram grinned a him again. “My wivestry to kill me dl thetime. Why should you be any different?’

"I don't think they're quite so dedicated to the task as Doctor Lesto is.”



"True, colond, very true."
"When did you hear my sgnd?'

"l didn't hear any signd, colond. | didn't need one, anyway. The Aiforiansheard it, and dl | had to do
wasfollow Wenghornand Tat."

Fragger glanced down at the severed heads. “Obvioudly, you caught up with them at some point.”

Bucaram nodded. “1 did asyou said. | waited in the jungle while |s0's forces engaged the Aiforian main

body. When | saw Wenghorn lead a party away from the battle looking for you, my men and | followed
them with no trouble. Elephants are quiet compared to these Aiforians. We harassed them every step of
theway until they logt discipline. Then it was easy to pick them off."

"What about 1s0? Is he okay?’ Fragger asked.

"Fine and on hisway back to our ship.

"What about the Aiforian ship?'

"Gone, colond. 1so got on the commlink and told me he didn't have enough strength to takeit.”
"Damn! | knew it was along shot, but till | hoped..."

"No timefor regrets,” Bucaram said. “It'stime to celebrate and rest before we set out for the ship.”

Fragger looked over at the unconscious Salinsky. “ Red won't be doing any celebrating. | wish there were
away to get him back faster.”

"Thereisnone, colond. And your brief timein the jungle has taught you one thing. Enjoy the moment
snceit may beyour last. Come, I'll tend to Red while you and the othersrest. But, first, you have one
duty to perform.”

"Whet'sthat?'

"Turn off the suit'ssignal. We don't need any uninvited guestsfor tonight's cel ebration.”



Chapter 24

The smell of roast pig woke Fragger. His mouth watered as he got up and joined the party around the
fire. It wasn't apig turning on the spit. It was atapir. Chichawas being passed fredly about the circle of
Shuar, and Wik wasin the midst of them, swilling the beer with his usua abandon. Thetwo Aiforian
women sat back in the shadows, frightened by dl the drunken men but eating hungrily.

"Colond!” Bucaram called. “We saved the tapir's rear end for you. Asyou say, it takes one to know
one"

A roar of laughter went up, and Fragger grinned as he sat cross-legged beside the uwishin. Bucaram
diced a piece from the tapir and handed it to him, long with a skin of beer. Fragger wolfed down the
mest and chased it with aswig of the chicha. The strength of his hunger made him redize hed get Sck if
he ate at too fast a pace. He forced himself to dow down by asking, “Have you set up sentry posts,
Bucaram?'

The Shuar chieftain gave him an offended look. “Do you think | madeit &l the way here without proper
precautions?"

Bucaram peered closdly at Fragger, “ Y ou're till tired and not fully awake, colondl, or you wouldn't have
asked me such asilly question. My men arein place dl about our position.”

"Sorry,” Fragger sad. “How's Red?'

"He seems better. | gave him apotion of headroot, and his shivering seemsto have quit.”
"That's good. Any sign of consciousness?"

"No."

Fragger glanced a Andrianaand Alissma beyond the fire. Flame shadows danced on their drawn
features.

"Y ou've warned the men to leave the women done?'

Bucaram laughed. “1 have, not that there was any need to do so. They're convinced Lady Lestoisa
witch—"

"They got that right,” Fragger interjected.

"—and Lady Turnwaite, well, they think sheld be asworthlessin bed assheisin therest of her life. So,
the women are safe.”

Fragger took another dice of tapir meat and chewed it dowly as he asked, * Bring me up to date on what
happened after | left the battle.”

"They had many troops, colond. They poured out of the ship like ants. But crazy antsl The Aiforiansare
fearsome soldiersin amass attack. They swarmed at 1so and his men and would have overrun them
eadly if 1so had remained out in the open. But, of course, he didn't do that. Like adl off-worlders, the
Aiforians seem to underestimate us. Of course, | didn't see the entirefight, but 1so told me that hed had a
amall force bait them with a‘ panicked’ retreat while the main body flanked them.”

"Classc,” Fragger said with satisfaction.



"|s0 decimated the Aiforians until they made aretreat of their own back toward the ships. Our men
followed them and fought under the heavy guns of the ships where they couldn't be reached by the enemy

fire power."
"That soundslike Iso,” Fragger said. “ Alwaystaking the fight to the enemy. Were there many casuaties?'

"Very few,” Bucaram answered. “He's very happy about that, of course, but he's also happy about
something dse”

What?"
"Hetook prisoners before he retreated back into thejungle.”

"| don't see any reason to be happy about prisoners,” Fragger said. “It just means more mouths—"
He stopped as an impish grin grew on Bucaram'sface.

"Y ou're holding something back on me,” the Ranger accused.

The uwishin nodded. “The prisoners are very specid.”

"How s0?'

"They're both pilots.”

"What? How? Pilots wouldn't be in the middle of the battle."

"Iso led araiding party on board and, as he said, got lucky."

"Oh, my God! They're qudified to pilot our ship?'

"es"

"But will they cooperate, that's the question.”

"They haven't got much choice.”

"That's not what | mean, and you know it. Will we be able to trust them? Will we be able to—"
"Colond, cam down. Y ou're babbling."

Embarrassed, Fragger lgpsed into slence.

"Loss of manhood is apowerful motivator for prisoners,” Bucaram said.

The Ranger raised an eyebrow. “The most powerful | can think of. Has Iso's threet to cut their nuts of f
worked?'

"Is0 tells me they're now most cooperative. Of course, as your ancient Earth saying goes, he's promised
them acarrot aswell asagtick.”

"What'sthe carrot?’
"Freedom once your destination isreached.”

"Do they believethat promise?’



"He gave them hisword. More important, he gave them your word.”

"I'm surprised they accepted it, Bucaram. With my reputation among the off-worlders, why would they
trust my word?

"Y our reputation is black indeed, except it seemsin that one respect. The propaganda machines may be
in high gear, but soldiersknow the redl truth about each other."”

"That'sgood.”

"Yes yesitis”

The sudden distance in Bucaram's tone made Fragger ask, “What'swrong, old friend?"
"Y ou have a decision to make, colond.”

"Whét decison?

"Y ou know what | mean."

"No, | don't"

"Don't be coy, colonel. We have pilots so we can now leave the planet, but the ship isn't big enough for
al of us. So, thedecision is, who goes and who stays. Have you thought about how you'll make the
section?’

Fragger sighed and took another swig of beer. “No, damn it, | haven't. | only know that | don't want to
leave anybody behind.”

"But you haveto,” the uwishin said. “ The cold facts say thereis no other way. However, | will makethe
decison alittle easer for you."

"What are you getting at?'
"Should you get off the planet, | won't be going with you.”
"I think I know the reason why, Bucaram, but | need to hear you say it."

The uwishin gestured toward the jungle. “My people were forcibly moved to this planet, and for that |
will never forgive EarthCorp. But, for better or worse, it's the home of the Shuar now. When | wasin the
midst of battle, | watched the Aiforian soldiersfail to adjust to their surroundings. They flopped around
likefish out of water. | redlized then that if | were on their planet or any other one, | would be the same."

"We don't haveto goto aplanet liketheirs,” Fragger said. “We could find ajungle world like thisone.”

"It would be matter of chance, and you know it, colonel. There are no guarantees that we would reach
such aplanet.”

"Guaranteesareanilluson in thistime, Bucaram."

"Y ou're avoiding the facts. The dropship istoo smal for al of us, and | will not leave my family or any of
my people behind. Besdes—"

"On adropship, | would fed usdless. | can pilot smal ships, but, on large ones, | have no skills. Worse,



ships are cold places and confined. They're not warm like thejungle.”

"Y ou're the most adaptable man | know,” Fragger argued. “ Besides, there are no hellhounds on
dropships on other planets. No dipsnakes. No slverbacks trying to tear you apart.”

"They arefearsome enemies,” the uwishin agreed. “But they are enemies| know. | can ded with them.”
Fragger sudied Bucaram closdly. The Shuar's black eyes glistened moistly in thelight from thefire.
"There's something more?"

"Y es. My wives have refused to go with me.”

"Y ou could order themto go."

Bucaram brushed at his eyes and laughed. “Y ou gill do not understand the Shuar, do you? We are
familieswho make decisonstogether. In time of war, | am their leader. Otherwise, we are—"

"A democracy?'
"Yes. A fractious one, sometimes, asal familiesare, but ademocracy nonetheless.”

Around them, singing rose, accompanied by the beating of monkey-skin drums. It was a celebration of
victory, but to Fragger, it had the tone of sadness.

"Thereisan dternative, colond,” Bucaram said after they'd listened for afew moments.
"Whichis?'
"Y ou could ay."

"It wouldn't work, and you know it,” Fragger said. “If | stay, the attacks will never end. The governments
of the Renowned Systems have endless resources. Y our people would be destroyed, if not the entire
planet. | don't think | could hold al my men together, either. They long for familiar homes, just asyou

do."

Bucaram swung his body toward Fragger and said earnestly, “We've fought the off-worlders very
successfully. There's no reason to believer that we can't continue doing the same. They don't know the
jungleaswedo.”

"Eventudly, they'll learn,” Fragger said. “And if they can't fight aswell in the jungle aswe do, they'll find
someone who can. People from another jungle planet. It will only be amatter of time."

He paused and added, “We can't afford to decelve oursaves with foolish fantasies.”

The uwishin nodded. “Wdll, we will welcome those soldiers of yours who decide to stay. How do you
plan to choose who goes and who doesn't?!

Fragger shrugged. “I'll call the men together, explain the situation and ask for volunteers. Then, | don't
know ... alottery?'

"It will beadifficult decison, colond. | don't envy you."
"Let'sforget it for now,” Fragger suggested.

"A good idea,” Bucaram agreed. “Weve won agreet victory and should celebrate. The Aiforians fought



bravely, but we fought better and harder.”

"I knew their soldierswould fight well, but what about Wenghorn and Tat, Bucaram? How did they
fight?'

"Very wdl, tomy surprise,” the uwishin answered. “ The ambassador, in particular. He fought with
consderableferocity and skill. | did him the honor of killing him mysdf.”

"A kind show of respect,” Fragger said. “Did he have a chance to say anything before he died?!

"Asamatter of fact, hedid. Before | took hisdagger from him and cut histhroat to end hismisery, he
spoke. Hesaid to tell you, ‘I hope Lady Lesto cutsyour tiny bals off and has them for breakfast.””

Fragger laughed and lifted his chichain salute to the fallen ambassador. “A fina insult! Good for
Wenghorn. He died likeaman.”

Bucaram raised his own skin of beer. “To brave warriors. They bring honor to the living and dead.”
Fragger drank deeply and felt the beer take the deep ache out of his bones.

Bucaram rose, saying, “ Enough talk of death. Let'sjoin the others. Asaways, | will outsing and outdance
you."

"Sincel don't Sng or dance, victory will beyours,” Fragger said. “ So, | think I'll just it here and watch.”

For abrief moment, he thought of pulling Bucaram back down and continuing the argument for the
uwishin to leave the planet. He dismissed the thought quickly as the Shuar |eader joined the dancers
around thefire.

He knew Bucaram'sdecison wasfind.
Andit'sright! hetold himself fiercely.

Thistime, it was histurn to brush at hiseyes.



Chapter 25

Days later, Fragger led the group into the clearing around the dropship. Despite thewind and rain
swamping the area, 1so strode out to meet them with agrin asbig asthe ship itsdlf.

"Colond, how wasthe journey?'

"It was s0 easy | nearly didn't know what to do with mysalf. No gorillas, no dipsnakes, no baboons.
Nothing. It allowed usto make good time. What's your Situation?’ Fragger asked as he took in the scene
about the dropship. Guards marched the soggy perimeter. The on-duty gun crews manned their cannons
and sprayguns and were at the ready while the off-duty crews oiled and greased their personal weapons
benesth dripping tarps.

"Everythingisin order here,” 1so said. “A few attacks, random and unorganized. Either Radmuller is
dead, or he'sregrouping.”

"He's not dead, 1s0. He escaped me in the fight with Lesto so consider him to be regrouping. What about
the pilots you captured? Are they in good shape?'

"Yes. | madeit clear to the men that they're our ticket off the planet so they've been treated well by
everyone.

"Good."

Iso's smile dropped as he looked beyond Fragger at Sainsky lying on an improvised stretcher. “What
about Red?'

"Still unconscious, but Bucaram has been tregting him with aliquid concoction of headroot, something
caled cat's claw, and other herbs only an uwishin knows about.”

Iso was skeptical. “Do you think they'd do any good on ahead injury?"

"I don't know, but I've learned to respect the Shuar's medicina knowledge. It beat doing nothing,
anyway. Still, we need to get himinto sick bay and find out what's going on with hisbrain.”

Iso ordered two men to carry Red into the dropship, then asked, “What about the others?’

Fragger looked back at the Aiforian women. They were sweaty and dirty with their clothestorn by the
jungle and the battle with Radmuller's creatures. Exhaustion had written itsalf deep into their faces.
Grimacing, Andriana clasped the broken arm with her free hand. Beside them, Buurk sat, gingerly leaning
againg atree and rubbing at his own wound.

"Andriana and Buurk need to go to sick bay aswdll, 1s0."

"The enemy injured them?'

"Not exactly,” Fragger answered. “I'll explain later."

"What about the vidman?’ 1so asked, nodding toward Wik who sat, eyes closed, next to the Martian.
Fragger chuckled. “ Ain't nothing wrong with him that askin or two of chichawon't cure.”

Iso raised an eyebrow. “Really? Of all your party, he'sthe onel least expected to come back.”



"Don' let the sizefool you. HE's tougher than a coconut and has balls about the same size"
|0 greeted this remark with adubious look.
"|s0, hetook on adipsnaketo save my life”

Surprise replaced the doubt in Watanabe's eyes. “ Him! ? He wouldn't make an appetizer for abeast like
that. Areyou sure you're not telling me one of your Ranger tall tales?"

"Every word istrue,” Fragger said. In an amused voice, he added, “Wik is quite proud of hisactions. He
wantsto be caled ‘ Snake.’”

Iso laughed. “ It sounds like he's earned the honor, S0 * Snake' it is. Who would have thought it? Thelittle
manisawarrior. Youll haveto tdl the story for usal.”

Fragger chuckled. “Don't worry. Wik will besureto tell it."

"With courage like that, he/d make a good candidate for the Rangers. Areyou going to ask himtojoin?’
| so asked.

"No, | think well let him make the decision by himsdf. In hisown way, he's prickly proud and would
probably think we were trying to compromise his journalistic integrity. Just make sure everyone treatshim
with respect. I'm sure that hel's had little enough of that in hislife."

"And that will suck himinto our life,” 1s0 said with gpprova. “ Shrewd thinking, Colonel.”
"At the moment, I'm not thinking at dl. We dl need rest. Especidly Andriana."

"Why her? She'sinjured, but her wound doesn't look as bad asthe rest.”

" She's pregnant.”

"You dog! Congratulationd™

"Saveit. She'ssworn to kill the child."

"o

"Get her fixed up, 150, and then send her under guard to the Shuar women. They'll make sure she doesn't
do anything to harm the child. Better yet, get Alissma Turnwaite over here"

Iso ordered a corporal to fetch the woman. The soldier came back with the bedraggled Aiforian
noblewoman. Between strands of hair plastered againgt her face, avenomous stare fixed itself on
Fragger. Thelook had become so common he thought it had frozen into her features.

"Alissma, you're going with Andriana. Y ou'll both stay with the Shuar women. And | have ajob for you."
"l won't do anything for you, Rerun!"

"Y ou don't have any choicein the matter. | want you to take care of Andriana.”

"I'm dready doing that, youidiot!"

"I mean | don't want her hurting hersdf or the baby."

"She haan't tried anything yet,” Alissmasaid. “ Shewantsyou to diefirg.”



"I'm well aware of that, but she'stired now and she can't get at me, so she may want payback any way
shecan."

Alissmashrugged. “It's none of my business™

"Itisnow."

"l can't stop her if she wantsto harm herself.”

"Yes, you can."

A smirk curled her lips. “Why, if | fail, what are you going to do to me that you haven't aready done.”
"Kill you."

The ethnologist paled. “ Y ou're not serious?!

"It'sapromise,” Fragger said. “And | dways keep my promises.”

"Y ou bastard! Y ou might aswell execute me on the spot. Andrianadoes what she wants, and | can't stay
awake twenty-four hoursaday."

"Then | suggest you use your head,” Fragger said. “ Tell her what will happen to you if she killsthe baby.
Organize the Shuar women so she's never aone. | know you'll do agood job. Y our life dependsoniit.”

After the ethnologist Ieft on shaky legs, 150 studied Fragger for along moment before saying, “ This baby
meansalot to you. Areyou missing your family again?'

Fragger nodded. “Y es. I've dways been afamily man. | like children. I love them. And, who knows, this
one may be specid if the genes carry my MASER ahilities”

"l understand,” 1so said. “Everyonewantsto live forever. That'swhat children arefor.”
"So, when are you going to have kids?’ Fragger asked.

"Me?I'mawarrior, plain and smple. It wouldn't be fair to awoman or the child. Just another
complication | don't need.”

"That'sall our lifeisabout,” Fragger said. “Complications. Don't let them stop you. Besides, it'sagreat
way to aggravate your enemies. Just imagine, abunch of little Watanabes wreaking havoc on the
Renowned Systems.”

"We have amisson to accomplish first,” Watanabe reminded him.
"What'sthat?"
"Saying dive"

"A good reminder,” Fragger admitted. “ All right, let's get everyone taken care of and well worry about
your lovelifelater.”

"There's another mission you have to accomplish, colond.”
"And that would be?"

"Seep. | want you fully dert to ded with our next step, and that's getting off this planet and staying in one



piecewhilewedoit."
"Y ou going to tuck mein, 1s0?" Fragger asked.
"If I tuck my sword up your ass, youwont deep at al.”

The Ranger tried to laugh, but awave of weariness cut the effort off. “Well have another issue to settle,
Is0. We cant fit everyone on the ship. Some of the men will haveto stay.”

"Therell be time enough to decide that later. Get insde, colond.”
Fragger accepted the order and walked toward the ship.
It'sgood to be home, such asitis.

When he woke up, Red was the first thing on his mind. Fragger rolled out of hisbunk, cursing the deep
achein hisbones. A buzz sounded from the door before he had finished putting his shirt on.

"Enter,” hesad.

The door did open. A young, blond private stood holding atray with diced bananas and pinegpples and
acup of headroot tea.

Damned kid looks like Opie of Mayberry, Fragger thought as he automatically appraised the soldier's
bearing. Except for the eyes. They look haunted.

"What'sthis, private?’ he asked. “1 didn't order any breskfast."

"Sergeant Watanabe's ordersto me, sir.”

"Takeit avay. I'm not hungry."

The soldier shifted uncomfortably but stayed puit.

"Son, what's the problem?"

"Sir, the sergeant said | was not to leave until you'd eaten your breskfast.”

"Oh, hedid, did he? Wdll, I'm countermanding that order. Get your ass out of here, private."
The soldier squirmed harder, but held his ground.

"Did you hear me, private?’ Fragger said. Hisjoints twinged from the accumul ated actions of so many
battles, and the pain made him irritable.

| may have MASER ahilities, but the body istill dl too human, damniit!
"Yes gr!"
"Then, moveit!"

Beads of sweat broke out on the soldier'sforehead. “1 can't, Sir. Watanabe said he'd have my *guts for
gaters if | cameback with afull tray.”

"Y ou don't know what garters are, do you, private?"



"No, gr, but | caught the meaning.”
"Well, far be it from meto have you face the wrath of Watanabe. Put the tray down. I'll egt it."

The private obeyed, placing the tray on the smal table againgt the bulkhead opposite the bunk. He
moved next to the door and assumed a parade rest position.

Fragger glared a him. “Why aren't you leaving, private?'
"Sergeant Watanabe's orders, sir. I'm not to leave until you've eaten dl the food.”
"Goddamnit, | don't require anursemaid, especidly one asugly asyou!"

The private was sweating S0 hard Fragger thought he might dissolve on the spot, but the boy remained in
position.

Relenting, the Ranger sat down and took up afork. Ready to dig into a piece of pinegpple, he noticed a
bite taken out of it. He surveyed the plate quickly. There was a bite taken out of every piece of food.

"Did you eat some of my food, private?"

"Yessr!"

"Y ou can't bethat hungry. | feed my soldierswell.”

"Orders, gr."

Fragger glanced down at the food and back up at the soldier. “Y ou're my poison taster?”
"Yessr!"

"Wéll, youre dill diveso | assumel'm safein egting this”

"Yessr."

Fragger ate dowly while he kept a steady gaze on the soldier. When he wasfinished, he sipped at the
headroot tea. Before long, it was reducing the intengty of the aches and pains bedeviling hisjoints.

Putting the cup down, he asked the soldier, “ Okay, son, spill it. How did you fuck up?’
"Fuck up, Sr?'

"Mess up. Make amistake. Don't play coy with me, private! What's your name?”
"Riig, ar."

"Well, Riig, tdl me!"

The private's face reddened with shame as the words burst out of his mouth, “In the battle at Radmuller's
base, | panicked, sr. | ran.”

"What happened?
"Thegorillas, Sr, the baboons ... they came at our position hard and overran us ... because of me.”

"Y ou were on point?'



"Yesdr. | froze and failed to warn my squad intime.”

"How many werekilled?'

"H ... five, gr."

Fragger restrained an impulse to rise and deck the soldier.

Physcd forceisatactic used by incompetent commanders, he reminded himself.
"Had you run before, Riig?”

g7

"Y ouve been with medl thistimein thejungle. Did you freezein previous actions?'
"No, ar!"

"Areyoutdling methetruth, private?"

Riig met Fragger'seyesfor thefirg time. “Yed"

"Why do you think you broke thistime, Riig?*

The private blinked back tears before answering. “I ... don't know, sir. All of asudden, it seemed like
they'd never stop coming.”

Thisisn't aout punishment at al, Fragger redized. Iso's sending me amessage. Timeto get off the
planet. Asif | didn't know that already. The men aretired. But a poison taster? I'm not some damned
king or other piece of roydty garbage. Or isthat another message? Another traitor in our midst trying to
kill me?

The Ranger shook his head to get rid of the thoughts and reminded himsdlf, Paranoiaisthefirst step to
command pardysis.

"Sir, it won't hgppen again, | promise!”

"Damned right, it won't!” Fragger barked.

Riig snapped to attention. “ Sir, | wish to be executed.”

"Don't be so damned melodramatic,” Fragger said. “Besides, that'd be the easy way out.”
"It's better than being shunned by my buddies, sir. No one will talk to me!”

Fragger stood and walked to the private. “ Riig, every soldier has his breaking point. Y ou found yours.
Y ou can walow in self-pity or regain the respect of your squad members.”

"How, 9r?7" Riig asked in anguish.
"Y ou dready know the answer to that.”
"I don't think | can wait until the next bettle, sir. Thisiskilling me.”

"It'smaking you stronger, Riig, that'swhat it's doing. Until the next fight, accept your punishment like a



"Yessr."
"Promise me onething, Riig."
"Anything, Sr"

"When you do fight, don't do anything foolishly heroic. That's just another form of suicide. Instead, fight
effectively. Kill the enemy, not yoursdlf. | haven't got room in my ranks for stupid soldiers, only
professonas.”

"Yessr!"
"Now, takethetray and get out of here."
Riig grabbed the tray and hurried from the room.

Fragger followed the private out the door and went to sick bay. When he entered, he saw Buurk
studying the monitor on amedica device above Red's head.

"How's he doing?’ he asked the medic.

"I'm no expert a this, colonel,” Buurk answered. “But, asfar as| cantdll, the swelling within Red'sthick
head isgoing down."

"Y ou've never used that machine before?’ Fragger asked in aarm.
"Of course not, but it'sacombat version of aneurologica heder.”
"What doesthat mean?"

"It means you do some Smple programming, and it runsitsef.”

Fragger studied the prone form of Red. Salinsky's face seemed less pa e, and thefits of shivering had
disappeared. Still, the Ranger wasn't sure about Buurk's actions. Aswonderful asit was, the medicine of
the future unnerved him at times. He voiced that concern to the medic.

"Areyou sure you should have undertaken this procedure?'

Buurk scowled hisirritation. “What choice did | have? | had to get the swelling down. | had only two
other choices. Let nature take its course and hope for the best or let Doctor Lesto work on him. | don't
think you would have preferred either course.™

"Sorry,” Fragger said. “I'm just worried about Red.”

"There's nothing you can do here, colond. Red will wake up when he wakes up. I'll inform you as soon
as heregains consciousness.”

"All right,” Fragger said and turned to leave. Buurk's voice caught him before he got to the door.
"Thanks, colond.”

"For what?'

"For everything out therein thejungle.”

"Y ou acquitted yoursdf well,” Fragger said. “ Amazing what aman can do when hislifeisontheline, isn't



it?"
"| ill don't likekilling, colondl. | just want you to know that.”

Fragger smiled. Asaways, the big Martian struggled with his conscience. “I hope not. It's not your job,
and | won't ask you to do it, except when your lifeison theline.”

Buurk hesitated. “I only bring it up because it seems Wik has acquired areal tastefor it. | don't want to
enduplikehim.”

"Believe me, theré's no chance of that,” Fragger said. “ Soldiering isn't in your blood.”

"I'm worried that Wik will go beyond soldiering and into killing for the sheer pleasure of it, colond.”
"Point taken,” Fragger said. “I'll do my best to keep him out of trouble.

"Hestaken to cadling himsdf * Snake,” Buurk reminded him.

"A largeego in such asmall body isdangerous, | agree. I'll let him know that he'savidman firgt."
Themedic snorted. “ Snake!"

Fragger hid agrin as heleft sck bay. Buurk's tone said he was as annoyed by Wik's grab for attention as
he was by concern for the vidman'swell-being.

Ontheway to hisoffice, heingtructed an orderly to find 1so. Moments after he was settled behind his
desk, Watanabe entered.

"Bring me up to speed on the Situation,” Fragger said.

"No attacks on our position, colone, but therésalot of angry commlink chatter among the shipsin
orbit."

"How can you tdll that? Aren't the messages encrypted?’

"Either they're dill not taking us serioudly, or they're trying to decaive usinto thinking they'rein disarray,”
|so answered.

"Whichistrue, in your opinion?'

"The second. Patrol flights have increased dramatically, trying to penetrate the ship's chameleon screen.
But, it's aso true when you have that many men and that much firepower in orbit, theré's atendency to
get overconfident.”

Fragger digested thisinformation before asking, “Wheres Andriana?’

"With the Shuar women, as you ordered. Lady Turnwaite is keeping aclose eye on her since she values
her life highly. When she comes back to the ship to pick up food and supplies, the Shuar women assume
thet duty."

"Only the women?"'

Iso shook his head. “I've got guards posted about their encampment aswell. Dr. Lesto's not going
anywhere”

"Good. What about the pilots you captured? Where are they ?"



"Safdy inthebrig.”
"Have them brought here now. Let'stalk while we wait for them.”
IS0 poke an order into his commlink, then asked, “ About what, colond?"

"Don't you ‘colone’ me, Iso. | know why you sent Private Riig to me. Y ou wanted the boy straightened
out. But assigning him as a poison-taster, for God's sake? Are you serious?’

"Absolutdy."

"We've got another traitor in our ranks?"

"Not assuch."

"What does that mean?"'

"It meansthat word has gotten around that some of the men will have to stay on the planet.”
"Damnit, who told them?"

"No onetold them, asfar as| know. They'vefigured it out becauseit was obviousin thefirst place.
Someoneis not happy."

"But poisoning? What proof do you have of that?'
"A cook died. He was preparing your food."
"It could have been poor handling of thefood,” Fragger suggested. “I1t wouldn't be the first time.”

Iso shook his head in the negative. “He dropped dead on the spot, colonel. Y ou don't die immediately
from food poisoning.”

"Maybe he had a bad heart, something genetic, and didn't know about it."

"Not achance,” 1s0 said. “Bucaram said it was the frog poison they use on the tips of blowgun darts, and
he's the one who should know the symptoms. Batrachotoxin, according to Buurk and the medical
computer. A dose of 100 to 200 microgramswill kill you. That's equivalent to two or three grains of sdt.
It's potent, and there's no antidote.”

"Jesud” Fragger said. “And you assigned Riig to taste my food? Y ou're a hard bastard.”

IS0 shrugged. “ Better him than you, colond. Y ou're our ticket off this planet and into whatever life we
can achieveif we survive. Besides, Riig will prefer combat after this experience. Any soldier hates not
being ableto fight back, and you certainly can't do that against poison.”

"Y ou said you thought our soldiers were involved. Poison suggeststhat one of the Shuar isinonit,”
Fragger said.

"l said our soldiers might beinvolved, but | think it'sunlikely. I think it'sequaly unlikdly that Shuar
warriors are involved. Bucaram knows his people and says none of hiswarriorsdid it."

"Shit and double shit!” Fragger swore. “All right, control accessto the kitchen and campfires outside the
ship carefully.”

"I've aready taken precautions,” 10 said. “1've adso got my non-coms stiffening discipline.”



"Good. I'll call amesting to hash out the whole matter of who's leaving and who's staying. Right now,
there's nothing more to be done on that subject so the next order of businessisthe Aiforian pilots. Are
they here?

|s0 checked his commlink and nodded.
"Have them brought in."

Iso opened the door and gestured the pilotsin. Fragger stifled achuckle asthefirst man entered. He was
the blond twin to 10, short and squat, but instead of 1so's bulldog jaw and overhanging brow, he had a
basset hound's long face and large ears. Fragger haf expected him to trip over the ears as | so directed
him to aseat.

The second pilot's physica appearance reminded Fragger of the fighter jocks held known on Earth. The
man was dim, fit and medium-height and every inch of it was suffused with cockiness. In contrast to his
Caucasian partner, he was black with ashaved, hairless skull, anose as broad and flat as ashovel, and
brown eyesthat locked immediately onto the Ranger's.

"Names?’ Fragger asked.

"Sturl,” Basset hound answered.

"It'son my uniform or can't you read, Rerun?’ his partner said.
"Quite an attitude for aman in your postion ... Ranglin.”

"My attitude isnone of your business, Re—"

A sudden cuff alongside the head from Iso cut the sentence short.
"Y ou'll address the colond with respect and by histitle.”

"l have no—"

Fragger shook his head as 1so raised his hand again. “Y ou're not going to beat arrogance out of this one,
Iso. Obvioudy, he comes from Aiforian nobility where they've been bred to be fools.”

Ranglin brigtled at the tone.

"I'm curious, though,” Fragger said. “Every Aiforian I've seen so far has been Caucasian stock like your
friend here. Y ou're black."

"Thank you for stating the obvious,” Ranglin said as he rubbed at the spot where 1o had struck him.
“However, my ancestry isnone of your business. All you need to know isthat we are an honorable
house."

Fragger shifted hisgazeto Sturl. “That true?!
The pilot nodded his hound face glumly.

"Interesting,” Fragger said. “On aplanet full of blue-eyed Viking stock, you have black royalty. I'll bet
you al get dong like two scorpionsin abottle.”

Ranglin sneered. “We have none of your ancient prejudices about race.”



"But you've come up with plenty of new onesto replace them, haven't you?’ Fragger said.
"One can only have prgjudices toward human beings, Rerun.”

Fragger stopped another blow from Iso. “Well, whether you consider me human or not is beside the
point. Right now, | have your noble nutsin a metaphorical vise dthough | can make | get ared vise of up
herered fast.”

Sturl blanched at the threet. Ranglin maintained the sneer on hislips, but argpid blinking of hiseyes said
the threat had hit home.

"S0, you're going to pilot this ship off the planet for me. In exchange, you will live and go free a atime of
my choosing.”

"Of your choosing?’ Ranglin asked. “ That could beforever.”

"Believe me, none of uswould want you around for long,” Fragger said. “We've aready had far too
much experience with Aiforian nobility. I'd rather deal with dipnakes and protocrocs. They have more
honor.”

Ranglin pointed afinger at Fragger. “If | could get you aone for asecond, I'd teach you the meaning of
respect and honor."

"If you could get me alone for a second, you'd be dead within that second. Lord Lesto already found that

"Lord Lesto wasno friend of mine,” Ranglin said. “But hewas agreat warrior, So you lie. HEs not dead.
A Rerun like you couldn't kill him. | don't believe dl the stories about your ahilities. They'rejust good
propaganda designed to ingtill fear into your enemies.”

Fragger sghed. At times, | feel like a military Jesus, doomed to walk on water time and time again
to prove to the faithful that | amwhat | say | am.

Herose, acceerated around the desk, picked Ranglin up out of his chair and dammed him against the
bulkhead. The Aiforian's eyes barely had time to bulge before Fragger was back behind his desk. Ranglin
dropped to the floor, disbelief frozen into hisface.

Fragger pointed his own finger at the nobleman. “Y our ballswill be gone even fagter if you don't
cooperate. Am | clear?”’

Ranglin's head bobbed rapidly up and down asif a spring had replaced the musclesin his neck.
"l can't hear you!” Fragger barked.

"Ye.yes"

"Andyou, Sturl. Am | clear?’

"Yes gr!"

"All right. Pick yoursdf up off the floor, Ranglin, and let'stalk. Iso, order some headroot teafor all of us.
| believe these gentlemen could useits soothing qualities.”

Gingerly rubbing the back of his head, Ranglin got back in hischair.



When the tea arrived and was poured, Fragger said, “Let's get down to business, shall we? | need you
two to not only get us off the ground and off the planet, but through the blockade. In exchange, as|
promised, I'll set you free. Now, how are you going to accomplish thismission?"

"I don't see how it can be accomplished, Re..uh, colonel,” Sturl answered.
"l didn't ask you how it couldn't be accomplished. | don't want to hear any negatives.”

"But, there are only negatives!” the pilot perssted. “Jivaro isencircled by acombined fleet of the best
shipsthe Renowned Systems have to offer.”

"If they were truly the best, you two wouldn't be Sitting here,” 150 interjected.
Both pilots flushed and drank the teaito cover their embarrassment.
"Now, how canwedo it?’ Fragger indgsted. “1 want options.”

"Theres only one option, and that's stedth,” Ranglin spoke, gesturing at his surroundings. “ Therés no
way this ship can stand up againgt a Single magnetic accelerator cannon, let aone multiple batteries of
them.”

"Stedlth seemsto be an Aiforian specidty,” Fragger said. “How do you propose to mask our presence
from the enemy?'

"I'll have to study the ship's capabiilitiesfirgt,” Ranglin answered.
"Dont lieto me. Thisisan Aiforian ship. Y ou know its cgpabilitieswell."

"No, colond, | don't. Thisisn't astandard dropship, remember? It was the personal ship of Lord Lesto,
and it may have enhancements I'm not aware of. Lesto was an extremely accomplished engineer aswell
asapilot.”

Fragger shifted hiseyesto Sturl and pinned him with acold gaze. “Do you agree?”'
"It'svery likdy, gr."

"All right, I'll accept that for now."

"But you'll need more than that,” Ranglin continued.

"Why?

"Becauseit's difficult to hide the Sgnature of aship lifting off the surface. The ambient clutter from the
junglewill disguiseit for awhile, but eventudly wewill clear it and al dectronic eyes, believe me, areon
the surface of the planet.”

"What do you suggest?'
"A diverson of some sort to gain precioustime.”

"It'satactic I've used before,” Fragger said. “By now, your commanders are expecting it. If they're
worth anything, they've studied my thinking as much asI've sudied theirs."

Ranglin shrugged. “It'sthe only ideal can come up with."

"What kind of diversonsthen?'



"That'syour area, Colond. I'm anavd officer. Jungle warfareis not within my realm of knowledge.”

Fragger turned back to the other pilot. “ Sturl, you haven't contributed much to this conversation. What
areyour ideas?'

"I'm apilot, not amilitary planner but I'd recommend more of the same. | don't see any other way."
"What do you think, 1s0?’ Fragger asked.
"l agree.”

"All right, then,” Fragger said, making aquick decision. “1s0, have these two taken to the bridge to study
the ship's capabiilities. Ask Bucaram to join them.”

The Aiforian pilots looked blank at the mention of the Shuar's name.

"Bucaram is an experienced Shuar pilot,” Fragger explained, “ athough not on this class of ship. Hell
monitor your actions.”

Bravado made areturn to Ranglin as he sniffed, “ The Shuar are not known as outstanding spacers by any
dretch of theimagination.”

"Perhaps,” the Ranger said, “but he may surprise you, and he has one other outstanding asset you'l find
interesting should you attempt to warn the shipsin orbit.”

"What'sthat?’ Ranglin asked.
"He'sa Shuar. Helikes to shrink heads and would love to add yoursto hisbelt.”
Both pilots went pale.

Iso summoned guards. Asthe pilots got up to leave, Fragger added, “If | wereyou, I'd tread very
carefully with Bucaram and be completely honest with him. If you arentt, helll eat your guts for breskfast
before he shrinks your heads."

When the two men were gone, 10 chuckled. “Y ou're certainly turning out the bullshit today."

"Just wanted to head off any heroic actions,” Fragger said. “Let'stak. What do you think of the idea of
another diverson?'

"Probably our only option. The question is, what kind and what will it take to mount one? Our resources
arelimited.”

"lsn't that the truth?’ Fragger said, ashe Sipped at histea. “But we al want to get off this planet, don't
we? Except for Bucaram.”

"What? He's not coming with us?’

"No."

"How do you know that?"

"Hetold meinthe jungle. Thisis hishome. Hiswives havetold him they won't go."

"Shit!” Iso swore. “I wasjust growing to like thelittle bastard. Hesahdluvawarrior. So are dl the
Shuar. And I'm not sure we can afford to lose them.”



"We don't have achoice in the matter, do we?’ Fragger asked. “But his decision may work to our
advantage.”

|0 raised a questioning eyebrow. “How?"

"With the subject we just discussed. A diverson.”



Chapter 26

After they'd sketched out basic plansfor adiversion, 1so left. Fragger leaned back in hischair, grateful
for amoment to himsdf.

"There'stoo damned much going on,” he complained to the empty room. * Escape plans, poisoning plots
... shit, therésnoend to it."

Thelonging for hiswife and children pushed itsway into his head again. He shook the thought from his
head quickly.

Six hundred year old remembrances are useless. Worsg, it brings the tears too close to my eyes, and
military leadersdon't cry.

"This one damned near did,” he said to the room again.
Still, I long for someoneto talk to, he admitted to himself. Someone who's not asoldier. A woman.

He knew Bucaram would bring him awoman if he asked him to. But it wasn't the same. Fragger grunted
inamusement.

Some soldier you are! Y ou're supposed to be atough, whoring, oversexed sonuvabitch, and all you want
isawifeto come hometo.

Evenif he did have awoman in mind, he knew it wouldn't befair to her. A wife and family would end up
aspawnsin thelethal game hewas playing.

"And dead too,” he said.

Growling in exasperation, he lft the office, knowing action was the only antidote to thoughts that were
leading him nowhere.

Outside the ship, he inspected the troops, snarling and gigging petty offenders whose weapons weren't
clean and upbraiding his NCOsfor not maintaining discipline. Muttered cursesrose in hiswake. He
didn't care. It was dways good to keep soldiers dert and if they were pissed at him, they'd be pissed at
any enemy who showed up. He circled the defenses until he was back near the main hatch. He was
ready to re-enter the ship when he heard pedls of laughter. Turning, he saw Wik in the midst of aknot of
soldiersand listened to their conversation for amoment. It was clear thelittle vidman wasreliving his
moment of glory in thejungle, expertly pantomiming the dipsnake that had nearly killed the Ranger.

He should be good at the pantomime, Fragger thought. It's only the hundredth time he's done it Since we
got back.

"Wik!” he shouted. “Get your ass over here! Y ou men, get back to your positions unless you want latrine
duty for the next week!"

The soldiers scattered, leaving apeeved Wik in their wake. He showed his annoyance at being
interrupted by dowly strutting like abanty rooster in Fragger's direction.

"What do you want, colond?'
It wasn't aquestion. It was an arrogant demand.

"Let'stak.”



Wik stopped closeto Fragger, hisfists againgt hissmdl hips. “ About what?'

"In my office. Now!"

Fragger walked toward the ship, then turned when he realized that the vidman wasn't following him.
"Now!” hesaid again.

"I'm not asoldier, colond. Y ou can't order me about."

"Youllittle prick, do as| say."

"No."

Fragger glared a Wik. The vidman was as stuffed with self-importance as a Thanksgiving turkey.
Fragger quickly checked the reaction of the soldiers standing within earshot. Some of them had smirkson
their faces. Others stifled laughter. All of them were waiting to see how he reacted to insubordination.

With a swift motion, Fragger clipped Wik across the chin, dropping him to the ground. Angry whispers
broke out among the soldiers.

"Any man careto step up?’ Fragger challenged.
When no one answered, he ordered, “ Get back to your posts!™

He scooped the unconscious Wik from the ground and carried him into the ship and to sickbay. Bent
over the equipment monitoring Red, Buurk looked up in surprise as he entered and asked, “What
happened to our hero?!

"I decked him,” Fragger said and answered the medic's question before it escaped hislips. “ Because he
was insubordinate, that'swhy. | think he's okay. Just check him out to make sure.”

"Put him on the table over there,” Buurk said.

"How's Red doing?’ Fragger asked as he laid the vidman down.
"The good newsisthat there'sno brain damage.”

"And the bad news?'

"Thereisno bad news,” Buurk said as he walked over and manipulated Wik's jaw, checking for
fractures. The vidman groaned at the effort. “ Just dow news. He's still unconscious.”

"Ishegoing to be—?"

"Functiona? Colondl, you've asked methat question amillion times, and my answer isgill the same. We
won't know until he wakes up. Now, here's some immediate good news on Wik. Y ou didn't bresk his
jaw. No surprisethere. It'sasthick ashishead.”

"Theidiot chadlenged mein front of the men. | couldn't et the action stand.”
"Wik challenged you?'

"Not me, personaly. My authority. Things are tense enough around here without having acivilian
question my position, especidly onewho bardly reaches my belt buckle."



"Well, | won't say hedidn't deserveit,” Buurk said. “Lately, he'sbeen more full of shit than alatrine. Still,
| supposeit won't play well with the men. They likehim."

"Command isn't about people liking you,” Fragger snapped.
"Just stating afact, colonel. Don't get bent out shape with me aswell.”

Fragger rubbed his hands over hiseyes. “ Sorry, Buurk. With everything going on, I'm not in agood
mood. How's your own wound doing?"

The medic patted the side where Andriana had diced him with the sword. “It's heding well. It wasn't the
cut | wasworried about; it was the potentia for infection. The damned jungleisa Petri dish for every
bacteriaon the planet.”

"Not to mention idiocy,” Fragger said as Wik's moan drew his attention. The vidman's eyes fluttered
open and stared blankly at the celling until they suddenly snapped into focus. The dwarf pushed himself
onto hiselbows, scowling a Fragger.

"Y ou punched me! What the hell did you do that for?"

"For good reason.”

"What do you mean, good reason? Therewas no reason at al!"

Spluttering, the vidman searched for more words and when none came, he burst out, “I saved your lifel™

"Yes, you did, Wik. And you've been milking it for dl it'sworth since we returned to the ship. And |
don't careif you save my life again. Nobody chalenges my authority, especidly ashrimp civilian.”

Wik glared, then turned to Buurk for support. “ That'sredl gratitude, isn't it?’
"Oh, shut up!” Buurk said. “If the colondl hadn't doneit, | wasnext in lineto put afist in your face."
Wik gaped at the gentle Martian's uncharacteristic outburst.

"If you were abaloon,” Buurk continued, “you'd have risen into the stratosphere, you've been spouting
so much hot air. Here, take this pain killer and shut that big mouth of yours.”

Wik accepted a glass of water, swallowed the pill, and glowered at both men.

Fragger pulled achair next to the vidman and sat onit. “Let's have a heart-to-heart, Wik. Ever since you
tasted combat, you've gotten too big for your britches. One battle doesn't make asoldier, or ahero, out
of you. It'san insult to every soldier insde and outside this ship because they've put their liveson theline
time and again and will continue to do so without claiming to be heroes. Do you understand me?”

When Wik snorted, Fragger grabbed his shirt and jerked the startled vidman closeto hisface. “I said, do
you understand?”

"Yes,” Wik said between gritted teeth.

Fragger released his hold. “ Good. Right now, you hate my guts. No matter. I'm not running a popularity
contest. That meansif | catch any word of you showing insubordination, I'll throw you into the brig so
fast your head will spin right off your body. Arewe clear on that point, mister?

"Yes” Wik said again, but ascowl remained on hisface.



Fragger said, “I can seeyou're dtill pissed a me, so let me add athreat that will hit home with you. If
you'rein the brig, you won't be able to write astory, will you? And | know that would kill you faster than

any dipsnake.”

Outrage replaced the scowl. “Y ou promised, colond. Y ou promised me a story!"

"And I'll keep that promise. You'll get your story aslong as you keep that insufferable ego in check.”
"Y ou won't censor me?"

"WEll review it to make sure you're not inadvertently giving away vita information; otherwise, no."

"I have your word on that."

"Wes"

Wik drained the glass and handed it to Buurk. The motion made him wince and grab at hisjaw. “You
gave me ahdluvaheadache.”

"Youll live,” Fragger said as helooked down at hiswatch to check the time. Another groan made him
glance upward inirritation. “Wik, | didn't hit you that hard. Stop with the dramatics."

"That wasn't me making any noise, colond,” Wik protested.

All three men looked across the room to see Red moan and heave himsdlf into a itting position on his
bed.

"Who the hell ismaking dl the noise?” he complained.

Buurk hurried over to the corpord. “Red, you're back!"

SAinsky stared at him in bewilderment. “Back? Back where?'

"Here. Inthe ship."

Red blinked. “What's going on?"

Fragger rose and went to Salinsky, saying, “ Red, you've been unconscious for along time.”
"Colone?1 don't understand. What are you talking about?"

Fragger put ahand on the corpora’s shoulder. “ Don't you remember? Y ou fought Lesto.”
"I did?Did I kill the sonuvabitch?'

"Afraid not. Y ou came out on the short end of the stick. Lesto whacked you. Only your thick skull saved
you."

Red touched the wound on his head and winced. “ Shit. | don't remember it. So, the bastard is ill dive?
"No, hesnot. | killed him."
Red nodded and winced again. “Wdll, that's good news. Man, my head hurts."

"Y ou're not the only one with that problem today,” Buurk said as he retrieved medication and handed it
to Sdlinsky along with aglass of water. “Here, take these. It'll lessen the pain.”



"l hope s0,” Red mumbled as he swallowed the pills. “ So, what's the situation? Did we get the ship
Wenghorn promised us?"

"No,” Fragger answered. “But Wenghorn's dead, and 150 captured some pilots, so now we have the
ability to leave the planet with our own dropship.”

"More good news, | guess. But there isn't enough room on the ship for al of us, colonel. Y ou know that.”
"I know, Red, so we're going to have to leave people behind.”

"Who?'

"I haven't decided yet. | need to talk to the troops.”

"When?'

"Soon."

"I want to bethere,” Red said, diding off the bed and on to hisfeet.

"Takeit easy,” Fragger advised. *Y ou need timeto recover.”

“I'mfine"

"No, you'renot."

"What do you mean, colond ?*

"Red, you're swaying like atreein aheavy breeze."

"l am?'

Red staggered, putting a hand on the bed to steady himsdlf. “Maybe you'reright.”

He lurched backward and did to the floor. Lying on hisside, he stared glassy-eyed up at Fragger.
“Whoa.... that fedls better.”

"Get him back up on thetable,” Buurk said.

He and Fragger each grabbed an arm and stood the corpord upright, letting hisweight carry him back
onto the bed. After they'd pulled Red up into acomfortable position, Fragger took Buurk aside and
asked, “What just happened?’

"It may ssmply be that he got up too fast,” the medic answered. “ Or there may be damage we don't know
about. Only timewill tdll."

"If hecant fight, itll kill him. That'sal heknows” Fragger said.

"I know, colond. I'll keep an eye on him while he's here. Y ou'll have to do the same when | discharge
him."

"What symptomsdo | look for?"

"It all depends on which area of the brain was affected. Just look for any behaviorsthat aren't typical of
Red.”



"Hey, what about me?’” Wik demanded.
"Y ou?What about you?’ Buurk asked.
"Aren't you going to check mefurther?!

"No, asde from swelling, your jaw isfine. You caniceit down, but itll ill take time for the swelling to
go down."

"Oh, great,” Wik grumbled as he turned onto his stomach and pushed himsdf off the bed and on to the
floor. “With Jvaron heat and humidity, that meansit'll take months.”

"Get abeer,” Fragger suggested.

"Theré€'s not enough chichaon the planet to take care of it,” the vidman complained as he walked out of
the sickbay.

Fragger grinned at Buurk after Wik had left. “He bitches alot, but did you notice his pace pick up when |
mentioned a beer?'

Buurk laughed, then asked, “ Do you think helll be any more trouble, colone ?!
"l don't know. | hope not. I've got enough problems aready. Any more cases of poisoning?'

"No one's shown up with any symptoms, and | haven't received any reports from Bucaram or the
officers”

"Well, that's something, anyway."

"Colond?'

"y e

"Y ou said some of uswould haveto say behind?"
Fragger nodded. “ That's what the Situation dictates.”
"Am | going to be one who remains?’

Fragger looked sharply at the Martian. “No, not achance. Y ou're the only medica person we have
beyond the field medics. Why? Y ou don't want to stay, do you?"

Relief loosened Buurk's stiff posture as he responded, * Oh, shit, no! Asmuch as| respect Bucaram and
the Shuar, | hate Jivaro. Nothing isever dry. Everything rots, practically before your eyes. | wasjust
afradthat..."

"Y ou'd be one of the hard choices | have to make?"
llYall

Fragger gazed levelly at the Martian. “ Buurk, make no mistake about it. If | had acommand reason to
leave you here, I'd doit. That's part of my job, unpleasant asit is. But, you're going with us. Just
remember, itll be far |ess safe getting off the planet than staying oniit. Y ou may wish | left you behind.”

Buurk shook his head and plucked at histattered shirt. “Not a chance. I'd rather die quickly inthe cold
of space than disintegrate on Jivaro like our uniforms.”



"Weve been through alot together snce wefirst met on Mars,” Fragger said. “In that time, you've
learned I'll do my best to keep you dive. Barring that, | can promise you aquick death."

"Asodd asit sounds, colond, that's agrest relief to me."
"Hey, what arefriendsfor?’ Fragger joked as he | eft the Sickbay.

He headed back of the ship and took time to conduct another quick inspection of the troops to make his
presence felt again. He traded friendly insults with the soldiers who were tending properly to their
wegpons and, to get everyone's attention, braced a surly Earthcorp soldier who gave him afuck-you
saute. When he was satisfied with the discipline he saw, Fragger went down thetrail to the Shuar
women's encampment. Steam rose from the jungle floor courtesy of amorning rain and the scorching
Jvaron sun. The oppressive heat and humidity made him fed asif he were breathing water rather than air.
To keep hismind off the unpleasant climate, he ingpected the guards posted about the site. He was glad
to find their eyes were on the jungle and not the femaes. For the women and the children, Bucaram's
men had built severa thatched huts with palm trees forming support for thewals. Fragger had stayed in
many of the homes during his months on Jivaro and had come to envy the cool and airy fed of them when
he was confined in the cramped and indifferent surroundings of the ship. Outside one hut, the women
were busy plucking manioc root from apile, stripping it, and tossing into a pot of boiling water. Fragger
approached and greeted them in his halting Shuar as a courtesy. He'd picked up enough of the language
to makeafool of himsalf. The women giggled and offered him agourd of chicha He drank politely and
thanked them. When he asked about the condition of Andriana Lesto, an elderly woman gave hima
rapid update before pointing him toward ahut in the center of the clearing.

Fragger entered the home and let his eyes adjust to the dark interior. Andrianalay on a crude bed with
her back propped up against the wall. Beside the bed was asmadll junglewood table with dishes and
glasses scattered on its surface around alarge bowl of manioc paste.

Probably constipation, Fragger guessed.

Following Bucaram's advice, held used the paste himsdlf to relieve condtipation after eating too much
monkey mest, and it had worked well for him.

Seated beside the bed on asmdll tripod stool, Alissma Turnwaite fanned the doctor's sweating face with
apam leaf. She glared up a him and demanded, “What do you want?"

"To see how you're both doing."
"Asif youredly cared.”

Fragger sat cross-legged on thefloor. “1 didn't come hereto trade insults, Turnwaite. It'stoo hot for
that."

Alissmas laugh was hitter. “'Y ou can go back into the coolness of the ship any time you want whereas
you leave a pregnant woman out here in—"

"l didn't cometo talk to you, either,” Fragger interrupted and turned his attention to Andriana. “How are
youfeding?'

She brushed awet lock of black hair from her face but refused to look at him. She kept her eyesfixed on
the celling as she spoke. “1'm pregnant with your monster of achild. How do you think | fed ?"

"A Shuar woman just told me you'vetried to kill yoursdf.”



"Obvioudy, | didn't succeed.”
"No,” Fragger said. “But you may get your wish for death soon.”
Andrianaswvung a hate-filled glance full onto him. “What do you mean?"

"Well beleaving Jvaro. | have pilots now. And you'll be on the ship. We have to run the blockade, and
we may not survive."

"Good,” Andrianasaid, returning her gaze to the celling. “Aslong asyou dieaong with me."
"Not to thwart your wishes, but I'll do my best to make sure both of us stay dive,” Fragger said.
"What about me?’” Alissma Turnwaite asked. “Am | going too?"

Fragger was unable to resist yanking theirritating woman's chain. “ Y ou're an ethnologigt. | should think
you'd jJump at the chance to study the Shuar for an extended period of time."

Alissmaseyes grew wide with fear. “Y ou can't—"
"Relax,” Fragger said. “I1t wasajoke. Y ou're going too."
"It'sadamned poor joke!"

"Believeme, I'd leave you hereif | had achoice. But | don't want Aiforians killing more Shuar to find out
whereyou are. Y ou're not worth the lives of some very good people.”

"Badtard!"

The hatred of the two women filled the hut with a heat that rose above the jungle's temperature. He found
their attitudes as draining as the Jivaron climate, but he fought the urge to smply get up and leave. He
knew he had to attempt to forge some kind of peace with Andriana. Her unborn child was important.

More important than | care to admit. Every man wantsalegacy, and | sensethis could be an important
one.

"Y ou know, you two spend alot of energy despisng me. Y ou might—"
"Thereésalot to despise,” Andriana spat at him.

"As| was about to say, you might consider your child first. Assuming it'sa boy, do you want him to
comeinto theworld full of rage and hatred?’

"If he comesinto theworld, yes! Because | will teach him to come after you without mercy.”
"Asamere Rerun, | didn't think | wasworthy of that kind of emaotion.”
"You'renot!” Andrianasaid, jabbing afinger a her swollen bely. “But your actionsare.”

"Weve had this conversation before,” Fragger said wearily. “Y ou were trying to kill me. And you're ill
tryingto—"

"Red men, real human beings, don't rape women."

"Unless, of coursg, it's Aiforian men raping Rerun women,” Fragger shot back.



Revulsion contorted Andriana's featuresinto an ugly mask. “They wouldn't touch aRerun female,
Sparks! It'd belike ... bestidity."

"Then, you have alot of beastsin the nobility,” he said. “Conquerors can never resst rape. It'san
age-old method of wiping out enemies and replacing them with your line."

Andrianatwisted onto her sde and vomited onto the floor.

"The thought makes you sick,” Fragger said when she wiped her mouth and heaved hersdf back into a
reclining position. “But you know what | say istrue.”

Andrianalaid an arm across her eyes and didn't answer.

"As| was about to say, you're ill trying to kill me. How did you get the poison into the food?”
"What poison?"

"Y ou know what I'm talking about. Y ou're aclever and resourceful woman.”

"I don't know what you're talking about, Rerun, but whoever'sdoing it, | wish them luck.”
"Poison is dways the woman's choice of wegpon. It's subtle and indirect.”

"Give me awegpon, and I'll show you how direct | can be."

"Y ou're the poisoner, doctor, there's no doubt about that. Somehow, you've suborned one of the Shuar
women into sharing their knowledge of the frog poison. Or,” he moved his gaze directly onto Turnwaite,
“Alissmaisdoing your dirty work for you."

"I'm not doing any such thing!” the ethnologist said. “1 wish | were, though.”
The shifting of her eyestold Fragger shewaslying.

"Subtlety has never been one of your strengths, Alissma. Y ou've been going back and forth between here
and the ship. It would be easy for you to dip poison into the food."

"Believe what you want, Rerun.”
"Well, right now, 1so has one of my soldierstasting my food for me, so it'sausdess gambit.”

"And you complain about ustregting Reruns poorly,” Andrianasaid with aharsh laugh. “Y ou'rewilling to
kill one of your men to save your own skin."

"It was a punishment for cowardice during abattle,” Fragger said. “But | think he'slearned hislesson. It's
timeto replace him. That'swhy I've chosen anew poison-taster, and it'syou, Alissma."”

Lady Turnwaite turned white.

"You'll do your best to keep my food from being contaminated because you know that Andriana
wouldn' let even thelife of afellow Aiforian stand in theway of killing me. And | know you vaue your
lifetoo muchto diefor aRerun.”

Fragger paused to let the impact of his statement sink in and then added, “Y ou two are coming back to
the ship with me. The rulesremain the same, however, Alissma. Wedll, dmost the same.”

"Almost the same?’ Alissmaasked. “What do you mean?'



"l promised you that if Andrianaharmed hersdf or the baby, 1'd kill you. I've changed my mind on that
promise. Now, if shedies, I'll do something worse. I'll hand you over to my troops. And, if we get off this
planet in one piece, then I'll hand you over to every Rerun | find. Do we understand each other?!

Alissma Turnwaite shivered asif asudden chill had seized her in the midst of the Jivaron hest.
"| said, do we understand each other?” Fragger demanded.

Inasmal voice, she responded, “Y es, Rerun.”

"Yes, what?'

"Yes...colond."

"Good. Then you two may return to the ship with me right now. Andriana, you'll beinthebrig. It'sthe
safest place on the ship. Buurk will ook after you when Alissmais off performing her poison-tasting
duties”

"You'reapiece of dime!” Andriana shrieked.

"Thispiece of dimewill wait outsde,” he sad. “Beready to go in five minutes. If yourenat, I'll sendin
guards”

Andrianas cursing followed him as he exited the hut. The sound of breaking dishes and glass cut through
the heavy air. Around the pot, the squatting Shuar women glanced quizzicaly up a him as he ood in the
hot Jivaron sun and waited for the tantrum to subside.

He was ready to summon the guards when the doctor appeared in the doorway, supported by Alissma
Turnwaite. A bloody rag was wrapped around Andrianas right hand. As Fragger strode over to help, the
doctor swayed and reached out to the Ranger's shoulder to steady hersalf.

"What happened?’ he asked.

"l cut mysdf onapieceof glass.”

"Y our rage doesn't accomplish much, doesit?"
"No, no, it doesn't."

The uncharacteristic meekness of the answer raised darmsin Fragger's brain so he was ready when she
suddenly let go of his shoulder and swiped the rag-covered hand toward hisface.

Fragger accelerated instantly and knocked her arm away. The force of the blow spun the doctor around.
Ingtinctively, she fought to keep her balance by grabbing at her companion. The rag dapped directly onto
Alissmasface. The woman shrieked, knocked Andrianato the ground, and ran to the pot of boiling
manioc. Ignoring the scalding hest, she frantically splashed water into her mouth.

Understanding reached Fragger's brain quickly.
Treefrog poison!

He glanced down in time to see Andriana Sit up and rai se the rag-covered hand toward her own face. He
accelerated again and ripped the cloth from her hand. The action reveadled apam covered with a
protective coating of manioc paste.



If sheld touched the poison in her effort to kill me, it wouldn't have reached her skin! She would have
waited until | was dead before she tasted the toxin herself.

Hethrew the rag into the dirt and kicked it away.

A panicked gasping turned his attention back to Alissma. The Aiforian woman straightened up and
clawed at her throat and her heart asif she could pull the poison out of her body with her fingers. She
staggered, banged againgt the pot, and fell, convulsing, to the ground. A bluish color spread across her
contorted face

Cyanosis, Fragger thought, remembering his basic Ranger medical training. Lack of oxygen for the heart.

For aterrible minute, Alissma's body twitched and shuddered as the poison sent her heart and nerves
into fatal overdrive. Then, with afind arching of her back, the Aiforian noblewoman dumped to the
ground, and Alissma Turnwaite's eyes gazed sightless at the Jivaron sky.

Fragger stared in disbelief at evidence of the extremetoxicity of the poison.

A sudden movement by Andrianadrove him out of hismenta paralysis. She dove clumsily toward the
rag. The Ranger kicked it behind him before she could reach it. Sobbing, Andriana best at hislegswith
her fists. When shetried to bite him, he jerked her to her feet.

"Y ou killed your friend. Y ou killed one of your own,” he yelled, shaking her by the shoulders. “Y our
hatred for me is murdering everyone around you! When'sit going to stop? When are you going to redize
that trying to kill yoursdlf or othersis usdess?'

He shook her again.

"Theonly choiceI'mgiving youisto livel Do you understand me?

Andriana nodded weskly.

"Doyou?’ hedemanded. “Answver me!™

"es"

Fragger searched her eyes, looking for defiance. There was none there, only ableak emptiness.

An emptinessmaybe | can fill with something more positive, Fragger hoped. If not, when the childis
born, then shelll haveto die. I'm suicidd mysdlf if | allow her to keep making attempts on my life.

He picked her up and carried her back to the ship.



Chapter 27

When the men were assembled, Fragger stepped up onto an ammo crate so they could see him well. It
had been months since he'd brought Andriana back to the dropship. As he surveyed the crowd, he could
see the time spent in preparation for the escape from Jivaro had made them asrestless as the
wind-whipped junglewood trees surrounding the perimeter. It wasthe first Sgn of the hurricaneflexing its
strength over the area. Asforecad, it was amonster slorm. Tarps snapped like gunshots, echoing the
uneasiness of the soldiersfacing the Ranger. To cut through the tension, he spoke loudly.

"All right, I'm not going to mince words, men. We dl know the Situation. The dropship isn't big enough to
carry dl of usoff the planet. That means some of us haveto stay.”

He pointed to the Shuar uwishin squatted next to him. * Bucaram has decided to remain. Jvaroishis
home. I'm going on the ship because my continuing presence hereisathreat to al the Shuar people.
EarthCorp, the Ricers, the Aiforians—everybody in the damned Renowned Systems—wants me
captured or dead and will do everything they can to accomplish that objective, including wiping out the
Shuar. | can't have that on my conscience. So, if | leave, things should settle down here.”

A ripple of anxious shifting ran through the assembly as he continued, “ So, the question becomes, how
do we sdlect who goes and who remains? We're between arock and a hard place. For those of uswho
go, there's no guarantee that welll get through the blockade. For those of you who stay, you'll to adapt.”

He motioned again toward the Shuar leader who sat beside 10. “ Bucaram wel comes those who decide
to stay. Asyou well know, the Shuar are masters of the jungle and damned good fighters. Y ou can have,
if not agood life, then areasonably secure one. And, if that's not to your liking, then, remember, there's
another possibility. Trade in headroot islikely to resume once I'm gone, so some of you may be ableto
catch passage on afreighter and get home.”

A mixed reaction arose from his audience. Some soldiers nodded. Others remained grim-faced and
ullen.

"Thefirgt thing I'm going to do isask for volunteersto stay."

A burly sergeant with athick black beard stuck his hand up.

"What's your name, sergeant?’ Fragger asked.

"Backroth, Sr."

"What's your question, Backroth?"

"Who've you sdlected to go with you, the specia few?’” The tone of the question was surly.
"What do you mean, ‘ specid few'?"

"Oh, come on, sir. We know you have favorites.

"I haven't selected anyone. Everyoneisfreeto choose."

Backroth snorted. “'Y ou mean Watanabe and Salinsky and Buurk can stay hereif they want?'

"I want them to go with me, sergeant, there's no doubt about that. We've fought many battles together
and are one hdlluvafine team, but it's ill their choice.”



"Fat chance of that,” Backroth muttered.

Iso growled, “Watch your tone, sergeant. Colonel Sparks has kept your ass alive, and you'd better pay
proper respect to a man who can do that, given the fact that you move through the jungle about as quietly
asablast from aparticle cannon.”

Backroth reddened as laughter rose about him and protested, “Y ou said we could talk fregly."
"And so you can. Just keep it civil. Thisian't an easy Stuation for any of us."

"Go on, sergeant,” Fragger said. “Y ou've got moreto say.”

Backroth hesitated. “| could go on, colond, but it'snot fair.”

"What's not fair?"

"If | say something you don't like, you could kill mein no timeflat with your MASER &hilities™
"Have| ever used those abilities againgt you or any member of my command?’

"No, gir, but these are different circumstances.”

"Backroth, | won't do anything to you, so spit it out.”

The sergeant took a deep breath and said quickly, “It'sjust that some of usfed like were being fed to
Radmuller's beasts so you can get away."

A collectiveintake of breath stiffened bodies in the crowd.

IS0 bristled again. Fragger stayed him with amotion of his hand. “Backroth, I'll be blunt with you and
everyone here. Y ou seem to have forgotten that an enemy fleet surrounds this planet. That means your
chances are better on the planet than with me. Out in space, we won't be able to fight back, at least not
againgt the massed weaponry of the enemy fleet. One direct hit and we're space debris. As | said before,
we haven't got awholelot of choicesin our situation. If anyone has other ideas, I'm listening. Backroth?”

The sergeant dropped his eyes as shook his head. The Ranger swept his eyes across the rest of hismen.
When no one spoke up, he said, “Well, then, it'stime for you to decide—"

"Sir,” Backroth interrupted.

"y e

"What | said before—about saving your own skin—that's not redlly what | meant.”
"What did you mean?"

Backroth hesitated, and Fragger prompted, “ Say what you're thinking, sergeant.”
"It'sjust that ... you're our leader. Who's going to take command when you leave?’
"Bucaram would seem to be alogical choice"

"No offense, Bucaram,” Backroth said to the uwishin, “but you're not Colonel Sparks. | mean, whois?
Nobody has his ahilities. The colond, he's our good luck.”

Fragger laughed. “It's not about luck, Backroth. It's about guts, skill, determination and looking out for



your buddies. That'swhat war is. That'swhat it'll dwaysbe."

"That's true, most of the time, but not with you, sir,” Backroth said stubbornly. | mean, nobody's ever
seen anybody like you before. Nobody!"

IS0 rose to whisper in Fragger's ear before he could reply. “Thisis no time to get modest, colond. Y our
men believein your invincibility. Don't destroy that belief; useit.”

Fragger nodded. Raising himself tall, he addressed the troops again. “ Through sheer accident, | am one
of akind. Weve seen the enemy try to kill metime and time again. And, guesswhat? I'm still herel”

The men cheered.

Hejabbed afinger a them. “ And, despite the best efforts of the Ricers and Corpses and everybody else
to get rid of you, you're till here!™

The cheersgrew.

"Y ou're some kind of soldiers, did you know that? In my day, that day 600 years ago, the proudest title
any military man could receive wasthat of Ranger. And that's what you are now, the Jvaron Rangers.
I'm prouder of you than any group of men I've ever led! Y ou're the best of the best!”

Fragger waited as the cheering grew into aroar and then died down. “1've been proud and honored to
lead you in battle, and | want to do it in the future. But the timeis not right. We need a place, our own
planet, where we can build our strength and eventualy show the Renowned Systems what they're up
againgt! Think about it! Our ownworld! And, | can promiseyou this, when wefind it, it will be aplace
where atitle doesn't matter, your birth doesn't matter, your wedlth doesn't matter! All that will matter is
your gbility!"

Fragger swept his eyes across the crowd. “It'sa smple, age-old concept called democracy. Each man
and woman has astake, avote, in the government they create. Y ou own the government, not a
corporation. Y ou form the government, not the nobility. Y ou create your own destiny, not some faceless
bureaucrat feeding out of the public trough. Does that sound like it'sworth fighting for? Well, doesit?"

"Yesssl” the soldiers shouted in one voice.
"I can't hear you!"
"YESSSS"

Fragger held his hands up to hush the crowd. “WEell, then, as| said, we've got some hard choicesto
make. One we've dready discussed. Some of us have to leave Jivaro while others have to stay. For
those who stay, the choices are this—scatter and return to your home planets as best you can. Or,
remain asafighting force and train until the timewhen | return. Because | can promiseyou this, | will
return!”

The soldierslegpt to their feet, jabbing figtsin the air and shouting Fragger's name.

When the noise quieted, he said, “I'm not going to give you some crap about making sacrifices. Wedl
know that's part of being in the military. So, if were going to make sacrifices, let'sdo it for each other,
not some chickenshit politicians and so-caled noblemen. From now on, we fight for what we've dways
fought for, our buddies. And one more important goal, and that's a future of freedom! I'm not invincible,
but I'm as close as any man isever going to get. And that near-invincibility isyoursif you continue to
follow me! Right here and now, I commit to your freedom and the freedom of your families. Because,



you know what? We're going to extend that freedom to every single person in the Renowned Systemd!”

"So, make your choice now!” Fragger shouted to the crowd. “ Slavery to acorporation, davery to
arigocrats ... or freedom!™

"Freedom! Freedom!” the soldiers chanted.

"Then haul your asses up off the ground and get to work on who goes and who stays. I'm not going to
waste any moretime on this speech!”

Fragger stepped down from the ammo box amidst the continued cheering.

"Was that what you wanted?’ he whispered to 1so.

Hisfriend grinned a him. “ Rangers dways lead the way, colond.”

Let's hope so, Fragger thought as he shook the hands of the excited soldiers about him.

Because this has to be longest shot in the history of humankind.



Chapter 28

"Okay, let'sgo over it once again,” Fragger said to Bucaram while 1so and Red listened. The four men
had positioned themsalves on the leeward side of alarge junglewood tree to get out of therising wind.
Bucaram's toucan-feather head dress fluttered wildly about his head. The uwishin rolled hiseyes et the
request.

"Weve gone over thistoo many timesto count, colond.”
"Humor me"

Bucaram sighed. “| occupy Radmuller's old base and, at random intervals, squirt the fal se messages
indicating you're at that position having cornered Radmuller. When they attack, we fight long enough to
convince them it'salast-ditch effort, and then we disengage.”

"That's right. Just fight long enough to be convincing, but don't—I repesat, don't—fully engage the enemy
force, Bucaram.” Fragger stared hard a the uwishin. “Am | crystd clear on that point?”

Bucaram grinned a him. “ Absolutely, colond.”

"Don't let your men get their blood up. Most important, don't you get your blood up and lose control.”
"Don't worry, colondl. Unlike Iso and Red, I'm aprofessond.”

Thetwo men snorted at the friendly insult.

Fragger put his hand on Bucaram's shoulder. “1'm serious. If | come back and find that you've lost
vauable men in lame heroism, I'll kick your ass twice around the planet and then once more for good
meesure.”

Bucaram laughed. “ An empty threat, colonel, snce my wives do that every day. But, don't worry, the
order will be obeyed. | have to take care of my people. Especialy Red.”

Salinsky's bullet-shaped head snapped toward Fragger. “What? Y ou're leaving me here?"
"Yes. Youll report directly to Bucaram.”

"Why? And why didn't you tell me before?”

"I'm sorry, Red. It wasadecision | hated to make, but | hadto do it.”

"But, why?’ Sdinsky repeated.

"For two reasons, Red. Most important, | need someone to hold the troops together on Jivaro until |
return, and you're the best man for the job. And..."

"Andwhat?’ Red demanded.
"You're not fit for combat yet."
"Thefuck I'm not!"

"Settle down,” Fragger ordered. “That blow Lesto gave you is il affecting your skills. I've watched you.
Y our reaction times are dow, you forget things, and your judgment, never your best quality, islacking.



And you're even moreirritable than usud. For now, you're aliability in any pressure Stuation.”
"A ligbility!” Red sputtered.

"l said ‘for now,” Red. Y ou need time to recover. That means no combat."

Red stomped out into the wind, paced back and forth in agitation before turning to face Fragger.
"No, goddamniit! No!"

"Red—"

The corpord stabbed athick finger at Fragger. “Y ou'retdling me I'm worthless, that I'm not good
enough to come aong with you. And, you know what, that's bullshit! Bullshit!”

"Stop shouting, Red. Thisisexactly what I'm talking about.”
"I've got every right to shout, goddamnit!™

"And I've got every right to make sure your ugly hide staysin one piece!” Fragger said. “You're of no
value to me dead or making bad decisions that cost good trooperstheir lives. So, it'sadirect order. You
will stay with Bucaram. Y ou will train the troops to the highest degree of efficiency. And you will stay out
combat until Bucaram is satisfied you're hedlthy enough to be an asset and not aliability. And one more
thing, Red."

"What?’" the sergeant asked in asullen tone.

"I will come back for you. | promise you that. | guaranteeit. And when | do, you'll have apromotion and
as many battlesto fight asyou want. But thefirst order of businessisto get hedthy.”

"But...!"
"Get your gear, soldier!” Fragger ordered. “Thisdiscussonisover.”

Red emitted a deep, viscerd growl. He clenched and unclenched hisfists severd times beforefinaly
sduting and stalking away toward the ship.

"I didn't want it to bethisway,” Fragger said with asigh.
"You didn't expect it be any different, did you?’ 10 asked.
"No, not redlly, but | was hoping.”

"It'stheright decison, colond. Red isaliability right now. | will misshisskills, but | wouldn't want him
aongsde mein combat at thistime. I'd be so worried about him that I'd become |ess effective mysdlf.”

Fragger nodded. “1 know, but | hope | don't have to do that again soon."”
He turned to Bucaram. “ Take care of Red's sorry ass, will you?"

"Don't worry, colond. | will. Red is not acomplicated man. To make sure herests, | will supply him with
chicha, athough I'm not sure we can make enough beer to keep histhirst satisfied. And if that isn't
enough, well, for reasons beyond my understanding, severa of our women find him ... interesting.”

Fragger chuckled and said, “Wdll, heisabig man in every respect,” before turning serious.



"Thisisnot theway | wanted to leave, Bucaram.”

The uwishin smiled. “I'm not glad to see you go, but my wivesare. Y ou know women. They're al about
peace and sability, and those are two things you never bring with you."

Fragger returned the smile briefly, then put his hand on Bucaram's shoulder.

"Areyou sure you want to carry out the diverson? It would be safer to smply take the troops and your
people and melt into thejungle.”

Bucaram waved the idea aside with aflick of hishand. “Wewill hold their atention long enough for you
to escape, and then we will scatter. They'll be so greedy to capture the infamous Colond Sparksthey'll
cometo uslikefliesto adead dipsnake, only the snake will be very much aive and very dangerous.

Y ou'll have your opportunity to get off the planet. Make the most of it. | want you back if no other
reason than to take Red off my hands.”

"Good, then let's get this plan into—"
"Beforel leave, | havethree giftsfor you, colond” Bucaram interrupted. “Oneis my daughter, Amaia—"
"That's unnecessary,” Fragger objected. “1 don't need awife, and it wouldn't befair to her.”

Bucaram laughed, “ She won't be going dong asawife. Shelll be anursemaid for your child wheniit's
born. You can't let Lady Lesto do it. Sheld kill the baby. And if she couldn't kill it, she wouldn't nurseit.
The baby won't feed itsdlf.”

"But it'sadangerousjourney. Amdiamay die."

"Her hushand was killed in the battle at Radmuller's base soon before her son was born,” Bucaram said.
“It's made her very sad, and she needs her mind diverted.”

He sighed and added, “To tell the truth, you'd be doing me afavor. She dways was arestless child, very
unlike aproper Shuar woman. She wanted to accompany men on hunting trips. Perhaps going with you
will rid her of these desires, and shelll recognize her true place upon her return. Tell meyou'l take her."

Fragger nodded reluctantly.

Bucaram pulled an object from his belt. “Hereisyour second gift. | want you to havethis. It'sawarrior's
breast plate.”

Fragger took the gift, admiring its craftsmanship. Twisted bark formed the outer shield-shape. Suspended
inthemiddle of it wasasmdll toucan's head, its black-and-yellow beak pointed downward. From the
toucan, blue feathers fanned outward to the border. Above and below the head were figures painted on
bark in bright yellow, red, gold and white colors. At the bottom of the breast plate, more feathers hung.

"It will protect you, colonel. The border iswrapped with the hair of many of your enemies”
"I'm honored,” Fragger said as he dipped the breastplate twine over his head.

"It'san old practice of the Shuar that we brought with usfrom Earth. | madeit for you."
"Thank you, Bucaram."

"And heresathird gift, colonel. | found it strapped to Wenghorn'sleg.”



Bucaram handed Fragger an Aiforian dagger. The Ranger took it fromitsleather sheath and examined it.
The stabbing weapon had a birch wood handle wrapped with oxhide attached to arazor-sharp four-inch
blade. The svastikas etched into the metal showed fine craftsmanship in the Nordic style.

"It's beautiful work,” Fragger said. “But fundamentally usslessfor modern combat. | don't understand
why hewaswearingit.”

Bucaram shrugged. “| don't either. | suspect it'safamily heirloom, perhaps handed down from warrior
ancestors as part of aproud tradition.”

|0 snorted at the sentimentality. “ The proud tradition was probably one of nating other Aiforians.”

"Nevertheless, it will o bring luck,” Bucaram said. “It takes power from your enemies and givesit to
you."

"Three wonderful gifts,” Fragger said, “and | have nothing to give you.”
"Return,” Bucaram said. “ That will be gift enough.”
Fragger took the uwishin's hand and shook it firmly.

"That'sapromise| intend to keep. By thetime | return, the Renowned Systems will know of the Shuar's
bravery and great hearts. I'll make sure Wik broadcasts your people's deedsto al planets.”

Iso placed his hand on top of theirs. “I've never known a better man or a better warrior. Good luck,
Bucaram. May you live long enough for your many wivesto make your lifetruly miserable.”

"And, you, 1s0,” Bucaram said, “may you live long enough to produce children who are even uglier than
you are.”

A slencefdl over the three men. Fragger broke it by snapping a salute for Bucaram.
"On your way, then. Well wait for your sgnd.”

Bucaram turned to his men and shouted orders as he walked away.

"Tough little bastard,” Fragger said to 0.

"The toughest,” 1s0 agreed.

The Ranger shook himself free of the sadness he felt at the parting. “ L et's find Red and make sure he
joins Bucaram."

"Y ou don't think Red'll do anything stupid, do you?’ the sergeant asked.
"In his condition, who knows?'

The two men walked back toward the ship. Fragger stopped a soldier and asked him if he knew where
Sdinsky was.

"Oh, yeah, definitely, ar,” the soldier answered. “He damned near knocked me down as| came out of
the mess. That'swhereyoull find him."

The two men found Red sitting one at atablein the middle of the dining area, histhick jaw furioudy
chewing a adab of monkey steak. About him, three chairslay mangled on the deck. In the farthest



corner of the galley, afrightened cook had backed himself against thewall. A shaking hand held acarving
knife for protection.

Fragger pulled an intact chair from another table and sat down across Sdinsky. 1so sat beside him.
"Fed better now that you've broken some furniture, Red?’ the Ranger asked.

His question was answered with aglare.

"Y ou plan to destroy the whole ship because you're pissed at me?”'

The corpora stabbed the fork into apiece of steak and shoved it into his mouth.

"If you want to stick that fork into me, go right ahead,” Fragger said. “ Y ou've got every right to be
pissed, but it doesn't change the Situation.”

Red stopped chewing and pointed the utensi| at the Ranger. “We're ateam. Teams stick together."”
"Were dtill ateam, Red. We dwayswill be."
"That'saload of crap!"

"It'strue. Sometimes, teams have to separate. It'safact of life, and you know it. | told you I'll come
back. | dways keep my word, and you know that too. Six hundred years ago, | signed on to the Ranger
creed, “Never will | fail my comrades,” and | till keep that creed today. Have | ever failed you, Red, in
battle or on a persond level?

"Not in battle, but, on apersona leve, you just did that today, colond.”

"You ungrateful idiot,” 1s0 burst out. “He saved your butt from Lesto.”

The corpora'sthick face reddened. “ Easy for you to talk, 1so. Y ou're not the one staying behind."
"Quiet, both of you,” Fragger said asthe two men leaped up and glowered at each other. “ Sit down.”
"l said St down!” he shouted when neither man budged. “ That's an order!”

Taut as overstressed springs, 150 and Red lowered themselves down.

"Ligten, you two. In case you've forgotten, there's an enemy out theretrying to kill us, so | don't have
time to referee fights between a couple of my most vauable men!™

"And my friends,” he added in asofter tone.

Iso and Red shifted uncomfortably in their chairs at thisremark.
"Red, thisisonly atemporary Stuation—"

"So, you ssy—"

"Dont interrupt, soldier. Just listen. It isatemporary Stuation. All that medical stuff about you, it'strue.
You're not fully fit for combat. But that's only part of my decision to have you stay with Bucaram. It's
your experience | need here on this planet. Y ou've fought for years. Y ou're battle-tested and
battle-tough. That means you have alot to teach the Jivaron Rangersthat remain. | need you to teach
them how to stay dive. When I'm not here, they need to listen to alegend.”



"Legend? What the hell are you talking about?’ Red asked.
"How long have you been asoldier?’
"All my life"

"That'sright, Red, dl your life. And you're il dive. Y ou've survived everything that's been thrown at you
and then some. When our men look at you, they see skill and luck. Good luck, that's what you are to our

Rangers™
"Some luck,” Red said with asnort.

"You know aswell as| do that soldiers are the most supertitious people around, Red. When you're
facing death at every turn, you look for any edge, not matter how irrationa. Most of the time, they ook
to me for that luck. But, when I'm not around, you're the one they latch onto. They see your big ugly face
and the innumerable scars you have on your body, and they think, ‘ That man'stoo mean to die, and if |
follow him, | stand agood chance of living.” Whether you likeit or not, that'sleadership, Red.”

"That'sagreat speech,” Red muttered.

Despite the sarcasm, Fragger detected anote of pleasure in the response and forged on.
"Have you heard of agenera named Patton?"

"Who?'

"Hewas afamous generd in my time, Red, and a hdluvatank commander. One of the reasons he was
famouswas for aremark he made."

"Whichwas?'

"He said, ‘ The object of war isnot to diefor your country but to make the other poor bastard die for

his.
"A smart man,” Red admitted. “ But what does that have to do with me?'

"That'swhat | want you to teach our Rangers—to make the other poor bastards of the Renowned
Systemsdiefor their country or planet or whoever esethey'refighting for.”

"Héell, you've dready taught them that, colond.”

"Y es, but you need to reinforce that message while I'm gone. And | need you to teach that to any new
recruitswe get."

"New recruits?” Red laughed harshly. “What new recruits?'

"The word is getting out. We've been monitoring system wide reports. There are rumblings. EarthCorp,
the Ricers, dl the others, they've dl got their pantiesin abunch about ‘traitors wanting to join up with
lB"

"Soundslikeload of crap to me,” Red said. “Probably just Stuff to scare citizensinto line.”

"You know aswell as| do, the governments of the Renowned Systems have alock on the media,”
Fragger said. “When such information infiltrates their propaganda, it'strue.”



"Still fedslikeyou'refeeding mealine, colond. Give mefacts.”
"All right, then, herésafact for you. Theresat least ship on the way with 500 volunteers.”
"What? How do you know that?"

"Red, were gtill monitoring al enemy communications. Thereés been alot of intership buzz in the orbiting
fleet about volunteerslatdy."

Red narrowed his eyesinto skeptical dits. “It's convenient that you're just now mentioning it for the first
time"

"We had to wait to confirm it."

"They'll never makeit through the blockade. They'refoolsif they try."
"You don't get it, do you?’ Fragger asked.

"Get what?'

"If theré's one ship, that meansther€ll be another. If the first ship doesn't get through, therelll be more.

Y ou can't stop thetide raised by an idea, Red. Sooner or later, that tide will wash volunteers on to the
shore of Jivaro, and when it does, we need to be ready. That'swhy | need you here. Bucaram isa skilled
junglefighter, but he has no experience a conventionad warfare. Y ou do. Y ou two will make agreat, new
team for the Rangers. Bucaram can train them in small unit jungle strategy and tactics; you can train them
inlarge unit matters. Think of it, amulti-skilled, multi-disciplined force ready to take on the best that the
Renowned Systems hasto offer.”

"Another pretty speech,” Red said as helooked over at 150 and asked, “ Somebody dip apolitician into
the colond when we weren't |looking?'

"What can | say, Red? The man amazesme,” the sergeant answered.
"Andyou'rejust asfull of bullshit asheis, 1s0."
Fragger leaned back in hischair. “ That's the Situation, Red. That's our opportunity. What do you say?'

Red's slence made Fragger fear hisfriend would refuse. Then Red'sjaw logt itstightnessas he
answered, “What do | say? Asif | had any choicein the matter. All right, I'll stay. I'll do my best. But, if
you don't come back, I'll hunt you down and cut off your ballsfor being alying sack of shit ... Sir.”

"I'd worry about your own balsfirst, Red."
"What do you mean? Ain't any soldier on this planet got aknife big enough to do that.”

"l wasn't talking about soldiers,” Fragger said with agrin. “Bucaram told me several Shuar women have
their eyeson you. | hear they make good lovers unless you cross them. Then they shrink your balslike
they shrink heads. Y ou mess with them you'll end up with two peas between your legs.”

Red laughed. ‘ Don't worry about that, colond. I'll keep them al satisfied.”

"All right, then,” Fragger said, standing up. “ Get going. Take your power armor with you. You stay in
that, the Shuar women won't be ableto get at your testicles."

He reached across the table and shook Red's hand hard. “I'll miss you, even though you've given me



nothing but grief ever ancel met you."

"If I'd known the trouble you'd cause, I'd have spaced you for sure, and that'safact,” Red replied
gruffly. “Now, get outta here. I've got thingsto do after | finish this steak."”

Fragger rose as |0 reached across the table and gave Red an affectionate dap on the shoulder.

Asthey walked out of the messand left Red chewing glumly on hisfood, 1so said to Fragger, “ That stuff
about reports of men wanting to join up and aship coming ... | haven't monitored any communications on
that subject.”

"That's because there haven't been any,” Fragger said.

"You lied to Red?’

"Inaway."

Iso stopped in the corridor and faced Fragger. “In away? Either it'strue, or it'snot.”

"Asfar as| know, there are no volunteers on the way to Jvaro, 1s0. But that doesn't mean they won't be
coming inthefuture. | have afeding about that."

Iso glared at him. “A fedling? A fedling doesn't mean wegpons and men. To use your old Earth phrase, a
fedling means squat. Red and Bucaram can't do a goddamned thing with afeding!™

"Cam down!” Fragger ordered. “I've given Red hope, and helll spread that hope to histroops. It'll hold
them together until 1 can return.”

"And when that hope is dashed? What then, colond?"

"Then peopledie”

"You're an evil sonuvabitch,” 1so said. “Areyou going to lie like that to me?”
"Never."

10 scowled. “Now you're not only an evil sonuvabitch. Y ou're an evil, lying sonuvabitch. You'll do
whatever it takestowin."

Fragger met 1so's glare with asteady look and asked, “Would you haveit any other way?"'

"...No ... goddamnit ... no!"



Chapter 29
"Thishurricaneisvery dangerous.”

The Aiforian prisoner, Ranglin, spoke the worried words over his shoulder from the pilot's seet. Despite
the bulk of the dropship, the storm'swinds shook the vessdl and wailed about it like angry banshees
eager to tear the hull apart to get at the occupants.

"Not intermsof itssize, but in terms of itswinds. It'satightly wound storm.”
"Good,” Fragger answered.

"Gusts are hitting 350 kilometers per hour, colond. We can't fly in this"
"Not yet. What was the last reading on the enemy's forces?

It had taken Bucaram and Red amonth to move their forcesinto position around Radmuller's former
base. During that time, the storm had taken shape. Upon receiving his order by runner, Red had revealed
his position to the orbiting fleet.

"It looks like they've opted for massforce again,” Ranglin answered. “The last sensor readings indicated
two large attack vessels, Six troop carriers, and an escort of 20 fighters. The attack ships launched
misslesto soften up the area. Asfar as| could tell, the weather was hampering their disposition even
though they're at the edge of the storm.”

"Good. That means when those troops hit the ground they'll be facing alot of confusion,” Fragger said,
then asked hopefully, “ Are there any more readings?”

The pilot shook his head. “ The e ectromagnetic interference istoo great."

"We can't see them, but they can't see uselther,” Fragger said. “How long until the eyeis over us?'
"| estimate another hour. Colond!...?"

"y e

"I've never flown in astorm like this before.”

"Thenit'll beafird for both of us, Ranglin.”

"Comforting,” the pilot muttered to Sturl, the co-pilot.

"Reax,” Fragger said. “The eyewill be cdm compared to this."

Hiswords didn't match the roiling in his ssomach. | hate any Situation in which I'm not in control, and |
cant think of asituation with less control than this. I've never been in frigging hurricane before.

Heforced himsdlf to Sit in arelaxed position and grinned at the men surrounding him on the bridge to
shore their confidence. Beside him, 1so sat, reinforcing that attitude with a cocky smile on hisface.
Fragger envied hiscam until he noticed apersastent twitch in one of hisfriend'slegs.

Fortunately, he noted, the hand he has holding the pulse pistol trained on the pilotsis steady.

The Ranger surveyed the rest of the bridge crew and found severa of them praying to whatever gods



they worshipped. This made Fragger suddenly wish he had adeity to pray to. Six hundred years ago,
he'd been Catholic until too much carnage had destroyed his belief.

Irrationdly, he wondered, Is Chrigtianity still around? Or Idam or Buddhism or Hinduism? Indl my time
inthe future, | haven't even thought to ask. All I've seen is some form of animism practiced by the Shuar.

The sight of Wik didn't cheer the Ranger any further. Thelittle vidman's face was green. He'd let Fragger
know that he wasn't happy about flying into the storm. On Earth, he/d accompanied hurricane hunters for
anews story and knew the immense power of the winds. Secured in his chair, he looked like amunchkin
who'd found himsdlf in avery bad land of Oz.

A gust that shook the dropship hard jolted Fragger out of the thoughts about Wik. He busied himsdlf by
getting on the ship'sinternal commlink. Amidst asking for crew updates, he kept everyone informed of
the Stuation until Ranglin said, “Windslessening, colond. The eyeisapproaching.”

"Canwelift off?'

"We gtill have gusts over 200 klicks per hour."

"Isthat ayesor ano?'

"That'sano."

"Youresure?'

"Yes. I'll fedd safer when they fall under 150. The ship will be manageable then.”
"Assoon asthey do, lift off."

"If wewait until the center isdirectly over us, then wind speed will be negligible from what you tell me.
Otherwise, we're going to bob like acork in aviolent sea.”

"Understood, but timeis of the essence. Y ou have your orders.”
"Yes gr."

An hour later, the ship roseinto the shrieking winds with al the steadiness of asailor well into athree-day
drunken shore leave. It bucked and yawed and did its best to shake everyone loose from their posts.
Fragger wanted to puke, but kept his eyes on the Aiforian pilots. To hisrelief, both Ranglin and Sturl had
sngpped into acool professionalism oncethey wereintheair. Like every pilot he'd ever known, it was
obviousthey loved the freedom of flight, no matter how dangerousit was.

Fragger locked his eyes on the screen to take his attention off the vomit threatening to erupt from his
throat at any moment. The view showed the storm lashing itsfury againgt the jungle asif it were furious
with the land for getting initsway. Sheets of rain drove againgt the screen obscuring the view, but,
between gusts, the Ranger saw trees bending nearly to the ground only to snap back into the teeth of the
next gust. Above them, thewhite eyewall of the hurricane soared asif it were the tower to heaven.

"How soon until we're out of thewinds?’ Fragger asked as the ship took a sickening drop.
"The cloud topsare at 16 kilometers” Ranglin replied. “It1l beawhile.”
"Any sign of the enemy locking onto our position?”

"No, gir,” Ranglin answered. “It's till too soon for them to get alock on us. The atmosphere around usis



bailing with energy.”

"No shit,” the Ranger said under his breath as he looked at the clouds boiling on the viewscreen.
"Pardon, Sr?'

"Nothing, Ranglin. Just do your job and do it well, and you'll have the freedom | promised you."
"Yes, dr,” thepilot said, and then did his own muttering.

"What did you say?’ Fragger asked.

"l sad, *If | don't get my assblown apart first.””

The Ranger laughed. “In that case, you'll have the satisfaction of knowing my asswill bejoining yoursas
wdl."

He saw Ranglin suppress agrin, then focus his attention tightly on the controls as the ship yawed under
the impact of another gust.

Fragger had the curious sense they wererising up in abaky devator in ashaft very badly engineered by
God. The sensation degpened as Ranglin increased the speed of the ship. Railing clouds licked out at
them, the turbulence causing sickening dropsin dtitude. Fragger fought the urge to unbuckle his safety
harness and flee the ship.

To hisastonishment, the pilot whooped, “Ride ‘ em, space cowboy!” and turned to grin at him.
"Keep your damned eyes on the controls,” Fragger said through gritted teeth.
"Thisisflying, colond, red flying!"

"Get us up out of thisand through the blockade and I'll say you're a hotshot pilot. The real danger lies
ahead, Ranglin.”

"From the green shade of your face, you look like you're ready to die on the spot, colonel, so you may
not liveto seeit!” the pilot chuckled before turning back to the controls.

Fragger gritted histeeth further when Ranglin began to Sng in atongue the trandator didn't recognize.
Worse, the Aiforian was badly off key.

A few minutes later, the Snging stopped at the same time as the winds did. Blue sky rose acrossthe
screen. At that moment, Fragger didn't careif every fleet in the galaxy attacked them. Hewas just glad to
be free of the turbulence. He took a deep bresth and forced rel axation into every fiber of hisbody.

Then another jolt hit the ship.

"Weretargeted,” Ranglin shouted.

"Shit, out of frying pan and into thefire,” Fragger said. “How many?'
"Just one. A scout ship,” the pilot answered.

"Kill it quickly."

"Wegpons already armed,” Sturl said.



"Fire,” Ranglin ordered.

The ship shuddered under the recoil of its cannon. Immediately, an actinic glare flashed on the screen.
"Target destroyed,” Ranglin said.

"Did hedert hisbuddies?’ Fragger asked.

"We can bet on it. That pilot spotted usfirst.”

"Fuck! All right, what are they expecting usto do?'

"Head for open space and engage hyperdrive as soon as possible,” Ranglin answered.

"Our chanceswith that tactic?'

"Sim, colond. Sensorsindicate enough firepower in orbit to blow the planet gpart. Plus, their attack
fighters have much superior speed. They'll have two very good optionsin hand because they'll have usin
their sghtswell before we reach ahyperdrive point.”

"And those options are?’
"Capture usif they're feding magnanimous. Kill usif they aren't.”
"Any holesinther defense?"

"As expected, they're massing ships over your friends position. But, | don't see any gaps. They've got
vessalsto spare S0 they're able to maintain a picket line around the entire planet asfar as| can tell.”

Fragger drummed hisfingers on the arm rest of his chair while he consdered his dternatives.
"Orders, colond?” Ranglin asked anxioudy.

"Can you drop us back into the clouds?"

"Of course.”

"Low enough to mask our Sgnature?’

"Yes, but it'll be another bumpy ride. You won't likeit."

"Bedsthedternative.”

"We can't say inthe cloudsforever."

"l don't plan oniit,” Fragger said. “Head toward Radmuller's base and the battle.”

Ranglin raised an eyebrow. “We're going to fight?"

"Not unlesswe have to. We're just going to join the confusion, that's al. Carry out my order."
"Yes gar.”

The ship dropped so quickly into the clouds Fragger thought his ssomach would come out his mouth. He
held on to the chair as the ride became everything the pilot had promised. The vessdl, bucked, yawed,
rose and fell on the violent currents of air. Around him, Fragger heard several men puking and wished he



could join them, but he held his gorge in check to concentrate on the screen.

Twenty minutes later, the ship burst out of the clouds and into open air. Turbulence still knocked their
vessal about, but on both the viewscreen and the tactical screen, Fragger was able to see the battle
taking place above Radmuller's base. Unchecked, enemy fighters strafed the jungle tree lines with PPC
cannons, laser fire, and plasmaboltsto protect the landing areas in which troop carriers had landed.
Through the smoke, he could see sllent red, orange and black explosions obliterating the remaining
buildings of Radmuller'sformer base. Blinking lights from the ground indicated return fire from Red and
Bucaram's Ranger force.

"Areyou ableto tel methe dispostion of the enemy aircraft?’ Fragger asked.

"l see Ricer and Corpse ships,” Sturl, the co-pilot, answered and then added in surprise, “ Also Aiforian
configurations. Colond, you have aremarkable ability to unite enemies againg you. Y ou've achieved a
firgt. Aiforians have never fought with the Great Powers before.”

"I could do without that ability,” Fragger replied dryly. “ Can wejoin in the attack without being
detected?”’

"What?' Ranglin exdaimed.
"Y ou heard me, migter. Can we get into the attack formation without derting the enemy?

"For afew minutes, yes,” the pilot answered. “If they're caught up in the heat of battle and concentrating
on nothing but the ground.”

"Do it, then. Fire your wegponsinto the jungle. Just make sure your am iswide of thetarget. Fly low
enough to draw fire."

"That's dangerous, colond. Even with your force's limited weaponry, there's achance they might get
lucky and hit us."

"Hopefully not,” Fragger said. “However, | do want you to makeit look like we've taken a hit from
ground forces, Ranglin.”

"Thenwhat?'

"Usethe skillsyou're so proud of . Send this ship corkscrewing out of control and up toward the orbiting
fleet. Broadcast your emergency cal on al commlink bands. Paint them a picture of panic.”

"And once we get to the fleet?'

"Send us tumbling right through them. L et's hope they're too busy concentrating on the ground action.
And, Ranglin..."

"Yes, colond?'

"Don't do anything stupid. The death of Lady Lesto would not ook good when you return to your
people. If that's not a convincing enough argument, remember that Watanabe till has his pistol trained on
you."

"YS, S r."

"Execute my order then."



Ranglin responded by sending the ship swooping up into aformation of circling fighters. Noises of
surprised irritation squawked over the commlink.

"Aiforianpilot,” avoice sad, “maintain flight discipline. Y ou're disrupting the attack formation.”
"No timefor tak,” Ranglin replied. “I've got enemy tokill."

He turned the ship on edge and knifed downward behind a Corpse fighter. In the view screen, thejungle
grew larger and larger until Fragger could make out individua enemy soldiers deploying out of the
clearing. Beyond the perimeter, streaks of light stabbed upward at the fighter they weretrailing. Laser fire
plashed harmlesdy againgt its hull asit launched its missile package. When the package hit, the jungle
blew upward in atangle of shattered trees and dirt. Ranglin flew into the cloud of debrisand fired hisown
weapons blindly. As soon asthey were out of the cloud, he threw the ship into gyrations that pinned
Fragger againgt his seet. Ranglin augered hisvessel down toward the ground and then whipped it

upward. A Corpsefighter flashed by only meters away.

Angry chatter broke out again over the commlink. “Aiforian pilot, get your ship out of the attack zone!
Y ou're more of amenace to usthan the enemy!"”

"Damageto ship,” Ranglin responded. “I'm returning to orbit if | can makeit."

"l don't care where you go, you idiot! Just clear the area. Weve got Sparks's men on the run so we don't
have time to waste on you."

"I'velost sabilizer capability,” Ranglin shouted. “Warn the others.”
Thevoice cursed hard, then said, “Understood.”

Ranglin drove the ship upward in an erratic pattern, yawing it from one side to the other until the sky
began to darken. When weightlessness lifted Fragger againgt his safety harness, he took a deep breath of
relief.

Another, deeper voice spoke from the commlink. “ Aiforian ship, thisis the EarthCorp cruiser,
Challenge. You'reon acollison course. Alter your heading.”

"Challenge, thisisthe Aiforian ship,” Ranglin responded. “ Heavy damage to my vessdl. Gravity off. Am
correcting my course asbest | can.”

"Get it done then, or welll be forced to target you for the safety of our vessdl.”

"Don't even think about it,” Ranglin shouted. “Y ou trigger-happy Corpseswould love nothing better to
obliterate one of our shipsand blameit on us."

"Amateurs deserve what they get, Aiforian.”

"And only cowards destroy a helpless ship! Were on your side or have you forgotten that?"
"Alter course within the next minute or those words will be your lagt,” the Corpse voice sad.
"I'mtrying, I'mtrying,” Ranglin said in ahigh-pitched screech as he cut thelink.
"That'sahelluvajob of acting,” Fragger said.

"Who'sacting?’ Ranglin said. “If that cruiser unloads on us, well end up as so much dust orbiting the
planet. Hang on."



Ranglin worked at his console. A second later, the ship shifted course and went into a severe tumble.
Fragger'srdlief disappeared. He fdt asif heldd found himself in the spin cycle of ademented washer. This
time, he couldn't help himsalf and vomited over the sde of his chair. Globules of puke orbited around his
head, smacking him in the face. He puked again. The sole comfort wasthat hisvoicewasonly oneina
chorus of regurgitation. Forcing his eyesto stay on the screen, he saw the hull of the Challenge spin by
at asafedistance.

"Challenge,” Ranglinsaid. “1 logt dl control in that last maneuver. Request assstance.”

"Aiforian ship,” the Challenge responded. “Orders are to maintain position. Y ou're on your own."
"Y ou bastard! Y ou motherloving bast—"

Ranglin turned to Fragger. “He cut the link. Y ou can always count on a Corpseto et you down."
"You did aheluvajob,” Fragger said. “How long do we have to spin like this?'

"If you want to be convincing, itll beawhile, colone. A crippled ship doesn't just suddenly stop its spin
and go into hyperdrive.”

"Greet,” Fragger muttered.

"I'll maintain passive monitoring to seeif any sgna locks on to us. Once we're reasonably safe, I'll inform
you. Enjoy theride!” he added cheerfully.

"It beats death,” Fragger said, “but not by much.”

Ranglin laughed, and the Ranger wished a club were on hand so he could besat the pilot sensdlessfor his
insane enjoyment of the Stuation.

Fragger glanced at hiswatch to track how long his misery would last. It fdt like a century, but when
Ranglin fired the attitudinal jets and straightened the ship out, only thirty minutes had passed.

Fragger blew out a grateful breath asthe pilot restored gravity. All around the bridge, vomit dropped to
the deck.

"Youreamess, colond,” Ranglin said with obvious ddight.

Fragger wiped at the vomit staining his clothes and answered, “Yes, | am, but afree one. My thanks,
Ranglin. Y ou did aheckuvajob. There's aways room in the Jvaron Rangers for agood man.”

"I'll have to decline theinvitation, colone,” the pilot answered. “I'm loyal to my people and my world. |
hope to see them again.”

Fragger noted the uncertainty behind the last remark and said, “I've given my word, Ranglin. Get us out
of here and safely to aplanet, and you both will be released.”

"It'snot quite that smple, colond. | can get you away from Jivaro, but we have to know where were

gang.

"Take uswhere my enemies can't find usor at least won't be able to find uswith ease.
"That could be any one of athousand planets!”

"You're an Aiforian, Ranglin. Y ou know al about evading the Corpses and Ricers. It'syour stock in



trade. Take us deeper into the Gulag. Find a Class M world, preferably one that's not another jungle
world."

"ClassM'sare thefirst onesto be checked by any enemy.”

"Thenfind onethat's at least livable, damnit!”

"Colond—"

"Shut up, you two!” the co-pilot Sturl shouted. “ Someoneistargeting us.”
Ranglin swiveled back to the console and surveyed hisinstruments.

"It'sthe Corpse ship that |et us by, the Challenge. Either, they've been derted, or they just decided to
take us out because they think little of Aiforians.

He checked hisinstruments further. “ They know you're on board, colond.”
"How isthat possble?’

"I don't know, but they're bringing everything they have to bear on us. They wouldn't waste armament on
asmpleAiforian dropship.”

"Then aspecific destination isirrdlevant. Get us out of here!”

"Power up for trandtion into hyperspace,” Ranglin ordered his co-pilot as an actinic glare flooded the
view screen. A second later, ashock wave shook the dropship with the viciousness of aterrier killing a
rabbit.

"Damnl” Fragger swore. “| told you to get us out of here."

"It'll take another five minutes, colond!” the pilot yelled at him. “The drive needstime to power up and
coordinates aswell. Initiating evasve maneuvers.”

Accderation pinned Fragger against the seatback.

"They've launched missles” Sturl announced. “A spread of Six.”

"Type?’ Ranglin asked.

"Nuclear sgnature. Not subtle, but effective. They'relooking for awide blast area.”
"Timeto detonation?"

"An estimated two minutes at our present speed.”

Ranglin punched at his console again. The acceleration pushed Fragger even deeper into hischair. Swest
beaded his forehead as he hel plesdly tried to watch the pilot and the screen at the sametime.

"Update,” Ranglin ordered.

"Weve gained aminute on them,” Sturl reported. “ One minute to hyperspace transition. Thelead missile
will detonate before we reach that point.”

"Sunvivaility?



Sturl shrugged. “ Depends on the payload.”

"All right, everybody brace for impact. We're either going into hyperspace in one piece or millions of tiny
ones”

"Encouraging,” Fragger grumbled. To take hismind off the impending blow, he got on the ship's
commlink.

"Brig, thisis Colond Sparks. We're expecting more impacts. Make sure Lady Lesto is secured.”

"Colond, thisis Corpord Iggim at the brig,” a high-pitched, nervous voice answered. “ The lady is secure
in an autometic foam pod.”

"How isshe?'

"Uhh.."

"Answer me, corpord!”

"I'm no expert, dr, but | believe she'sin labor and not very happy about it asyou can hear.”
Fragger heard his name being cursed in an extraordinarily creative fashion for awoman.
"1sBuurk there?"

"Yes gar."

"Puthimon."

"Colond,” Buurk's acknowledged.

"What are you doing to help Andriana?'

"Nothing."

"Nothing? Nothing?'

"Colond, get hold of yoursdlf. It'sabirth. Therésnot alot | can do. The baby comeswhen it comes.”
"We're under attack, Buurk!"

"I can't do much about thet, either. If we survive, I'll be right by her Sdeto make surethe infant isn't
smothered by the foam.”

"Smothered?’ Fragger's voice rose close to a near-hysterica pitch, and he gripped the arms of the chair
hard to get himsdlf under control.

"These protection devices aren't designed for pregnant women, colond, so thereisthat possibility. I'll do
my best to prevent it. Y ou do your best to keep us alive. Buurk out.”

Asif | can do anything to get usthe hell out of here! Fragger cursed slently.

"Detonation,” Sturl reported unnecessarily asthe blast glare flooded from the screen into the ship. The
tortured shriek of metal mingled with the pained shouts of the bridge crew. It felt to Fragger asif the ship
had been drop kicked by agiant boot. It rolled and tumbled, sending epads and loose equipment flying
about the bridge. Men flailed at the debristrying to keep it from striking their heads. A second later,



another concussion hit the ship. A massive groan ran through the hull, and Fragger was sureit'd been
breached. He braced for explosive decompression, but the only sound he heard wasasmall hissasif a
snake was Sgnaing its displeasure from the wall above his head. Styluses, small commlinks and other
debrisrose toward the tiny breach until 1so unbuckled himsdlf, launched himsalf upward and dapped a
glove againg the hole. Cussing himsalf for not having 1s0's presence of mind, Fragger asked the pilat,
“Can we makeit into hyperspace?’

"Yes, dr,” Ranglin answered. “Now it'smore of aquestion of can we make it through hyperspace. Let's
hope the damageis aslight asit seems. Hyperspacia distortion islike Lady Lesto, very unforgiving."

"But we have no other choice?'
"None. The remainder of the misslesare ontheway."
"Make the jump then, damnit!"

Ranglin punched at the console. A warning signa sounded through out the ship. Then, the pilot pressed
another control, and hyperspace greeted Fragger with its usual nauseating consequences. It took hisbrain
out of his head, dapped it heavily from sdeto sde, then stuffed it back into his skull through an ear hole
before clubbing him into unconsciousness.

When he woke, the usual storm troopers of pain goose-stepped on his brain. Sound soared into color,
and color dribbled down across hisvison like spilled paint. From adistance, Ranglin's voice blared
insandly.

"WEEEERE ... thrOUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUGH!"

Fragger puked and asked in the same absurd tone.
"THROUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUGH WHAT?"

He dapped hishands over hisears, trying to stop the awful noise bruising theinside of his skull.
Gratefully, he passed out again.

He opened his eyesto the face of Ranglin grinning at him behind apulse pistol. The barrel pressed hard
againg Fragger's nose.

"Congratulations, colond! We made it through, and we're safe. Well, | am, anyway. Y ou, on the other
hand, arein avery bad postion.”



Chapter 30

"Youreavery fast man, colond,” the Aiforian pilot said. “But | can pull the trigger before you move, so |
uggest you stay very il

"While you do what, Ranglin?’ Fragger croaked. He fdlt asif the hyperspace transition had sandpapered
hisvoca cordswith heavy carborundum. “Y ou can't hold the pistol on me forever, and there's only two
of you agang dl of us"

"Three of us,” the pilot corrected. “ There's Lady Lesto, and were going to see her right now.”
Andrianas name jolted Fragger out of his stupor. “Is she okay?"
"That's what we're about to find out. Get up out of the chair dowly, please.”

Fragger rose and stumbled when hisfoot landed on something soft. The Ranger looked down. 1so lay
gporawled on the deck. Ingtinctively, he reached down to help, but Ranglin kept the gun planted firmly
againg hisheaed.

"He'sfine, colond. Just unconscious. Heand | had abit of astruggle over the pistal.”
Fragger gave the Aiforian askeptica glance.

Ranglin laughed. “On my best day, | couldn't take the Ricer, but there are advantages to being apilot,
colonel, and that's repeated exposure to hyperspace trangition. I'm as good asimmune to its effects.
Watanabe wasn't. Now, move!"

Fragger surveyed the bridge quickly as he was shoved toward the door. Wik was still strapped into his
chair, unconscious. Two guards dso sat in their chairs, but the bloody holesin their foreheads said they'd
never see CoNSCiousness again.

"Get the handcuffs,” Ranglin ordered, pointing toward the belt of one of the guards. * Put them on.”

Fragger obeyed ashe said, “Like | said before, there's only two of you. Lady Lesto won't bein any
conditionto help you."

"Doesn't matter, colonel. Or have you forgotten were the only pilots aboard? Kill us, and you kill
yoursalves. You'l drift in space forever and starve to death if you don't space yoursalvesfirs. An
unpleasant way to go."

Fragger couldn't think of any answer to that statement and let the Aiforian shove him to thelift. When the
door opened to the brig area, Corpord Iggim, athin soldier with a short crop of black hair, reached for
his sidearm as soon as he saw the restraints on Fragger.

"Turn over your wegpon, corpord,” Fragger ordered.
IIS'I?I

"You heard him,” Ranglin snapped. “Put it on the deck and dide it over here—carefully. Then, open the
brig door.”

The corpora bent and shoved the weapon across the deck.

"Now get on the deck face down."



When Iggim was dow to obey, Ranglin pulled thetrigger. A dazzling beam lanced through the corpora's
head, and he flopped motionless on the deck. The smell of scorched flesh filled the room.

"That was unnecessary,” Fragger shouted.

A quick bark of laughter came from Ranglin. “ The great Colond Sparkslecturing me on ruthlessness? |
aways makeit apoint to learn from the best. Get insde, you hypocrite.”

Fragger entered the brig. Buurk sat on the far bunk. A tiny infant boy lay squalling in one of hismassive
hands. With hisfree hand, the Martian cleared mucus from the protesting infant's mouth. AndrianaLesto
lay on her bunk, blood and afterbirth between her legs. Exhaustion had drained her face of color, but the
blue eyes glittered with the ever-present hatred of the Ranger. When her gaze caught the handcuffs
around Fragger'swrigts, asmile drew her lipsinto arictus of triumph.

"Shoot him!” she commanded Ranglin. “No, no ... shoot the baby first and then shoot him! | want him to
die knowing his bastard son went before him."

"My Lady,” the pilot responded. “I'm not in the habit of shooting infants—"

"| said, shoot them both!” she said, raising on her elbowsto scream the words at him.

"My Lady—"

""Shoot them, damn you! That's an order!”

Fragger watched the pilot shift uncomfortably asindecision rippled the muscles of hisface.
Andrianathrust an arm toward Ranglin. “ Give me the weapon, then, coward. I'll do it mysdlf.”

Theinsult hardened the pilot's features, and Fragger braced to throw himself at the Aiforian. Ranglin
detected the movement and shoved the pistol close to the Ranger's head.

"Get over in the corner, Rerun, and don't even think of trying anything."

"You can't kill ababy!"

"Oh, yes, | could.”

"Yes, yes, doit!” Andrianaordered.

"But not thistime,” Ranglin said as helowered the pistol to aready position.
Andrianaglared at him. “Y ou bastard, do it. Do it! Don't lose your nerve now!"

"I haven't lost any nervel” Ranglin responded. “| respect your wishes, Lady, but the needs of Aifor
outweigh them in this case. Don't you understand? Weve got this Rerun and his abilities and the baby in
our hands now."

Andrianaspat at him. A globule of spit landed on his cheek. The pilot reddened with anger but kept his
composure as he wiped it away.

"Take heart, Lady. Y ou've got control of this Rerun. Once we extract his secret, you can do with him as
you like. I'm sure you'l be able to come up with waysto prolong his agony.”

Andriana dumped back down on the bunk, spent of energy. “Y ou don't understand,” she whispered.



“Heawaysfindsaway to escapejudice.”

"Not thistime,” the pilot said. “I'll seeto that. When we get back to Aifor, you'll be ableto ddiver dl the
justice you—"

"She'stoo tired to listen,” Buurk interrupted. “ Save your words.”

The giant Martian rose from his knees, tucking the infant protectively againgt hisbody. “ And if you plan
on killing the baby, you'l haveto go through mefirg."

"Don't tempt me, you Martian freak!” Ranglin said. “But I'm not going to harm Sparks' bastard son. If he
possesses the same abilities as your Rerun colonel, then welll extract the genetic mechanism from him if
Sparkswon't giveit up.”

"I'vetold everyone until I'm bluein the face, | don't know the secret,” Fragger said.
Ranglin shrugged. “Doesn't matter. One way or the other, our scientistswill find out.”

"Our immediate concernistheinfant,” Buurk reminded him. “We can't leave him in the care of the
mother; shell kill himfor sure. | have to take him to Bucaram's daughter, Amaia, so she can nursehim
and givehim care.”

"Doit, then,” Ranglin ordered. “And send men to take Lady Lesto to sick bay. Tell them to come
unarmed.”

"You,” hetold Fragger as Buurk |&ft, “ get over to the free bunk and sit down.”

The Ranger obeyed. Ranglin backed across the room and kept the pistol leveled until two soldiers
appeared at the brig door.

"Take Lady Lesto to sickbay,” Ranglin ordered.
The two men gave Fragger aquestioning look.
"He'sgot the gun,” the Ranger said. “ Do as he says. Orderswill be coming.”

"Damned right, they will,” Ranglin said. “Infact, they're coming right now. I'm in command. Onceyou're
delivered the Lady to sick bay, collect dl arms and deposit them in the armory or Colonel Sparksdies.
Then, gather dl personnd inthemesshal. I'll addressyou there."

The two men picked up Andriang, and carried her from the room.

Ranglin stepped out of the brig after them. Before he pressed the door control, he smirked and said,
“Enjoy therest, Rerun. Y ou won't be getting any for along time unlessit's a permanent one.”

Fragger accelerated off the bed. The door met hisface asit did shut with asolid thunk.

"Shit,” he muttered as he rubbed at the cheek that'd jammed into the metd. He turned around to survey
the bare functiondity of the brig.

"Okay, Fragger, you're a Ranger, and a Ranger always |eads the way. What do you do now?"

His mind came up with no answer.



Chapter 31
Iso didn't have any answers either when he was tossed into brig the two hours later.

"What'sthe Stuation?’ Fragger asked him.

IS0 looked at the bloody sheetswhere Lady Lesto had lain and tore them off in disgust before sitting
down.

"Bad,” he answered.
"| dready know that,” Fragger said. “ Give me some specifics.”

"Asfar asl| cantdl, Ranglin and hisbuddy, Sturl, are planning to drop out of hyperspace in order to find
our position so they can plot acoursefor Aifor.”

"Any ideaof how long it taketo get to their planet?

"None, colonel. From dl the technica jargon flying back and forth between them, my guessisthat the
hyperspace generators took some damage and need repair. They didn't seem too worried about it, sO
I'm assuming the repairswon't take long.”

"Any sgn of help from our men on board?"

"Y our guessisas good as mine, colone. | haven't seen any sign of fighting back. Rangd and Sturl have
disarmed everyone gpparently.”

Fragger rose from his bunk and began pacing. “ Shit, thisis one helluva fix. We've got to get out of here.”
"Not much chance of that,” 1so pointed out.

To take hismind off the Situation, Fragger asked, “How's the baby doing?'

"Good, from what | hear. Amaia seemsto have taken to the infant.

"At least that's one bit of good news,” Fragger said as he continued his pacing trying to think of away out
of thecdll.

"What are you going to name him?’ 1so asked.
"What? Who?"
"Y our son."

Fragger cameto ahdt. “1 hadn't even thought about it. | was too busy making sure his mother didn't kill
him."

"How about Isoruku?’ 1s0 suggested.
Fragger glared at hisfriend until he saw the impish smile crease the underdung jaw.
"Y ou bastard, you enjoy yanking my chain, don't you?"

A puzzled look cameinto Iso's eyes as histrandator implant struggled with the meaning. “"Y ank your
chain? What isthat?'



"Y ou'rejoking, that'swhat it means.”

"Ah,” Iso said. “Yes, | wasjoking. Still, Isoruku is an honorable name, and it beats no nameat all,
doexntit?

"Not by much. To me, it soundslike your snoring.”
"All right then, you come up with aname,” 1so chalenged.
"l will. Damned right, | will."

Mentdly, Fragger ran though the names of hisfamily, unable to decide on the Irish Sde, the Mexican
sde, or the Native American sde. Findly, he threw up hishandsand said, “1'll call him Patrick."

"Why that name?’ 150 asked.

"It'sagood Irish name, and it means ‘noble’ or something like that. The name oughta piss off dl the
so-cdled roydty inthistime. They won't like a Rerun caling his son nobility.”

Iso chuckled. “ Another Sparks, causing trouble right from the start.”
"Thiseracould useawholelot of trouble,” Fragger said.

"Well, colond, keep pacing like that and eventualy you'll wear ahole through the deck, and we can
escape.”

"Very funny,” Fragger said sourly.

The problemis, hethought, | can't stop pacing. Confinement is maddening. The inability to come up with
an ideais maddening. Rangers don't it around and do nothing. They lead the way!

Hisfrudration got him nowhere, and eventudly, tired legs forced him to lie down and listen to the snoring
he'd complained about earlier. Fragger glared at 10, hoping the force of his stare would wake hisfriend
up. Iso had theirritating habit of being able to deep under any circumstance. It wasasurviva device dl
combat soldiers had.

Except for me, Fragger complained.

Hewas still complaining when a sudden shaking woke him up.

"Knock it off, 1so! | just got to deep.”

Fragger swatted at the hand rousting him from deep, but it wouldn't leave him aone.

"Y ou sonuvabitch!” he swore and sat up to give Iso a piece of hismind. He blinked and found the
sergeant wasn't stlanding over him. He was across the room, sSitting on the edge of his bunk, groggy with

deep.
"It wasn't me, colonel. Something's happening outside the cell.”

Fragger swung hisfeet to the deck and listened for another sound. It wasn't long in coming. Around
them, the ship shuddered and rang with the shrieking groan of tortured meta and composites. Within
seconds, the Ranger knew the source of the sound.

"Goddamnit, we're under attack again,” he swore. | thought Ranglin said we were clear of enemy



forces"

"They had ustargeted before we went through hyperspace, colond. Maybe they jumped and got lucky
with the coordinates.”

"Those Aiforian pilots better know what they're doing,” Fragger said. “ From the strength of those
impacts, well be dead meat soon.”

|0 rose and began pacing the cdll as Fragger had done earlier. Clenching and unclenching hisfists, he
sad. “Why the hdll don't they get usout of here? If I'm going to die, | want to do it fighting."

"I hear you,” Fragger said as his stomach knotted. “Let's hope they're more interested in capturing us
than blowing us out of existence.”

Asif determined to prove there was no interest in capture, the pounding increased in intengity until it
knocked both men hard to the deck. Woozy, Fragger |looked up to see the door dide half-open, dam
shut, and then dide open again. At first, he thought the circuitry had been damaged. When alarge hand
grabbed him by the collar and dragged him free of the brig, he knew there was more going on than
interrupted circuits. Only one man on board had handsthat size.

"Buurk!"

"Get to the bridge, colond!” the Martian shouted as he stepped over the Ranger and pulled 1so clear of
the brig. “Both of you, get to the bridge.”

"Who's attacking us?’ Fragger shouted as he scrambled to hisfedt.

"I don't know,” Buurk answered. “But Ranglin has freed everyone. Get up there. I'm headed back to
sickbay to prepare for casudties.”

Fragger didn't wait for more information. He ran to the lift with Iso close on hishedls. As soon asthe
doors opened on to the bridge, Fragger burst into the room and shouted, “ Situation report.”

A white-faced Ranglin answered from his position. “It'saRicer ship, colond. Tanto class. Very fast. We
cantoutrun it.”

"I'd say that's pretty obvious,” Fragger said as he surveyed the bridge and found it crowded with armed
Rangers. “ Any communication from them?"

"Y es. Stand down and prepare to be boarded or die. And one more thing."

"Whichis?'

"If we hand over Watanabe, liveswill be spared.”

"Is0?" Fragger looked at hisfriend. “Why do they want you? It doesn't make any sense.”
"1'm buruku, remember, colonel? An untouchable.”

"y

"No army tolerates people they consider deserters, you know that aswell as| do. But they especialy
despise buruku who fleethe military.”

"Bad for the‘naturd’ order of things,” Fragger said.



|0 nodded. “They will make an example of mein the most public way possible. | will bediced into tiny
pieces over along period of time. My eyeswill bethelast to go so | can seethefull extent of my
‘crime.”

"WEell dl bejoining him,” Ranglin said. “ Theré's no love lost between Aifor and the worlds of the Royal
and Imperia Commonweslth of Nipponese Empires.”

"That'swhy you got me out of the cell,” Fragger said. “ Therés no choice but to fight."
"Yes. They'll shoot any Aiforian down as amatter of course."

"Y ou were asmart man to free me, Ranglin. Do as| say, and | won't have to kill you before the enemy
does."

Ranglin shrugged. “I'm no match for you in combat, colond, but you still need my skills no matter what
the outcome.”

"Not if | get aRicer pilot asareplacement.”

The Aiforian pilot laughed. “My lifeis safe then. They'd suicide before they'd give up to you. Besides,
what makes you think you can get at them? They're going to board us."

"Not if we board them first."
"What? Areyou crazy?'

"Yes. Now do you want to Sit here and continue to be bombarded into oblivion or do you want to close
with that ship asfast as possible and get insgde its heavy weaponry?!

"Tel mewhen."
Fragger turned to |so and ordered, “ Didtribute armsto every soldier.”
"It'saready being done, colond.”

"Tel every soldier to meet at the airlock for the briefing. Get yoursalf down there now and suit up. Have
my armor ready to go."

"Yesdgr,” 1so acknowledged and was out the door.

Fragger got on the commlink to sick bay. “Buurk, are you there yet?*
"Here, colondl,” the Martian's deep voice responded.

"|s Petrick there?'

"Who?'

"The baby."

"Oh, he's got aname now? Congratulations, colond.”

"Shut up, you moron and listen. | want him and you and Amaliain the safest place possible, and that's
sick bay. And make sure Andriana—is she there?”

"No, colond."



"Whereisshe?'
"I have no idea"
"Wdl, send someoneto find—"

The dropship shuddered under another impact. Fragger cut the connection to Buurk and ordered
Ranglin. “Take usin now."

"YS, s‘ r_"

"Is0, yourewith me,” the Ranger said as he rose and strode toward the lift. “Let's get it done.”



Chapter 32
"The enemy knows your MASER ahilities, colond. The dement of surpriseisgone.”

Fragger peered through hisvisor at 1s0. The two of them flanked the hatch with power swords at the
ready. Before replying, Fragger scanned the soldiers gathered about them quickly and was satisfied at the
cam checking of plasmaweapons, the lethal flechette-spraying shredders, and power maces.

"Knowing about my abilitiesisonething, 150. Experiencing them is another.”

Vibrations clanging through the hull told Fragger the Ricers had docked and were in the process of
cydling through the airlock of their ship.

"True, colond, but the late Lord L esto adopted a successful tactic againgt you, and it'slikely the enemy
heslearned of it."

"A mass charge was effective, 10. There were too many for me to handle, but such acharge can't be
mounted in these close quarters. They have to come through in small numbers, and we can chop them up
piecemed.”

"If they comethrough."

"What do you mean?"'

"A standard Ricer tactic isto open the airlock hatch and tossin agrenade or two to clear out an area.”
"Simple grenades aren't going to make a dent on our armor, 10."

"They won't be smple grenades, colond. They'll be sophisticated assault versions of the ‘flash bang’
grenade you spoke of using inyour time."

"How sophiticated?’

"They're designed to overwhelm suit defenses and immobilize their systems temporarily. In effect, they
stun the suit, not the soldier ingdeit, and this provides a crucia window for attack. Soldiers can pour
through the hatch in numbers, and there's nothing we can do about it."

"'S0, there's no explosion as such other than ectronic?!

"It'saccompanied by alight and noise show,” 1so answered, “but there's no serious damage done by
thet."

"What if I'm outside my suit? Would | be okay?
|so's eyes widened with darm. “Y ou're not thinking of—"
"Answer the question,” Fragger ordered.

"With suitable protection againgt the flash and bang, yes.” And if that's the only wegpon my former
comrades decide to tossin. There may be others.”

Fragger made adecison quickly asthe clanging grew louder. “Withdraw the men to the far side of room.
Get two or three troopers shoulder to shoulder so | can hide behind them.”



Fragger wriggled out of hisarmor. When 1so had himsdf and two other in position, the Ranger lay behind
them on the floor with the power sword gripped tightly by his side. Despite the chilly metal of the deck
drawing heat from his skin, Fragger sweated heavily, the fever of combat gripping hisbody. To keep
nervousness a bay, he focused on Bucaram's talisman gifts. He'd taken the time to don them before
getting into his armor, feeling the need to honor the uwishin's actions. He stroked the toucan feathers of
Shuar breastplate, then patted the Aiforian knife strapped to histhigh.

Bucaram said they would bring luck and transfer the power of my enemiesto me. Let'shope he'sright.

Fragger tensed as the thumping and clanging grew louder then ended with ahiss of air asthe hatch
opened.

Two heavy, metdlic clunks sounded on the deck. The Ranger hugged the floor, closing hiseyesand
clapping his hands over hisears. A second later, light seared through his eydids, and concussionslifted
him off the deck. Hefdlt asif every bonein his skeleton had been broken and then rudely shoved back
into place at bad angles. Through stunned ears, he could hear the faint protesting whine of power armor
as his soldiersarmor froze into place. Willing himself erect, he peeked around Watanabe's shoulder,
expecting to see Ricer troopers pouring into the ship.

Instead, there was only one intruder.
A deadly one, heredlized. Onel faced on Mars.
It wasaRAM unit.

Automatically, he trandated the military designation in hismind. Robot Assault Mobile. Shit, just another
word for lethdity.

It wasasmaller verson of the hulking machine held encountered in the armory on Goldilocks, but it
floated above the deck with the same deadly armament—medium, multi-barrel Gauss wegpons. He
ducked down asthe RAM targeting system sprayed dugs into his soldiers and accelerated around the
room until he was behind the machine. When he decelerated, the RAM swivelled barrels a him with
unnerving speed and continued firing. Fragger accelerated ingtantly, feding the heat of the dugs asthey
tore into the space he'd just occupied. He accel erated to the other side of the room, seeking shelter
behind stacks of cargo. As soon as he stopped, the RAM opened fire again.

Fuck, this damned machine is programmed to never let merest! They know | haveto tire sooner or later.
Clever thinking on someone€'s part.

He accelerated once more, trying to think of away out of the Situation while on the move. | need
someone to engage that thing's attention in order to have achance.

He kept on the move until he heard hissoldiers' power armor whine back to life.
"lso!” heydled into hiswrist commlink. “ Concentrate fire on the RAM!"

Iso barked an order, and avolley of fire struck the machine. Plasma bolts splashed againgt its tough hide.
The RAM staggered in the air under the force of the attack. When its wegpons fire became erratic,
Fragger shouted “ Ceasefire!” and accelerated from behind cargo boxes. He diced his sword through the
projecting weapons' barrels until al firing ceased. Then, he dropped to one knee and drove the blade up
into the vulnerable bottom of the RAM. It emitted an eectronic shriek and dropped to the deck.

Fragger barely had timeto pull his sword from the wreckage before the pounding of armoured feet
sounded behind him. Still on his knee, he turned to see Ricer soldiersin their characterigticaly graceful



Samurai armor, on the dead run, bent on overwhelming him. It was the same tactic used by Lord Lesto
so many months ago on Jvaro. To hissurprise, Corpse and Aiforian soldiers were mixed in with the
attackers. With their blunt, functional armor, the Corpses and Aiforians|ooked like rhinos running
amongst deadly Ricer tigers.

Fragger jumped to hisfeet, ready to retreat to amore strategic position. If the enemy soldiersgot him
down under apile of armor, he knew there would be no getting up again. Before he could move, ahand
grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back. 1o and the rest of the Jivaron Rangers stormed past and met
the enemy in aviolent melee. At close range, axes chopped and shredders emitted flechettes in deadly
bursts. Two packs of soldiers pushed against each other asif they werein abrutal rugby scrum. Fragger
evauated the Stuation immediately.

We're outnumbered. They'll push us back eventudly unless| do something.”

He accdlerated into the meleg, plunging his sword tip into the vulnerable neck areas of the front-rank
enemy soldiers, and then darting back before launching the next attack. Some men died in instant
surprise; others gurgled helplesdy, clutched at their throats, and sank to the deck where their bodies
tripped and dowed their comrades.

Fragger's blade jabbed into several bodies before the enemy's advance began to dow. The hesitation
was noticed quickly by his Rangers. A triumphant roar rose as they surged forward and broke through
into the Ricer ship. Fragger burst through with them, then stopped at the sight of the man calmly awaiting
him.

"Radmuller!” he shouted.



Chapter 33

Tyco Radmuller had exchanged hisjungle garb for armor. The suit was gleaming white and obvioudy
custom-designed for the small frameinside it. Arrogance kept Radmuller's face-plate open so it was easy
for Fragger to re-acquaint himself with the doctor's features—the arched eye brows, the thin, aristocratic
lips, and the grey-blue eyesthat still held their perpetud contempt. As before, Fragger had theimpression
that Radmuller perpetualy held amicroscope before him and was peering into its eyepiece to examine
the eternaly irritating flaws of the universe. His gaze said that Fragger wasamgjor flaw.

A reserveforce of slverbacks surrounding Radmuller and towering over him were no laughing metter,
either. Grunts of eagerness escaped their mouths a ong with the drool of madness that the doctor had
engineered into their systems.

"Dr. Shaper,” Fragger said to gain time to assess the situation, “you look like one candy-ass soldier.”

"The nameis Radmuller,” the doctor said coldly as he fastidioudy brushed aloose strand of blond hair
from hisforehead and back into place. “And you'l find out that I'm far from being asoft soldier. After
al—" he swept his hand around the room—"you're not the only one with the ability to capture enemy

vesseisandto lay traps.”

"l wish | had timeto beimpressed,” Fragger said. He gestured at the odd mix of human soldiersand
Radmuller's engineered beasts. “I'll give you credit for one thing, though—you've assembled the
worst-looking group of misfits I've ever seen asacombat force. It couldn't have been easy.”

Radmuller chuckled. “ Oh, it was remarkably easy, thanks to you, Rerun. Once | had the shipin hand, |
smply mentioned that you werethe prize, and, just likethat, | had afighting force."

"A very unwilling one, | suspect,” Fragger said.

Radmuller offered asardonic grin. “ They succumbed to my usua wit and charm. After the attack you
engineered on my base, there were many stragglers who came around to my point of view."

"Y ou gavethem achoice. Life or death.”

"And aconsderablefinancia incentive, Rerun. After that, it was Smply ameatter of preparing thisship
and amatter of time. Y ou had to engage your enemies at some point. Y ou had no other choice.”

"Y ou stood outside the battle and kept watch."

Radmuller nodded. “All | had to do wasto wait for one of your patented escape attempts. | salute your
ancient Ranger training. Asmuch asit pansmeto say it, they obvioudy were an dite force."

"They dill are” Fragger said.
"And you'd like nothing better than to set them loose in our century, wouldn't you, Rerun?”
"I'mjust trying to survive."

Radmuller smirked. “False modesty doesn't become you. The only way you can surviveisto build an
army around you."

"And that's why you're here. To stop me.”

An airy wave of ahand dismissed that thought. “ Oh, | could care less about your plansfor an army.



They're not going to cometo fruition, anyway. What | care about isyou."
"Not me. My ahilities. Y ou want to take me apart just as you do with your animals.”
"Of course.”

"Well, | salute your misguided ingenuity aswell, Radmuller. But apack of untrained rabbleishardly a
match for the Jvaron Rangers.”

"Oh, | have other resources,” Radmuller responded blandly as he flipped hisfaceplate shut. “Thisship
has unexpected ddights at my disposd.”

Aninvisble sgnd parted the soldiers about Radmuller. Their heads turned back toward the main hatch.
Fragger expected more silverbacks and troops to come running through the open entrance. Instead, the
hiss and whirr of hydraulics sounded from the bulkheads. Flanking the main hatch, two doors did asdeto
reveal concave storage spaces. Inside each wasaRAM unit. Fragger's heart sank.

Full-blown battle RAMS!

"Asyou can see from their military designation, these are the Raijin modds,” Radmuller said. “The gods
of thunder and lightning in Ricer mythology.”

The RAMswere mongters, nearly four meterstall with massive metal-composite chests. Above the
chests, gleaming skulls pivoted between overlapping shoulder plates as they assessed the Situation. From
the shoulders, thick arms hung close to articulated knees. Fragger glanced quickly at the hands, afraid
they'd hold weapons that would blast holesin the hulls of both ships. Hisrelief at not seeing amagnetic
accelerator cannon or heavy gauss weapon in their hands was short-lived. One RAM held a
short-shafted war hammer. It reminded Fragger of the claw-hammers of histime, only the claw had been
molded into asingle sharp point and the head was at least 15 centimeters across and fitted atop athick,
short shaft. The weapon design shouted its one purpose—close combat in confined spaces. Held inthe
hand of the other RAM was another in-fighting weapon, aflail with 7-centimeter spikes studding a meta
bal attached by achainto a sted bar.

Metal grunts with a hundred times my strength, Fragger thought as he readied for their attack. And
my sword might as well be made of paper against their armor.

Asthe RAMswhirred into action and started out of their compartment in his direction, Fragger activated
hiscommlink.

"1s0, engage the human troops, but stay away from the RAMs. Create as much congestion as possible.
At my command, fal back into our ship and stay ready."

"Yes, dr,” 1so answered. In the next instant, the Jivaron Rangers charged forward. The blast of wegpons
and the clash of swords and axes echoed in the chamber, punctuated by the grunts and curses of
desperate soldiers. Fragger accelerated away from the advancing RAMs toward the rim of the chamber.
He cut hisway through severa Aiforian soldiers before hacking into the Corpse troopers flanking
Radmuller. They fought fiercely and stubbornly to keep him away from their leader. Fragger diced into
the weak spot behind the knees of atall soldier. The man howled and buckled to the deck. Two of his
comrades stumbled over the downed man in thelr eagernessto get at the Ranger. Fragger hacked their
heads off asthey fell. Their comrades shouted with anger they fought to get over the bodies.

Out of the corner of hiseye, the Ranger caught alooming presence and ducked just astheflail-wielding
RAM swung itsweapon at his head. The studded ball whizzed by Fragger's ear and caught one of



Radmuller's men flush on the chest. The man flew backwards into the ranks and took three men to the
deck with him.

"Get away from the Rerun!” afurious Radmuller ordered. “ Clear aspace for the RAMS!™
Fragger gave his own command. “1so, retreat to the air lock now and hold your position.”
"Understood, colond.”

The Ranger accelerated again, dropping under the swing of the warhammer by the second RAM. He
raced away from Radmuller's position and engaged Ricer troopsto draw attention away from Iso's
retreat. They were lighter and more nimble than their Corpse counterparts and fought more intelligently.
They thrust their swords a him, jumped away, and thrust again. Fragger parried their thrusts until he
redized they were playing awaiting game, trying to keep him busy while his back was exposed to the
RAMSs. He went dong with the game for afew seconds until he felt the heavy presence of the machines
closeto him, then accelerated hard into the pack of Ricers and burst through their line. The remaining
Ricers parted quickly to let the RAMs through. Fragger raced to the main interior hatch, opened it, and
dipped through into the corridor of the Ricer ship. A millisecond later, the flail smashed into the bulkhead
where held been standing. Too large to get through the hatch, the RAMs swung their weapons through
the opening, attempting to reach him with their blows. Fragger waited patiently for Radmuller to redize
thefutility of thisaction and order the machinesto stop damaging the ship. Within aminute, his patience
was rewarded. The RAMs dropped the weaponsto their sides and straightened into immobility as
Radmuller's troops swarmed around them and toward his position.

"Attack their rear, 1s0,” Fragger ordered and brought his sword to the ready asthe enemy troopsran at
him. He scythed the legs out from under the first screaming soldier and thrust the blade into the armpit of
the second. They both fdl in atumble, partialy blocking the entrance. Behind them, their comrades
stacked up against one another, cursing at each other as they sought to get free of the tangle of armor and
weapons. The curses turned to shrieks of fright as the maddened silverbacks turned on them and tore at
their armor. Then, 1so and the Jvaron Rangers dammed into their rear.

The smell of burnt flesh and eviscerated entrailsfilled the corridor as Fragger carried the attack forward.
Sandwiched between him and the Rangers, the enemy's ranks crumbled, and they died in aheap.
Fragger leaped over the jJumble of bodies and re-entered the chamber. He scanned the room quickly for
Radmuller. It didn't takelong to find him.

Cornered by Rangers, Radmuller and the creatures guarding him fought desperately and with surprising
skill. Around the chamber, scattered Corpse, Ricer and Aiforian soldiers died under axes and blades or
dropped their knees to the bloody deck and begged for mercy.

Fragger stepped warily around the inert RAMs and snapped an order at the doctor.
"Surrender, Radmuller.”

Through hisvisor, the doctor glared at him.

"Y ou surrender, Rerun. | ill have the RAMs at my command.”

"They're usdless,” Fragger said. 1 can get back out the door before you activate them.”

Radmuller smiled and shook his head. “Y ou till don't redlize your accidental importance, do you, Rerun?
I'm willing to sacrifice this ship and everyone on it to make sure | either have you or you're dead. I'll send
the RAMs after you, and they'll tear every bulkhead apart until they find you and kill you."



"I don't think your fellow shipmates would agree with that tactic,” Fragger said.

Radmuller shrugged. “They have no choice. And if you think you can get back onto your ship, the
RAMSwill batter their way in and destroy everything and everybody. Are you willing to sacrifice dl your
friends?'

Fragger swore. “Y ou haven't learned anything, have you, Radmuller? In your hands, we're as good as
dead anyway. We haven't got anything left to do but fight. So, it doesn't really matter what you do with
those robots.”

"Let'sseeif that'strue, Rerun.”

Behind him, Fragger could hear the two RAMs whine powerfully back into life. He turned to see the
flail-wielding robot raise its weapon in the air and whirl the blade-studded ball into a deadly whistling blur
before advancing toward his men on the right flank. The second RAM took the left flank. With aquick
swipe of itswar hammer, the unit took out one of Fragger's Rangers and two of Radmuller's own
soldiers.

Fragger opened acommlink channd to hispilot. “Ranglin, disengage the ship. Lay off the hull far enough
to prevent RAMs from boarding. Stand by to receive our men.”

"Acknowledged,” the pilot said.

Fragger turned back to face Radmuller and found him gone. He searched among the soldiers scrambling
to avoid the RAMSss, but the search cameto aquick end asthe ball of theflall hissed by his head and
thudded into the bulkhead. Fragger accelerated past the RAM and into the path of its partner. The point
of the war hammer dammed into the deck between hisfeet, sending a shower of sparksinto the Ranger's
face. Fragger cursed and accelerated again toward the side of the room farthest from the airlock to his
ship. Both RAMs swung their headsin his direction and advanced again.

Fragger issued hisorders. “I1so, Radmuller's got both robots keyed on me. Get the men off the ship. Tell
them to be prepared to jump. | ordered Ranglin to lay off to keep the RAMs from coming on board.”

"What about you?’ 10 asked.

"Believeme, I'll beright behind you!"

"Understood.”

"And, 1so, concentrate your fire on Radmuller asyou retreat.”
"Acknowledged, but | don't see him, colond.”

"Damn, he'sgot to be herel”

"Maybe he's dead.”

"Not achance,” Fragger sad. “It's never that easy with Radmuller.”
"Unfortunately, he has as many lives asyou do, colond.”

"Aintit thetru—"

Fragger legped back astheflail-wielding RAM swung hiswegpon in avicious horizonta srike. At the
sametime, the war hammer of the second RAM tried to driveits point straight into his ear. Fragger



ducked, but the edge of the weapon clipped the top of his head. He staggered against the bulkhead. The
insane chatter of aconcussion lit up his mind. The warning shouts of his men melted into red, blue and
dlver fireworks which turned into the smdll of spilled intestines, blood, and thefar, far away sghing voice
of Radmuller.

"Goodbye, Rerun. It'sapity for you to die. What | could have done with your abilities.”
Fragger tried to shake his head free of the chaosingdeit to locate Radmuller.

It's no use, he despaired as hislimbs refused to obey his order to move. He sank down with the two
RAMstowering over him. Sparksflew from their metalic shells as his men fired a.concentrated volley.

How silly, 1so! hethought. Your fire won't do any good. It's like using pea shooters against rhinos.
Get your ass and the men back to the ship!

Fragger watched with bemused detachment asthe RAMs raised their weapons for the death blow. He
knew he should be afraid, but it seemed awaste of time.

Besides, I'm kind of looking forward to death. | deserve the rest.

Thisthought struck him as tremendoudy funny, and he giggled asif he were aschoolgirl instead of a
hardened combat veteran. The laughter snapped him back into seriousness.

Embarrassing! Go out with some dignity, you fool!

He straightened his shoulders and attempted to stand up so he could die with a semblance of pride. His
legs ill wouldn't obey him. It was easier to close his eyes.

A thud on the deck beside him and the rattling of achain opened them again. Fragger stared numbly at
the bdl of theflail asit rolled to astop beside hisright hip and dropped its broken chain across hisleg.
He looked up and saw that the RAM seemed as confused as he was. Its head was turned toward the
shaft initsmetal hand as the robot sorted through its command program for the next appropriate action.
Begdeit, the second RAM wasin the same mode. Its focus was on the broken shaft of the war hammer
gill clutched initsfist. The hammer head lay on the deck near itsfeet. Fragger lifted his gaze and looked
past the robots.

Near the airlock, 1so and several Rangers stood and poured fire at the weapons of the RAMSs.
"Fragger,” he heard 1o shout over the commlink. “ Get your lazy ass up off the deck and over here."
"What?" Fragger said blankly.

"You heard me. That's adirect order, soldier.”

"You can't order me, Iso. | order you!"

"Colond, snap out of it! Now!"

The sharp tone cut through the confusion in Fragger's head and he rose up shakily.

"Now, Fragger! Before those damned robots process the Situation!”

Fragger lurched forward, staggered against theleg of one of the RAMSs, and stumbled toward his men.
Hetripped and dammed into the deck. The action cleared his head enough for himto roll over on his
back and ask, “Where's Radmuller?”



"Out of the room and back into the main part of hisship.”

"We need to get him, 1s0.”

Iso hauled Fragger to hisfeet. “We can', colond. He's locked down the hatch door.”

"But well beright back where we started from. Hell blow us out of space once we're free of his ship.”
"WEell keep him occupied with other matters so we don't have to worry about it."

Fragger regarded hisfriend with confusion. “What are you taking about?"

"Jugt watch the RAMS."

Fragger wiped blood from his eyes and obeyed 1s0's command.

The robots stood where held left them, seemingly immobilized.

"You frozethem?’ he asked.

"For amoment,” 1so answered. “1 ran atactical andlysis on these models. They're vulnerableto an EMP
pulse generator."

"But RAMS are hardened against such attacks."

"Thisisan older series of Raijin, colond. The circuitry islightly shielded in the neck so | ordered the men
to concentrate fire on that areawhile | deployed EMP weapons. These two men here are doing the redl

damage.

|0 gestured at the two troopers flanking him, and Fragger saw that each knelt with weapons resembling
elongated M 79 grenade launchers of his Vietnam days. They kept the barrels focused tightly on the
RAMs.

"Widl, thank God, you've damaged them, but how isthis going to keep Radmuller's attention off us?"

"Patience, colonel. EM P weapons don't work quickly. We need to time to enter our own command into
their brains”

"Whichis?"

"Berserker mode. It's seldom used because of the expense of replacing these beasts, but there are
Specid circumstances.”

Fragger guessed, “When you're losing a battle and need alast-ditch effort to cover aretreat?’
"Right."

"Will it work?'

|0 shrugged. “Y ou never know with damaged circuitry. Well soon find out, though.”

"Y ou're playing adangerous game."

Iso grinned a him. “Kept you in one piece, didn't it?"

"Look!” one of the men shouted.



The RAMsjerked out of immobility, their heads swiveling toward the main hatch into the ship. Their
bodies straightened, and they strode with powerful purpose to the door. Massive arms hammered at the
hatch. Meta crumpled inward, accompanied by aharsh clang that assaulted Fragger's ears.

"It won't take them long to get through that,” he said to I so.

"If they stick toit,” 150 responded. “It'stime for usto get out of here because when they're in berserker
mode, those RAMs don't care what's in their way."

Fragger pointed out the obvious. “1 don't have asuit.”
"Y ou told me you crossed space once before with Red, colonel.”
"Yeah, but | don't care to repesat the experience.”

Iso nodded toward the robots. “If you don't get moving right now, we may have an unrepeatable
experience with the RAMS."

One of the robots had straightened up from itstask of hammering in the door, turned and fixed its sensors
on the Rangers. It rotated around clumsily and started toward them.

"Let'sgo!” Fragger said.
"Grab my utility belt and hang on,” 10 ordered.

Fragger obeyed, inhaled deeply and held his breath asthe air lock door did open. 10 launched himsdlf
straight out the door and at the grey, battered hull of their dropship. It was hard to judge distancesin
space, but Fragger estimated that they had 30 meters to go and hoped he could hold his breath that long.

Asif | had any choice! he thought as hefelt the cold bite into his body with sharp force. The blood on
his head froze quickly into a crust that threatened to pucker the skin right off his scalp and face. Fragger
forced hismind away from the pain by looking back at Radmuller's ship.

Mogt of the Rangers floated safely about his position, but aRAM had clamped its hand around a
straggler and, with casua strength, tore him in two. The soldier's head and torso drifted off into space,
followed closdly by the legs and an accompanying spray of frozen blood and entrails. For asecond,
Fragger was afraid the RAM would launch itself after them. He breathed aninternd sigh of relief when it
dammed itsfigt into the bulkheed, asif in frustration, and disappeared back into the ship.

Fragger was even more relieved when 1o flew through the open hatch of their dropship and thrust him
through an emergency air lock door and dogged it quickly behind him. Fragger dropped hard to the deck
on his hands and knees, grateful for the sudden impact of heat and air. He gasped, drew in adeep lungful
of oxygen and then another. From his experience with Red, he knew the shivering would start as soon as
his skin began to thaw, but he didn't really care. It was good to be dive.

The question is, how many more lives do | have? I've really got to stop doing this!
"Colond, colond, are you there?’ an urgent voice sounded over the commlink.

"I'm okay, Iso. Thanks."

"It'snot Iso. It'sBuurk."

"Buurk? This had better be important. I'm not in real good shape right now."



"It's Lady Lesto. She's after your son!”



Chapter 34

"Goddamnit, | told you to keep her away from the baby!” Fragger swore as he forced his chilled limbs
into action and got himsalf up off the deck.

"Welost track of her during the confusion of the battle.”
"Whereisshe?'

"Insckbay. | am too. Shekilled the guard, and now she's got us cornered in the pharmacy. | have the
door blocked, but she's got agaussrifle and is blowing holes through it right now!"

A sudden blast over the commlink confirmed the Martian's statement.
"Buurk, Buurk! Areyou okay?’ Fragger shouted.

"...I'm il here, colonel. So's Wik, but he's down. | took some shrapnel in the back from the door. The
baby's ... okay."

Fragger cursed at the downess of hislegs as he limped into acorridor and found alift. Asit shot toward
the center of the ship, he rubbed hisarms and legs vigoroudly to restore warmth. When the door opened,
he'd restored enough fedling to break into arun toward sickbay.

A blast from the gauss rifle impacted the bulkhead next to him as he came through the door. He dropped,
rolled behind adesk, only to have it shatter gpart in front of him. Splinters of metal droveinto his bodly.
The sharp stinging pain drove him back into motion. As he accelerated, he located Andriana. She had the
rifle braced against one hip while she tugged fiercely at Buurk'sarm. The Martian had his back to her to
shield the wailing baby. Blood dripped from the arm, and atwisted grimace on the Martian's broad face
told Fragger hisfriend wasin agony. Andrianajerked hard at the arm again, and Buurk screamed as he
toppled on to hisback. The baby lay helpless and exposed on the Martian's chest. A wild cry of triumph
came from Andriana as she swung therifle avay Fragger and aimed at Patrick.

"No!” Fragger cried as he accel erated toward the insane mother of his child. His abilitiesgave him
incredible speed, but there was too much distance to cover before Andrianas finger pulled the trigger.
Andrianaturned her head toward him, and he saw the terrible gleam of vengeance in her narrowed eyes
before she swung her head back toward the baby.

Andriana started in surprise asasmdl body clambered across Buurk, past the baby and launched itself
into her chest. A blast from therifle hit the ceiling as she sumbled and fell backward. Watrun Wik
grabbed the rifle and tried to tear it from Andrianas arms. She drove the stock into histhroat, but the
vidman hung on, and they rolled over and over on the deck.

Fragger reached them an instant later and drove a short punch into Andrianasjaw. Stunned, she released
her grip on the weapon and fell back onto the deck. Fragger pulled Wik up by the belt, tore the weapon
out of the doctor's hands, and threw it across the room. He dropped the vidman gently to the deck.

"Wik, areyou okay?’ he asked. “Wik?"'
The vidman gasped and nodded as he raised his head. Fragger saw purple bruising on his neck.
Wik struggled to get words out. When they finaly did, they had a congtricted tone.

"Buurk? How's Buurk? And the baby?*



Fragger stepped across Andriana, went to the Martian, and knelt. “Buurk, Buurk, are you okay?*

The medic smiled weakly. “1 need anew arm, | think. Tell Wik the baby's okay. And tel him hesacrazy
little bastard.”

Tears stung at Fragger's eyes as he checked the ragged wound that had torn away half of Buurk's upper
am.

"Y ou're both crazy bastards,” he said, and | owe you everything. | want you to know—"
Thewall of the baby cut off his sentence.
"| think Petrick ishungry,” Buurk said. “Y ou should get him some—"

The Martian's head dropped to one side. Fragger bent quickly and put hisfingersto Buurk's neck. Relief
flooded his body when hefdt apulse. He quickly spoke an order into the commlink.

"I0, get medicsto sickbay ASAP. Buurk isdown and injured badly.”
"Understood,” 1s0 answered. “How's the baby?"

"Unhurt."

"And Lady Lesto?'

Fragger glanced at Andriana. She'd rolled onto her hands and knees and was attempting to crawl toward
therifle

"Fragger?’ 1so asked. “ Are you there?”’

"es"

"What about Lady Lesto?"

Fragger hesitated, then answered. “I'll take care of her."

Andriana stopped crawling at hiswords. She turned her body and did her back up against thewall. Her
eyestracked his movement toward her. They held no fear, only acceptance.

Fragger stood over the mother of his child. “1 would have loved you, you know,” he said softly. “1t would
have comewithtime."

"Your lovedisgusts me,” she said. “1'd sooner rut with apig.”

"l can't let you live,” he said, gesturing toward his comrades and the baby. “Y ou cost me and the others
around me too much."

"Then | hope you choke on your guilt, Rerun.”

"l can promise you two things, Andriana. Y our son will live, and he will be exceptiona. And ... your
death will be quick and painless.”

Andrianalaughed bitterly. “Asif | care about either one! | hope you and the little bastard—"

Fragger accelerated. In one motion, he drew Wenghorn's Aiforian blade from its shesth and droveit hard
into her heart. Andriana's ice-blue eyes widened for an instant, softened, and then closed as blood



gushed from her mouth. The Ranger drew the blade out and droveit in again to make sure.
"My God, Fragger,” he heard Wik gasp. “My God, what did you do?"

"I smply couldn't take any more,” Fragger said as he dropped the knife. “What mother would kill her
own baby? And keep on trying?'

Wik had no answer, but his eyes showed the revulsion the Ranger fdlt for himself.

"Get yoursdlf looked at when the medics arrive,” Fragger snapped at the vidman as hewalked past him
and lifted Petrick gently from the chest of the unconscious Buurk.

Cradling the crying baby in hisarms, he walked from sickbay and took thelift to the bridge. Heads
turned as he walked in.

"Report,” he ordered Ranglin.

Patrick wailed suddenly, and the pilot eyed the Ranger with uncertainty.

"Y ou've never seen ababy before?’ Fragger barked.

"Uh, no, not on the bridge, colonel.”

"Well, get used to it. What's the Stuation with Radmuller? Ishe ill athreat?!

"No, colonel. Werre well away from his ship. There were afew savos after you got back on board, but
targeting has ceased dtogether. From the erratic movements of their vessd, 1'd guessthey haveinternd
troubles, but it wasn't from us. We didn't inflict any damage. Any ideawhat caused it?"

"Oneof Iso'stactics,” Fragger answered. “He suborned two battle RAMs and turned them loose in the
sip."

Ranglin gave alow, gppreciativewhigtle. “1'd say Radmuller has hishandsfull.”
"I'd like to go back after him and kill the bastard. Any chance of that?’ Fragger asked.

"None, colond. Asyou know, we couldn't match up with hisfirepower in the first place, and weve
sustained damage that needs repairing.”

"Any of it impair theintegrity of our ship?'
"No,” Ranglin answvered.

"Well be able to enter hyperspace?’
"Once repairs are made, yes."

Fragger sat in achair and gave Patrick afinger to suckle on. It quieted the crying. The men shifted
uncomfortably, and Fragger knew they found the sight of a hardened combat veteran tending a baby

disquieting.
"Ranglin,” Fragger said. “Y ou remember the promise | made to you and your buddy?'

"Yes, sr. Do what you say, and welll have our freedom.”

Fragger fell dlent for amoment, distracted by the sudden hard suckling on hisfinger. It brought back



memories of hischildren, lost Sx centuries ago.

"Sir?’ Ranglin asked hesitantly. “ Do you intend to keep that promise?”

"Don't worry,” Fragger answered. “| fully intend to keep it. There's only one thing you need to do."
"What'sthat?"

"Find meaplangt, pilot."

Find ahomefor me and my son.
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