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Firemask
Legion 02

Chris Bunch

Before battle, meditate on the thirteen ways of fire:

1. Its power is far greater than any charger, yet it hides in a child's robes.

2. Bright, angry, it gladdens the heart of he who uses it.

3. Its sight weakens the foe, for he knows the merci-lessness of what he faces.
4. Set properly, it will never surrender.

5. Once fire rages, the warrior may pursue his own course.

6. It needs little encouragement to shoulder its arms, little food other than a scattering of twigs, and fights
on without rest until the end.

7. It fights its own battle, leaping here, there, and no sayer can predict its course.

8. It carries almost all before it, and they are its victims or allies; the wind becomes its steed, the earth its
fortress, and only great waters are its final enemy.

9. Behind its mask the warrior can devise his own stratagems in leisure and concealment.

10. With fire guarding his flanks, the warrior may fight with all his heart, knowing he has given himself a
perfect shield.

11. It attacks all that the enemy has, wagons, horses, victuals, as well as swordsmen and archers.
12. Even its wounding is terrible and few survive.

13. Its barren aftermath gives nothing to the host but desolation and despair.

Consider well the ways of fire, its masks and tactics, then make war with its soul in your belly.

—Maxims for a Lone Warrior, Fighting Against a Hostby Lai Shi-Min, later The Emperor T'ai Tsung
(ca. 630 CE)

CHAPTERI1
Langnes 37421/The Planet/Gathering

Starships snapped into real space, slashed toward the system's fourth planet. As they closed, bays slid
open, and small C-shaped fighting ships, the lethalaksai, darted out and held close formation on their
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mother ships.
It could have been an attack, but was not.

The Musth clanmasters were assembling to decide what might be done with the humans occupying the
far-distant Cumbre system.

Or, at least the clanmasters who felt the matter of interest or value; perhaps twenty percent of the Musth
clans, no more. Others might choose to involve themselves later, might remain neutral.

To the Musth, The planet was held, in mythology, to be the homeworld, although most of their scientists
believed the race had simultaneously evolved on a dozen, perhaps more, planets; proof the universe
belonged to them, buttressed by the ease with which they had conquered their home cluster and
expanded beyond.

The planet was temperate, with large continents, low mountains, lakes, much of the land covered with
veldt, grassy plains interspersed with small forests. The sun was G-type, but the light was starker, more
blue, than a Ter-ran would feel comfortable under. Its climate was a bit chill for man, although it seldom
snowed. Rainfall was seasonal, sparse but heavy when it came.

It had not always been like that. Over the millennia, it'd been plowed, mined, deforested, and built up,
and then the Musth had gone out to the stars.

The planet, almost abandoned, was encouraged to revert to its natural state. Cities were leveled, and the
ravaged land contoured and planted, polluted rivers and lakes made to run clean, and the world was as it
had been, at the dawn of Musth time.

With population pressure gone, the few million Musth who chose to remain on The planet built
semi-underground villages, one clan holding each settlement.

Only one small continent still showed the Musth's technocracy. Here were military bases, great landing
fields, roboticized factories and yards, and the slender bureaucracy the Musth needed to administer their
thousand thousand worlds. This was Gathering.

In the center of it all was a two-kilometer-wide cylinder with a domed rotunda. This building, three
hundred meters high, was where the Musth came to deal with problems beyond the immediate reach of a
clanmaster, or to settle a feud when one or another of the warring groups requested intervention.

The building had no name, which the Musth found logical. As the only one in their empire used for these
purposes, it needed none.

There was a wry Musth proverb: "The only reason we Musth do not rule All-Cosmos is we need one
eye for our race's future, one eye for our personal destiny, and one eye to guard our backs, and the First
Cause only gave us two eyes each."”

In the cylinder's walls were suites, each with a small landing platform wide enough for a pair of ships. A
clan-master could arrive, well guarded, and conduct whatever business was necessary without leaving his
suite, using the elaborate electronics array. Each suite was completely independent, with its own power
generator and available air supply for those who were worried about an enemy trying to gas them.

If the controversy was solved, then the masters, their subordinates, delegates or relatives, could choose
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to meet in the flesh.

There were almost five hundred clanmasters assembling. Some ruled several worlds, some controlled a
trade or craft, others commanded fighting fleets.

While theaksaibanked and circled overhead watchfully like Earth swallows, the clanmasters entered the
building, each computer-routed so no enemies would find themselves sharing airspace and seizing the
moment.

They came out of their small flits arrogantly, as befitted a master race; two meters tall, more when they
reared back on their small tails, their coarse, yellow to reddish brown fur gleaming, small heads peering
about on long, snakelike necks, quick in their motions as they moved into their quarters.

All wore weapons belts, none of their armament ceremonial in nature.

That night, before the assemblage began, corns flashed to and fro as strategies, tactics, and ideas were
sent back and forth.

At sunrise, the meeting began.

Wallscreens opened, dividing as necessary as clanmasters appeared on them. Other masters activated
their monitors but preferred to remain invisible.

Aesc, former "ambassador" to the Cumbre system, presented the Musth's case. There'd always been
tension between the humans and Musth, but within the last time sequence, it had exploded into violence
as what he called the lesser beings, the 'Raum, slightly smaller and darker than other humanoids, had
revolted against their masters. And they'd attacked the Musth.

"Why?" a clanmaster asked. "I know little of humans, barely enough to loathe them. But I thought our
differences were settled, at least in their eyes, when we made peace before."

"The 'Raum," Aesc explained, "have a common belief, that they are destined to rule not merely their
race, but all space, all time, all beings."

There were noises of amusement, somewhere between purrs and growls. Someone said "heresy," and
there was more mirth.

"Leader Wlencing had the opportunity to fight them on occasion," Aesc went on. "Once in league with
the human army."

"Your views, Wlencing," a clanmaster, Keffa, requested.
"The 'Raum are what the humans call," and Wlencing used a Terran word, " 'wormsss,' or slime beings.
Cowards, who avoid face-battle, not much in the way of warriors when they're driven to combat. But

they were able to hurt us quite badly when they sent a manned suicide bomb into our mining headquarters
on the third world."

"That," Aesc said, "sparked our withdrawal, as the documents provided show."

"I have read them," Keffa said. "And you intervened when Wlencing had not finished my question. I care
little of these fools who believe themselves superior, especially when you say they have been destroyed."
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"Not destroyed," Wlencing said. "Defeated, driven back into their warrens."

"By the human army, which is my main interest and which my question was about," Keffa said. "What of
them?"

Wilencing considered, head darting from side to side.

"As warriors, some fight very well, especially those who have been trained to seek personal battle. As
an army, in prolonged war, I have less information. The fighting with the 'Raum was little better than a
series of skirmishes.

"Against us? Since the Confederation that we once fought against seems to have withdrawn their support
for this sector, their fighters are unsupported, frequently forced to improvise or do without. I will admit
one advantage humans, or at least some humans, seem to have over our race is being able to find
alternative solutions quite readily."

"Perhaps," an older clanmaster, Paumoto, said, "because their tools are so frequently inadequate to the
task." There was a ripple of agreement.

Paumoto spoke for the most militant of the Musth, those who wanted to devote all the race's energy to
obliterating the stumbling block of humanity. Only Man had presented a threat to the Musth, and vice
versa. Other intelligent races encountered were either unambitious, not imperialistic, far less advanced or,

most commonly, not oxygen-based, and therefore welcome to the worlds Man and Musth found harsh,
uninhabitable.

Thus far, Paumoto had gained only marginal support, most of his race either having no contact and hence
no interest in humanity, or believing Mankind was a tottering, dying race that would vanish of its own
stupidity.

One of Paumoto's strongest allies was Keffa, who unfortunately had far too much wealth and too little
seasoning.

"That may be true," Wlencing said once the amusement died down. "But I do not take our enemies
lightly. Still, I have full confidence that we can destroy them if we fight cleverly."

"I admire you, War Leader," Paumoto said, "and your more perceptive fellows, for realizing what I've
been warning for half a generation is the truth, that we must confront Mankind, on our terms, as soon as
possible.

"This galaxy, and the ones around it, can support only one master, and we must put Man in his place
before he can grow stronger! The perhaps-chaos of their Confederation offers us the perfect
opportunity."

"Thank you," another clanmaster, Senza, said, "but [ must remind you what happened to make some of
us worry aboutMan. "

Thirty-five E-years earlier, the Musth had sent a major colonization group into a mineral-rich cluster both
races had discovered. They took over worlds already claimed by Man, began to exploit the system. The
Confederation struck back hard, destroying most of the Musth force, and made a harsh treaty requiring
them to cede half a dozen systems in the sector to the humans, as well as the systems that sparked the
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war.

The clanmasters shifted uncomfortably, some ears cocking in anger. No Musth liked to be reminded of
the past, especially if it smelled of failure.

Senza was generally regarded as unbalanced, even a calamity bringer, and probably would have been
brought down if he wasn't extraordinarily careful about his personal safety.

He was also grudgingly accorded respect because he was the unquestioned head of the ubiquitous and
vitalPolperro, or "Reckoners." ThePolperrowere a unique clan, able to recruit from any other of the
Musth, since they were the race's diplomats and lawyers, the lubricant that kept the race from perpetual
civil war.

Unlike most of the other Musth, Senza had voluntarily visited Man's worlds and returned impressed. He
thought each race had much to learn from the other, and might consider an alliance rather than enmity.
His views were popular only with the young Musth who could break from tradition, or the more radical
elements of the clans, those who wanted change from the existing order.

"The past is dead," growled Keffa.
Senza moved a paw diagonally, signaling doubt.

"It is," Paumoto said with finality, "as far as this debate. The question now is, what to do about the men
in the Cumbre system? This moment, this chance. Suggestions?"

"We should return with warriors, not miners," War Leader Wlencing insisted. "Hit first, hit hard, and the
system is ours. We already have listeners in place, so we shall face few surprises. If the Confederation
still exists, they'll be faced with a done deed. If they do not"—he held out a paw, extended its
claws—"we will have returned to our former path of conquest. There does not seem to be another
option, nor, if we take this way, the risk of us suffering any real damage."

"What of the humans who don't conveniently die," Senza asked. "Should we set stinging-ones on them?"
These near-insects were part of one of the Musth's less pleasant hand weapons. Held unconscious in
grenades, they swarmed anything moving when the grenade burst.

"We are not monsters," Wlencing said. "I would hardly kill cubs or breeders without provocation. We
could not allow them to escape after our victory, for fear they'd bring back the Confederation.

"But isn't there always a place for workers, doing tasks we would rather not? In the mines or even as
serving class? Those who survive, and have no desire to oppose us again, might be more useful to us
alive."

"No!" Keffa snarled, eyes reddening in anger. "When a Musth cannot do his own labor, whether it's
clean or filthy, when we think ourselves too good for work, we are ready to pass on, to allow a stronger,
more virile race to rule! Senza may have thought he was jesting, but I think he has the correct solution.
Brutality now would prevent future complications."

"Kefta certainly has confidence," Senza said. "As yet, we have mounted no campaigns, and already we
are discussing the spoils and how we shall murder those we're too stupid to deal with in other ways."

"Do you doubt our ability to conquer?" Paumoto demanded.
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"Certainly not," Senza said. "If, and I emphasizeif, we decide on war. Let me ask, before the words
become more fiery, just how many of the clanmasters here want a fight with Man?"

"We've hardly begun to talk about—" Kefta said.

"That, certainly, is the direction of this meeting, so I think the amount of interest in such an extreme
passage would be interesting. I call for such a consensus."

That was Senza's right, and paws touched sensors in each suite.
Seconds later, a screen showed the tabulation:
About a third in favor, a third against, a third undecided.

"Ourgreatrace," Senza said, putting slight emphasis on great, "hardly seems to perceive Wlencing,
Paumoto, and Keffa's destiny as obvious."

"Are you saying we should accept our defeat?" Aesc said. "Accept being driven from Cumbre?"

"According to the documents, you and War Leader Wlencing chose to withdraw, in order to consult
with us. That is hardly being driven anywhere."

"How do you think the humans will perceive it?" Aesc hissed.
Now there were rumblings throughout the building.

"T do not care how the humans perceive it," Senza said. "What they are is what they are. I happen to
have far greater faith in the destiny of our race to worry overmuch about humans.

"I will also add I am not impressed by your performance, Aesc, nor you, Wlencing. You involved
yourselves in what was a most minor operation, seeing no doubt great advancement therein.

"I do not see many riches having been gained through your actions.

"Now, you want to increase our involvement in the system. I think this is foolish. I think we should
pursue one of two courses, which I suggest to this gathering.

"First, we permit your involvement with the Cumbre system to continue, but with no greater commitment
than before. I enter this for a vote at this time, but request my fellow clan leaders wait until my second
suggestion is offered.

"That is that we retreat from the Cumbrian system entirely and restrict our presence there to a purchasing
team or two, and trade for the minerals the system has.

"It is perhaps inevitable we shall encounter other races than the ones we have to date, races which are as
ambitious as we are and who also share the same carbon-based cycle.

"If we can learn from Man, study their weaknesses, could not those same lessons be applied when we
encounter other aliens, and decide whether they are our enemies or our allies?
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"Think well on these two matters, clan leaders. We may, in what appears to be a very minor matter
today, be setting policies future Musth will praise or curse us for.

"Now I call for a vote."

Senza was not surprised at all when both his measures failed handily.

"Now that that foolishness has passed," Paumoto said,

"we can return to the real issue and forget cubbish sentiment. I suggest we return to Cumbre, but with a
larger force than before, one mostly composed of warriors. The detachment would be led by Aesc, since
he is most familiar with the system, and his second-in-command would be Wlencing. Be aware [ would

like him to be the second in everything, not merely military.

"Rather than have our main elements stationed on Silitric, and our headquarters in a remote section of
their home-world, we should establish posts in every city on the planet.”

"I don't understand their purpose," Aesc said.

"On the surface," Paumoto said, "to attempt to lessen the tension between our two races. But in reality,
to monitor exactly what these men are planning, thinking, and to be ready for an instant, violent response
if that is required."

"Or, perhaps," Senza added cynically, "Paumoto is suggesting them as targets, so that if men wrong the
Musth, they will have an opportunity close at hand, and we will then have enough reason to retaliate for
such a massacre instantly.

"[s that an element of your thinking?"

"I would hardly allow myself to speak for a policy that might mean the deaths of some of our people,
would [?"

"No," Senza said. "You would notspeakabout it."

"There shall come a time, Senza," Keffa put in, and, the clanmasters could see on their screens, his claws
needled in, out, "when your cleverness shall turn against you."

"[s this a challenge?" Senza said. "To my clan, or to myself? If you are challenging me personally, you
should remember I said time past [ would accept no offers to duel. Blood settles little, which you'll learn,

Keffa, as you grow and age. If you age."

"Enough," Paumoto said. "I would wish to put my suggestion to a vote, reminding those who are in favor
of the measure they will be required to assist in the funding and equipage of this expedition."

The tally was taken slowly, over several hours, as vari-ous factions argued back and forth or withheld
their votes until one side or the other won the argument or presented recompense.

At the end of the time, 112 clanmasters involved themselves and their clans, with only a scattering of
votes against the proposal. Senza, like most of the others, remained neutral.

"[s that enough?" Aesc asked Wlencing privately.
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"More than," the War Leader responded. "For the ones who favor the measure are the ones rich in
weapons, warriors, and power, and once the inevitable happens, the others will scratch to join us.

"This marks a new beginning.

"It shall not be long," Wlencing said firmly, "that all Musth will join us, and the day of man's removal from
our path shall arrive."

The next day, as Senza's mothership offplaneted, his aide, Kenryo, came to him.
"Your student Alikhan, Wlencing's cub, remained on The planet."

Senza lifted a paw, indicating mild surprise.

"He's chosen to serve with his father, on Cumbre."

"Which means we have lost another battle," Senza said. "Another one chooses the violence-way, the
way that requires no thought, no reasoning."

"Y ou denigrate your teachings, sir."
"In what way?"

"I do not think Alikhan is completely insensate, that his time with us was wasted, that your thoughts were
ignored."

"Thank you for the compliment," Senza said. "But if you are right, then the cub may be troubled by the
contrast between what we believe and what his father will practice.

"[ fear," he said somberly, "his final decision, as many others he has made, has a strong probability of
being made in blood."

CHAPTER

2

Cumbre/D-Cumbre

"And don't you love this peacetime army," AltGarvin Jaansma, Commanding Officer, Intelligence and
Reconnaissance Company, Headquarters, RaoForce, panted. "Duding in custom-tailored uniforms,
ankling down a promenade, the rattle of good silver in your pants, every admiring eye on you, the

goddamned palladium. .. whatever the hell that is. .. of all that's good, right, and just in society?"

"Shaddup and help me bang this friggin' form back where it's supposed to be before Monique buries us
in quikset," his executive officer,AspirantNjangu Y oshi-taro, grunted.

Both officers, barely twenty E-years old, wore torn, sweaty undershirts, work boots, and
cement-stained pants.

Hosed down and in the midnight blue dress uniform of the Force, they would look a great deal better,
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particularly Jaansma.

He was tall, almost two meters, blond, with a natural weightlifter's body, and an open, firm face. If he
lived long enough and didn't desert, he could end up in a high command position strictly on appearance.
He was the descendent of a longtime circus family, and had enlisted hastily after setting Earth tigers loose
on a mob.

Njangu Yoshitaro was a bit shorter than Jaansma, slender, dark-complected and -haired. He was less
handsome than striking, and his eyes were constantly calculating. He never talked about his background,
or about his criminal record that'd put him between enlistment or conditioning.

The two met as raw recruits, on the last troopship from the Confederation capital of Centrum, and had
distinguished themselves enough as soldiers and covert operators during the recent 'Raum uprising to be
offered commissions.

They were currently at the bottom of a five-by-five-by-six-meter hole that they, and a half-dozen other
Intelligence and Reconnaissance soldiers had dug using explosives, antigrav hoppers, shovels, and

obscenities.

A cool wind blew down the mouth ofDharmaBay , towardChancelsland and D-Cumbre's capital of
Leg-gett. The sand was clean, the sky improbably blue, and the surf curling white against the ocean.

At the bottom of the hole, nobody could see anything entrancingly tropical, though. A battered, obsolete
Cooke lowered toward them, its cargo bay filled with fresh concrete, FirstTwegMonique Lir at the
controls. Lir, if you discounted her muscles and steel-toothed attitude, looked less like the stereotypical
hard-ass noncom than a model or actress.

"Ready to pour?" she called.

Njangu looked skeptically at the plas form around the pit.

"You realize if she screws it, and buries us alive, she'll take over the company, don't you?"

"Thank Allah and his all-girl band that she is happy being the brains behind the scenes," Garvin said, then
shouted, "Let 'er go."

"So she claims," Yoshitaro muttered, and whatever else he added was inaudible as concrete gushed
down the nozzle held by a sweating striker.

"Why," Yoshitaro tried, when the rumble died a bit, "are we, two big-time, supposedly bright officers,
standing underneath a goddamned Cooke, when we've done everything to get rid of the worthless

bastards because they crash so much?"

"Pure intellect," Garvin suggested. "And it's my turn to ask questions: Who the hell came up with this
idiot idea of leading by example?"

"You did, you dolt. I think you got it out of some manual."

"What a dipsh," Garvin said. "We coulda been strolling around, supervising, with maybe a cold beer in
each hand. Instead—"
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""You mention beer and cold in the same sentence, and I'm gonna throttle you, even if you do outrank
me," Yoshitaro managed, coughing as dust clouded them.

"Empty," Lir called. "Going for more."
"Why are we sospecial!" Garvin said, then shouted, "Take it up!"

"Why's she driving, anyway? How'd that friggin' Dill manage to get out of the scut work flying cement
around, anyway?"

"He's playing test pilot. This is his big day to Die Gloriously over on Mullion. So he's too busy and
big-time for us."

"Asshole. Shows what happens when you commission an elephant."

Lanbaylsland, once utterly uninhabited and uninhabitable, was being turned into a tiny fortress, with half
a dozen missile pits and a central command bunker being built on it.

On other islands, on the arms ofDharmalsland circling the bay, onMullionlsland and many of the other
islands and small continents sprayed across D-Cumbre's middle, more fortifications were being hastily
built. Some would be manned immediately, but most would only be used if the Musth fulfilled their
promise of months earlier, and returned with warriors.

Or if Alena Redruth, "Protector" of Larix andKura , came back with warships and a stronger offer of
"protection."

The Strike Force was very busy, and gloomily expected to be still busier in the future as it deployed out
from the comfortable, easily targetedCampMahan onDharmalsland .

It'd once been called, rather grandiloquently, Swift

Lance, the Confederation force holding the Cumbre system and keeping the colonists safe, as often as
not from each other.

Two local years earlier, when Jaansma and Y oshitaro had arrived, Swift Lance had been the very model
of a lazy, button-polishing peacetime garrison unit. But the '/Raum uprising brought reality in with a shock.

Now it was commanded byCaudPrakash Rao, and it was officially RaoForce, the Force, or commonly
the Legion, when its soldiers needed a label that wasn't obscene.

It had taken massive casualties in the Rising, including its then CO and most of his staff, and surviving
soldiers like Yoshitaro and Jaansma had been rapidly promoted. The formation was rebuilt with recruits
from the local population. As Jon Hedley, once CO of I&R Company had predicted, a lot of them,
frequently the best, came from the defeated 'Raum. If a recruit, man or woman, showed unusual
familiarity with weapons or tactics, no one in the Force asked where she or he had learned, but instead
marked them for early promotion.

RaoForce was nearly up to its authorized strength of ten thousand. But it was far weaker in equipment
than before the shooting had started. There still was no communication, let alone supplies or equipment,
from the Confederation, and the Force was learning to rebuild total wrecks, do without, or improvise
from whatever could be found in Cumbre's civilian sector.
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Everyone knew time was short, and wondered where the next enemy would come from, and whether it
would be human or Musth.

DecRunning Bear stretched behind the controls of the sleek lim, now incongruously anodized in
camouflage pattern.

"If you're stiffening up,"CaudRao offered from the rear of the luxury lifter, "I can fly this beast."

"Nossir," Running Bear said. "Just reminding myself I'm not dreaming, and gonna wake up still flying a
Cooke."

Rao looked at him skeptically, went back to his quiet conference withMilAngara, the Force executive
officer, and his aide, AltErik Penwyth.

Rao, medium height, dark, stocky, early fifties, could have passed for a 'Raum.Angara 's still-athletic
body was beginning to lose the fight with gravity and desserts. Erik Penwyth had hair a bit long for an
officer, a long aristocratic face and nose to match. Not your usual recruitment poster grouping.

Something had happened, Running Bear knew, something big. The evident casualness of the three
officers was deceptive. But it wasn't his affair.

He thought about Rao's volunteering to take the controls of the lim. That was a change from the old
days.CaudWilliams was nice enough, but he never would've thought to play driver.

Hell, pushing this lim around, a gift from the momentarily grateful Rentiers of D-Cumbre instead of a
rickety Cooke dripping with autocannons, was a big change.

Running Bear touched his new rank tab and the Confederation Cross, the empire's highest award, on his
breast. His wounds were bothering him a little, but he didn't really mind. The pain kept reminding him he
should've been quite dead after doing a last stand like he was that white-eye Cutter or Cluster or
whatever the guy's name was, and not be whining about whatever was bothering him.

Changes. .. he glanced out the driver's window to his left, at the beaches of Leggett, then the wasteland
that'd been the 'Raum ghetto, the Eckmuhl, mostly destroyed in the 'Raum's final, desperate
counterattack.

He still wasn't sure if he liked the idea of serving with people who'd been shooting at him not very long
ago, but when he'd brought it up once to Rao, the officer had told him to never mind, and so he had.
Especially after one of the 'Raum strikers in his section had taken him home on pass, and Running Bear
had met the striker's sister.

Not that there was much to do even if you did somehow find a social life. Leggett was rebuilding, but not
as quickly as anyone liked. The war had cost money, not just lives, and the ensuing peace hadn't brought
much in the way of prosperity, since there still was no offplanet market for the minerals on C-Cumbre.

The Amerind shrugged. Not his business, nor concern.
"Coming in, sir," he said, and banked the lim down toward the new prefab that was Planetary

Government, not half a kilometer from where the old building had vanished in a boil of flame, along with
most PlanGov officials.
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The lim grounded, and the three officers got out. Pen-wyth carried a small projector and screen.
"Find a shady spot and get something to eat from the canteen," Rao said. "This is liable to take all day."
"Yessir," Running Bear said, and lifted away.

"Here we go," Rao said. "Penwyth, kick me if I don't kiss the proper asses, since you know Rentier high
society. We want to make sure they give us what we want."

Penwyth grinned slightly, but said nothing. He was, indeed, part of D-Cumbre's upper crust. He'd
enlisted in the military for no known reason, then been commissioned from I&R in lieu of being
court-martialed for pretending to be an officer, since he got away with it.

"It'l be interesting to see what happens,"MilAngarasaid. "It's bad enough being isolated, without the
nasty little secret we're about to hand them."

"Especially since," Penwyth said, "a lot of people I know have friends, sometimes even relatives, on
Larix orKura . There'll be howling. But they'll have to recognize the truth."

"With all this logic on our side," Rao said, "we've got to be doomed." And on that note he led the way
into PlanGowv.

"They say,"AltBen Dill, Commander of the Mobile Scout Section recently folded into Intelligence and
Reconnaissance, "if it looks good, it'll fly good."

"Can't flippin' argue with that," saidHautJon Hedley, head of the Force's II Section—Intelligence. Hedley
was a gangling, profane, lazy man who somehow could hike any of his soldiers into the ground while
yodeling and skipping backwards, then carry their packs into camp while they crawled home.

Both men were lying, both knowing half a hundred examples of air/space craft with lines that sang, and
performance that killed.

Dill was not quite the size of a Terran elephant; late twenties, prematurely balding, and naturally big in
every direction without ever having to work out. There were those who'd made the mistake of thinking
anyone that big couldn't move that fast.

He'd commanded the Grierson—the standard Aerial Combat Vehicle—Garvin Jaansma had been
assigned to when he joined the Force, showed talent as a covert insertion specialist during the 'Raum
Rising, been commissioned and tasked to restructure I&R's new integral flight section. Despite his
inherently casual attitude about everything, Dill could fly a Grierson, or anything else he'd gotten behind
the controls of, through the eye of a needle without touching metal.

Dill ambled around the Musthaksaitoward its command pod. It was one of half'a dozen that'd been
abandoned, in various shades of disrepair, when the Musth pulled out of the Cumbre system.

The Force had quietly taken the ships, as well as other scrounged or "acquired" non-military aircraft and
spaceships to a new, secret airbase hastily cut out of the jungle onMullionIsland . There, technicians

began laboriously figuring out not only how theaksaiflew, but how they kept on flying.

Hedley hoped they wouldn't need these ships, whose cost and maintenance were buried deep in the
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Force's classified intelligence budget, but preferred to prepare for the worst.

"Are you sure you're going to fit, Ben?" he asked. Unless around higher-ranking outsiders, no one in
I&R ever called anyone other than his first name or just "boss."

"Be a bit tight," Dill said. "But I've laid off the beer for a week, so I should slide in, properly greased."

Two techs stood nearby, next to a starter cart and a jury-rigged boarding ladder.

Dill walked once more around theaksai. "Don't see anything dangling, so I might as well give it a shot."

He checked his flight suit, made sure its various emergency devices were functioning,

"Tell Mother I died game," he said, and went up the ladder to the cockpit. It creaked, but held.

The concaveaksaivaried from model to model as to the number of fighting positions, from one to four, all
of them prone and in pods in various places along the body, about twenty-five meters from horn to horn.
The pilot lay in his pod not quite in the center of the C-curve. Dill crawled backwards into the flight pod.

"T fit, I think. Nobody use the word 'claustrophobia.' "

He closed his eyes, let his fingers run over controls never meant for man. Dill had spent every minute the
techs let him in the cockpit, memorizing the controls and the functions computer analysis, logic, and
ground rehearsal suggested. Labels had been cut and stuck on the sensors to help him out. Dill preferred

tactile memory.

"Start it up," he ordered, touching the sensor that slid the clamshell canopy closed around his face. He
keyed the human com that'd been welded into the cockpit, set on a seldom-used frequency.

"Chase One, this is Experimental-Alpha. How you hear this station?"

A civilian stuntcraft commandeered by the Force soared a thousand meters overhead.

"Ex-Alpha, Chase One. Strength Five."

"This is Alpha. Engines being started. Let me know if any significant pieces fall oft."

A microphone click responded.

Dill felt the Musth ship vibrate, and watched the techs' hands swarm over the starter cart. Bar lights
flashed on the canopy, were level with each other, went away. Dill appreciated the Musth instrument
design. If it wasn't a problem, it wasn't there, and none of the bar lights were currently flashing violet, the
Musth emergency color.

The vibration went away.

Dill touched sensors. Everything seemed to be as it should.

He keyed another Force-added box.

"Ex-Control, this is Ex-Alpha," Dill said. "Telemeters on. Beginning first flight test."
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On the ground,HautChaka, normally commander of Golan element, a heavy Zhukov section, touched his
throat mike.

"This is Experimental Control. Telemetric recording 'kay. Standing by. Good luck."
"All Ex stations," Dill said. He frowned, annoyed that his voice had just a bit of hoarseness to it. He'd
already done static and tethered ground-level tests on theaksai, so there wasn't any reason to be nervous.

None at all. "Lifting."

His fingers brushed a control, and theaksaibobbed, then came clear of the ground. He touched it a little
harder.

The fighting ship rose straight up, waggled a little.

"Landing gear up," Dill said, and the skids slid into their slots. "Switching to secondary power and
beginning programmed test," and theaksaiaccelerated, started to climb, wiggled frantically for a minute.

"Son of a bitch," Dill muttered.

"This is Control," Chaka's calm voice came. ""What happened?"

"Critter's about as easy to fly as balancing a plate on a stick. Shut up and let me concentrate."
HautChaka ignored the insubordination, eyes fixed on the three screens showing theaksaioverhead.
"'Kay," Dill muttered. "Got it now."

He pulled theaksaiback into a climb, fed power.

"Ex-Alpha, this is Chase One," the pilot of the stunt plane said. "Y ou went past me like payday. On full
power, climbing after you... you're still pulling away from me."

"Power setting, half-power, I think," Dill said. "The mother seems to work. Beginning aerobatic routine."

He touched other sensors, and theaksaibanked left, right, rolled, suddenly spun for an instant, corrected
itself.

"Shit, this bassid's delicate," Dill said. "Try that one again."

Once more he went through the memorized routine, at various altitudes, stages of power.
"She seems to want to motivate," he said. "First hairy routine."

He nosed over, sent theaksaiscreaming toward the far-distant ocean below.

"Radar has you at Mach 7," Chaka said. "Passing through five thousand meters."

"Feels like. Beginning pullout. Lemme know if the wings fall off, if that's what they call these wiggly guys
on either side of me."
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Dill touched the base of a sensor, and theaksailifted, bobbled, then smoothly swooped back up into the
skies.

"Bird's got a nice gimmick," he said. "Antigrav cuts in when you pull more'n, guesstimate, five Gs. I could
do this all day long and not puke more'n once or twice.

"Stand by Chase One, I'm gonna yump for space. Control, you've alerted Big Ears? I'd hate to get my
ass shot off as an unknown intruder."

"That's affirm," Chaka said. "Everybody's turning a blind eye."

The warning stations at C-Cumbre's north and south poles and on the moons of Fowey and Bodwin had
been alerted to see nothing and notify no one of the tests.

"Ears... eyes... what a confusion. Yow! Chase One, I just blew past you like you were parked...
Chase Two, this is Experimental Alpha. Do you have me?"

A converted private yacht just out-atmosphere opened its mike.
"Have you roarin' and ready, Alpha."

"Advancing to two-thirds drive," Dill said. "And let's see whatKailas looks like. Experimental One,
clear."

Two hours later, Dill touched his mike sensor.
"Experimental Control, Experimental Control, this is
Experimental-Alpha, inbound from the far side of the moon."
"I have you, Ex-Alpha."

"This sucker scrambles," Dill reported. "Wish I had stardrive clearance. It'd be interesting to see what
happens when [ hit the big red button."

"That's for another hero, later," Chaka said. "Bring it on home. It seems like we're a success."

"Wait 'til I land," Dill said. "If T land. Then break out the champagne and promotions. But it does look
like, assuming we can get those other sluts in the air, the Force has got some new toys."

PlanGov at one time had been led by Confederation officials, most killed in a 'Raum suicide strike. Now
PlanGov was a Council of some twenty men and women, all Cumbre natives.CaudRao had to lay down
the law quite firmly to keep the Rentiers, the self-appointed rulers of the system, from simply appointing
twenty of their own, and had forced the aristos to put three 'Raum, one merchant, one fisherman, and
two miners, both also 'Raum, on the board, as well as a nonvoting observer from the Force. The
positions were initially named by caucuses of the various classes, but free elections had been promised
within a year.

It didn't give the majority of the population majority rule, but it was a hopeful beginning.

The Rentiers had been hit as hard as anyone during the 'Raum riots, and so the Council members were
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mostly younger than traditional elitists.

Among the new executives were Loy Kouro, the dap-perly handsome heir toMatin, Cumbre's biggest
and most conservative news source and publishing trust, whose father had died in the blast that destroyed
the PlanGov; and Jasith Mellusin, who'd become the heir to Mellusin Mining in the same explosion.

The two had another thing in common: Garvin Jaan-sma. Kouro had become his enemy after a minor
brawl at a party; Jasith had been his lover, then suddenly broke off the relationship, without offering any
explanation, when the fighting ended.

CaudRao waited until the Council's normal business came to an end, then requested his matter be held in
camera, which was promptly granted. It was still close enough to the insurrection that the Rentiers hadn't
forgotten who'd kept their corrupt regime from being completely destroyed.

"There probably isn't any question more important to us,"CaudRao began, "than what has happened to
the Confederation, or, rather, why Cumbre has been cut off from any contact with the mother worlds.

"We don't have a complete answer, but we have a partial one, with supporting evidence:

"The worlds of Larix andKura , supposed longtime allies of ours, have been systematically cutting off any
convoy or single ship passing through their sector."

Rao paused, waited for the outrage and shock to settle. He nodded to Penwyth, who set up his
equipment.

"Not only have convoys not been reaching us for more than two local years, but none of the starships
offplanet-ing from Cumbre have returned, no matter what their destination within the Confederation.

"We determined to find out, if we could, what was happening. We acquired a small transport,
roboticized its controls, and fitted it with the most elaborate sensors we have access to. A second,
manned ship completed the task force.

"The first ship was programmed to follow the standard astrographic plots between Cumbre and
Centrum, the Confederation capital. Most frequently, these plots pass close to Larix andKura , with the
third or fourth jump beyond Cumbre entering their system.

"The first ship was to make a jump, then, immediately on return to normal space, launch a missile with
star-drive capabilities. All data received by the ship's sensors was to be 'cast on a tight beam to the
missile. If the datalink was broken, the missile was to enter N-space, and send out a targeting signal for
the second ship to home on.

"On the first jump, nothing happened, and the second ship's crew signaled the first to make another
jump. Again there was nothing untoward.

"However, the third jump was very different. When still in hyperspace, the first ship was swept by
detectors. When it exited N-space, it was immediately challenged. Since there was no crew aboard to
respond, the ship was attacked.

"T have full records of events to this point for anyone interested. However, the most important data is
from this point forward."
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He nodded to Penwyth, who touched sensors and the screen lit.

"This," Rao explained, "is a composite image from various sensors aboard the roboticized transport.
Here, you can see a ship appear from hyperspace. This ship has been identified, plus or minus less than
point-one percent, as being a ConfederationRemora-classdestroyer leader.

"The flagship of Alena Redruth's fleet is such a ship, theCorfe.

"This isn't necessarily conclusive, however. Over two hundred of that class DL have been commissioned
in the last twenty years, and some might have fallen into the hands of pirates, if such exist.

"At this point, our transport has been electronically challenged, ordered to take up a certain orbit and
prepare for inspection. The challenge is preemptory, and no part of the signal says who the challenging

party is.
"Of course, our ship failed to respond.

"Now, you see three other ships, here, here, and here on-screen? These are very unusual, brand new
Nirvana-classpatrol boats.

"Now, these ships are very new, very classified, and all are supposedly reserved for Confederation
Home-world troops.

"How my predecessor, the lateCaudWilliams, learned of their existence, how he was able to request
some of them, is beyond my ken. But he did, and those ships were also on theMalvern, the mysteriously
high-jacked ship, together with other supplies and more than seven hundred fifty fresh recruits.

"Only three of those recruits, incidentally, were able to evade the 'pirates,' and make their way in a
lifeboat to Cumbre. Two of them still survive, serving in the Force. The third man, an experienced
Confederation soldier, absolutely identified one of the 'pirates' as being another Confederation veteran
who'd left the service to join Alena Redruth's forces. Unfortunately, this third man didn't survive the
recent. .. unpleasantness. However, his friends did, and one of them positively identified this soldier as
being among the 'pirates,’ and later saw him some months ago, as part of Alena Redruth's staff when they
visited C-Cumbre.

"The reason that none of you have heard of these three is because the late Planetary Governor Haemer
andCaudWilliams ordered them to keep silent.

"Those Mrvana-class ships, by the way, accompanied Protector Redruth on theCorfewhen he visited the
Cumbre system last. I don't know ifCaudWilliams failed to recognize those patrol craft, or chose to keep
quiet, or possibly informed Planetary Governor Haemer of them. Both men are dead now, so it doesn't

matter.

"But the evidence now is quite clear. Our supposed friend, Alena Redruth, is the pirate, the one who's
successfully blockading Confederation ships, if any, from reaching us and vice versa."

The Council grew into a hubbub of shock, disbelief. Rao waited patiently.
Kouro was the first to speak or rather wail, somewhat coherently.

"But what does thismean?"
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"It means, just for openers," Rao said, "we've got more than one enemy to worry about. The next time
Protector Redruth offers his support, I imagine it will be made in even stronger terms than before. A man
who's willing to chance angering the Confederation certainly will have no hesitation seizing Cumbre's
resources, given half a chance."

"And what will we do?"

"T've taken a vow to the Confederation," Rao said. "As have all my officers. If anyone attempts to
overthrow the legal government of Cumbre, we'll fight."

"But they've got starships, heavy equipment, a far larger army, don't they?" This came from another
Council member.

"So the fiches tell us," Rao said.
"Can we beat them?" This was from Jasith Mellusin.

"I don't know," Rao said honestly. "That's why I came here. We need to put Cumbre on a war footing
immediately, or face the likelihood of attack, possibly invasion."

"Another question," Jasith said. "This is important to me, and to my father's mining companies, which I've
mherited. Before the war, when Protector Redruth visited us, he said that he wanted to increase the

amount of ore shipped to his system, that he was going to build a lot more ships than he had.

"But this hasn't happened. My advisors told me the matter was never brought up again to my father, and
we can't find any memos or contracts in our files. Do you have any idea what might've happened?"

"I don't know,"CaudRao said. "If I were cynical, I'd say that Redruth is waiting for a more favorable
opportunity."

"Like just taking them?" Jasith asked.
"I'd guess that thought must've occurred," Rao said.
Jasith made a face, but said no more.

"One question that's a little aside from the main matter," a woman asked quietly. She was new to the
Council, a 'Raum appointee, and Rao puzzled for her name. Jo Poynton.

"Yes?"

"I'm not familiar with interstellar travel," she said. "Is the only route, if that's the correct word, through
Larix andKura ?"

"No," Rao said. "But it's the most economical and commonly used by far."

"If the Confederation was still intact, or still concerned about frontier systems like Cumbre, and if they
had repeatedly tried one route without success, wouldn't they most likely try a second, or a third?"

"I certainly would, if I were a Confederation official."
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"Y et nothing has come from them since theMalvern," Poynton said thoughtfully.

"So even if we believe your investigation, which certainly sounds credible, the question remains:
Something must have happened to the Confederation, to the thousand thousand worlds of our empire,
something beyond the petty machinations of this Redruth.

"We know from reports by newly assigned troops and emigrants there were civil risings throughout the
empire, including major riots on Capella. Many worlds were put under martial law. There were

unconfirmed reports that entire sectors of the empire dropped out of contact or, worse, declared some
sort of unilateral independence.

"But what catastrophe could have produced this sudden silence, this complete breakdown of all
communications?

"I wish,"CaudRao said slowly, "I could even hazard a guess. But I cannot."

CHAPTER

Njangu Y oshitaro leaned against the orderly room railing, listening to the clerk call the mail list: "Irthing. ..
Bassas... Fleam..."

He pared his nails with his combat knife, wondering what it'd be like to get a letter from someone, tried
to pretend it didn't matter that he never had.

"... Bayle...AltJaansma..."
Njangu looked up with a bit of surprise. Garvin got no more mail than he did, and Yoshitaro wondered
who it could be from. Probably a dun from a tailo—Jaansma insisted on dressing like the illegitimate son

of a Star Marshal that he occasionally claimed to be.

He idly watched Garvin as the clerk finished the rest of the mail, handed out a few packages. Jaansma
opened the small envelope, pulled out what appeared to be a card. His face reddened, and he looked
around to see if anyone noticed. Njangu was busy with his nails.

Garvin read the card once more, crumpled it, tossed it into a waste container, and went down the steps
into the company area, bootheels thudding hard. A new troopie went by at the double, as required of all
potential I&R recruits.

"Hold it, soldier," Garvin snapped.

The striker broke stride, almost fell, froze at attention.
"Yessir!"

"There's this thing called saluting," the officer said.

"Sorry,AltJaansma. Sorry, sir."
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He saluted, Jaansma returned it ill-temperedly.
"Carry on!"
"Yessir. Sorry, sir."

The soldier watched Garvin pace away, his expression worried, as if this might be enough to get him
returned to his parent formation, then ran on.

Njangu went to the waste can, took out the crumpled card Garvin had tossed away, unwrapped it:
LOY KOURO

&

Jasith Mellusin Request the Pleasure and Honor

of

Your Company at theirPost-nuptialBeach Bacchanal. ..

"Well, Jesus in lace," Njangu muttered. "There are someevilhumpers out there a lot worse than I ever
thought of being." He wondered who sent the invitation—the worthless Kouro or his bride-to-be.
Y oshi-taro'd never had much of an opinion of Jasith, other than the general disdain anyone growing up
without a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of had for the rich.

He made a note to stay out of Garvin's way until some days after the reception.

At least, he thought,they didn't invite him to the wedding. Probably afraid he'd strafe it with a flight of
Grier-sons, which wasn't that bad an idea. Get rid of a wholeflockof Rentiers. ..

Two days later, an ebullient Ben Dill ricocheted into Garvin at the I&R Company's landing field.
"Kiss me," he ordered.
Garvin gave him a hard look, which Ben was oblivious to.

"T just got my license ticked for deep space! I'se a real piloter! C'mon to the O Club and help me drink it
in."

"Sorry," Garvin said shortly. "I'm running late on the company report. Maybe another time."
He nodded, walked away. Dill stared after him.

"Well excuse thehellout of me," he said in a hurt tone. ""And what's the matter with my perfume today?"

Jon Hedley considered the aircraft park, then the camouflage nets, which blocked infrared and heat
signals as well as sight.

"We could have us," he toldMilAngara, "a flipping good shipping company if we wanted."
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Angaranodded.

"Six freighters, eight yachts, a skedaddle of lighters, six converted customs patrol craft, all the Griersons
and Zhukovs tested for out-atmosphere deployment. .. what more could we need?" Hedley said.

"A destroyer, a cruiser, a battlewagon, a fighter-launcher for openers," Angara said.

"You surely know how to rain on somebody's flipping parade. You'd think you were expecting, oh, say,
the flipping Musth or maybe Alena Redruth."

"I expect everything, I expect nothing," Angara said. "I am an open vessel."
"But you gotta admit we're as ready as we're able to be."

"We are,"Angara agreed. "I just wish we had more stuff to get more ready. At least we're pretty well
dispersed, so all there is to do is worry."

"Not quite," Hedley said. "Considering it's a half hour back toCampMahan , and it's pretty near opening
time, we'd better hurry."

"I see you caught that about open vessels, didn't you," Angara said.

"I always listen to my flipping superiors," Hedley said piously.

"A word?" Njangu asked, sounding a bit formal. Garvin put down his paperwork. "Go ahead."

"Has anybody suggested you're behaving a bit like an asshole lately?"

Garvin colored, got up from his desk in the I&R Company Headquarters.

"You know, I didn't need this shit from you, of all people."

"Who else is gonna give it to you?" Yoshitaro pointed out. "We happen to be friends, remember?"

"Just leave it alone," Jaansma said. "I'll be all right."

"Sure you will. You'll get over being dumped on, sooner or later. Nobody I ever knew died of a busted
heart. But you're sure playing hell with the company while you're getting better, growling at everybody so
nobody knows whether to shit or go blind, ignoring people half the time, giving them a ration of crap the
other half."

Garvin stared out at the company street, at a team going through gun drill on a rocket launcher borrowed
from an Artillery section—I&R trained on every weapon, every vehicle in RaoForce as a matter of

routine.

"Whoever dumped that invite on you wasn't your friend," Njangu pressed. "And they sure succeeded in
getting to you."

"You know about that?"

"I know about it," Njangu said. "And probably half the frigging regiment's figured it out by now."
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"I thought I had all that business tucked away, forgotten," Garvin said. "And then whambo, it came
bouncing right on back."

"Yeah," Njangu. "Ngai surprises us like that, making us think we're human and all every now and again."
"And where the hell did you get all this sudden wisdom?"

"Easy," Njangu said. "It ain't my problem."

Garvin smiled wryly.

"So what do I do about it, 0 combat advisor and valued friend. .. for a dickhead."

"Go bleed somewhere else."

"What? Take leave? And what happens if something happens while I'm gone? No way," Garvin said.
"I've got too much to do."

"Wasn't suggesting you go piddle off," Njangu said.
"The new fools we've got training are coming up for their graduation exercise.

"We're fat city, no more'n two percent understrength, and the way it looks we're gonna graduate about
eleven of them, with only two, maybe three washouts. Things like that are liable to make Hedley think
we're getting soft since he gave us the company.

"So take these clowns up in the hills, bust their nuts, see if you can't get five or six of 'em to go crying
home to momma."

"Like where?"
Njangu considered the wall map.

"Here's something that'd be a real killer. Take the virgins across toDharmalsland , maybe on the far side
ofMountNajim , hike on up into theHighlands . It'll be nice and frozen, make 'em homesick for the tropics
down here.

"Go completely tactical, no air unless it's an emergency..." Njangu looked at the map again, checked the
legend. "Yeh. Here we go. Insert here, where it's still fairly livable, then shamble on up into theHighlands
to... here. That's the Musth base they abandoned.

"See if there's any interesting sou-ven-waars. Tell the little bastards that we'll come in with hot rats and
cold beer, give them a nice ride back here for graduation, then put on your best sorrow-face and say,
'"The airlift didn't show, and we'll have to hike back.'

"That ought to get some people busting into tears and quitting."

Garvin looked at the map, at Yoshitaro.

"That's an evil thought. How long ago was it you went through this shit?"
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"Year or so. Which reminds me. You never did qualify, not formally. So this'll be your own final grad.
How's that hang, my friend? Be a real shame if you start wheezing and quit on us. They'll have to give the
company to me, and send you back to polishing Griersons.

"Give me a chance to give it some kind of sexy name, like all these steel-teeth units do in the holos.
Screw Jaansma's Jewels, it'll be Yoshitaro's... um...

"Yoinks," Jaansma said, a smile coming for the first time in he didn't remember how many days. "Yerks.
Yaahoos. Yobbos. Yoodles. Yackoffs."

"Shut the hell up,sir. And go pack."

"Thank you,Aspirant. I'll take your suggestion. God help those poor trainees. Take charge of the
company 'til I get back."

"I shall," Njangu promised. "And you'll not recognize it for the improvements."

The Rentiers had built a great tabernacle, almost a fortress, overlooking the city ofLeggett , just where
the ground rose into the Heights and the aristocrats' estates.

Their religion was quiet, formal, full of exactitude, and helped demarcate the established families from the
parvenus. A proper Rentier could maneuver easily- through the rituals, while still admiring or despising
the dress of a competitor or friend, considering whose turn it was to invite a "few friends" over for a

postservice meal, or the latest gossip from the night before's ball.

The Leader waited until the chorus's chanting died away in the dim rafters of the temple, then walked
forward, his white-and-black robes swishing as he moved.

"This is the second reading of the matrimony proposed between Loy Kouro and Jasith Mellusin. Again,
is there any among us who knows of a reason these two should not be joined in matrimony?"

He waited.

Someone, no one ever found out who, far in the back, giggled.

A few necks stiffened, but no one turned to look.

"There are none," the Leader said. "Now, let us turn to this day's lesson..."

The Grierson came in hot, skidding sideways and letting its momentum smash down brush on the edge of
the clearing. Eleven women and men staggered out, an-thropoidal under huge packs, blasters cradled in
their arms, lumbered to the far side of the clearing, and fell into a defensive perimeter.

Inside the Grierson, Garvin started to unplug his throat mike, hesitated, keyed a sensor.

"Vehicle Commander, this is Jaansma."

"Yeh," Ben Dill said flatly.

"Hey. Sorry I was a shit-for-brains."
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Without waiting for a reply, he lifted off the flight helmet, pulled on a floppy patrol hat, and lurched out
into the center of the perimeter, dropping to his knee beside the trainee named as that day's patrol leader
and her com man.

She, like the other recruits, had been ground down to the point of emaciation by the long weeks of
training in and aroundCampMahan , and her face, which might be pretty after a week's sleep, was pale in
spite of the blazing sun. She was seventeen and, like the others, had her black hair shaved.

The Grierson's ramp snapped up, and the combat vehicle lifted away sharply. This was the second time
it'd lowered into a jungle clearing, and in common with standard insertion tactics, would do a second
false insertion before returning toCampMahan .

The trainee, a woman named Montagna, reflexively waited for Jaansma to tell her what to do, then
realizing she was The Man now, recovered. She checked her map hastily, making sure, as best she
could, they'd been landed where she'd asked to be put down.

The patrol order had been set before they lifted off. Montagna nodded to the point man, and he checked
his primitive compass, got up, and, moving slowly, eased into the jungle. Jaansma had insisted compasses
be used, rather than global positioning SatPos, both to increase the hassle factor and because it was
possible for an enemy not only to use satellite positioning to give false locations, but to backplot and
locate someone using the system.

Behind the point man came the woman picked for slack, then the rest of the patrol.

Jaansma walked behind Montagna and the com man, moving in easy rhythm, as he'd done in many,
many training patrols since taking over I&R, wondering why the hell he'd allowed himself to be talked out
of being a nice quiet gunner on a Grierson, riding around high over this muck, letting his mind forget
Mahan, Leggett, and people who were going to get married.

"'Kay," the wedding coordinator said briskly. "Now, imagine music. .. bumpbumpadump,
bumpbump-adump... and the bride, that's you, Jasith, will come through those doors, that's right, no,

more slowly, dear, you'll lose your flower girls, and go to the center aisle, where Loy will be waiting.

"You'll hold the moment for the corns which'll be up there, remote from the rafters, another one in this
pew, a third from behind you, at the main entrance.

"You bridesmaids, don't pay any attention to the cameras, don't wave, or play the fool, or you'll get no
champagne at the reception.

"Now, let's run through it... bumpbumpadump, bumpbumpadump, pause, turn, now start up the aisle,
bumpbumpadump, bumpbumpadump, and here comes little whatsisface holding your train and what the
hell do you want?"

The portly red-faced woman was scowling at a slender woman with a com.

"Florist, ma'am. I need to go over just where you'll want the wreaths, and where the flowers from guests
will go."

"For the love of... all right, girls. Take a break."
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Jasith Mellusin slumped into a pew, wiped sweat. Mel-lusin was not quite the richest woman on
C-Cumbre, heir to her murdered father's mining empire, but close. She was just twenty, medium height,
with a slender model's body, black hair she kept long, and a pouty, provocative face.

"This rehearsing is hot and stupid," she said.

"Not as hot and stupid as it's going to be on The Day," one of her bridesmaids, Karo Lonrod said.

"Aren't you glad you decided to get married, ha-ha-ha?"

Lonrod was a year younger and a few centimeters shorter than Jasith, red-haired, with a slight tendency
to chubbiness that her fanaticism for sports kept under control. She, like all the other women in the huge
temple, was a Rentier, wealthy, and most aware of it.

Jasith hesitated for a bare instant, then said, "It's better than the alternatives. And I could use a drink."

"Who said it's better?" Lonrod said. "I don't plan on hitching to anyone 'til I'm an old maid, maybe
twenty-five, no matter what Daddy wants or what rich prick he tries to shove down my throat."

She giggled. "I didn't mean what I said to come out like that."
Jasith managed a smile, looked around, saw no one was in earshot.
"Karo, can I ask you something?"

"Surely. Perhaps I'll even give you an answer."

"You went out with Loy."

"I did." There was sudden caution in the other woman's voice.
"What's he like in bed?"

Karo blinked at Jasith.

"You mean you don't know?"

"No," Jasith said, not looking at her friend. "I wanted to, but he said he wouldn't, not with the woman he
was going to marry."

"Oh boy."
"What does that mean?"

"I don't know what it means," Lonrod said. "But I didn't know there was anybody in our group that
won't screw anything that comes in range. Did he say why?"

"No. He just said it was real important to him."

"That's weiiiird," Karo said. "But 'kay, if that's the way he thinks. He's 'kay in the rack. Isn't as creative
as some, but he stays there 'til you go off, at least.
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"But he isn't one of those go-all-night wonders like a couple you and I could remember."
Jasith's serious expression dissolved, and she giggled.

"As long as you asked me," Lonrod said. "What was that soldier boy you were going out with like? And
why'd you dump him?"

Jasith's laughter stopped suddenly.

"I don't really want to talk about him," she said. "But PH tell you why I couldn't stay with Garvin. Just
thinking about him reminded me of all that blood, and the shooting, and what happened to Daddy."

"I don't track," Karo said. "He didn't start the war."

"I don't know," said Jasith. "But I couldn't think of going to bed with him after that. I don't know why.
Maybe..." she let her voice trail off.

Lonrod looked at Jasith closely.

"Are you sure this whole thing is that good an idea?" Her hand swept the temple, the twenty people
waiting for the rehearsal to resume.

"T've got to get married sometime, don't I? And Loy's surely the kind of man my father'd want me to
marry, isn't he?"

"Oh, no question about that," Lonrod said hastily. She was about to say more, caught herself.
"It's too hot to be serious," she said. "Let's go see if anybody's got anything cold in their lims."

Three days out, the patrol reached the steep slopes that led to theHighlands . Already it was cooler than
it had been in the lowlands, a chill wind blowing down from the heights.

So far, no one had quit, even though Garvin had been pushing them hard, giving them only three hours of
sleep, and running regular night exercises.

He pointed up and stepped out of the line, then motioned to that day's patrol leader, Abana Calafo, a
small cheerful teenager who let nothing bother her, who— Garvin knew—would make it through the
training. She came close.

"Straight up," he whispered. "Rope up." A standing joke was you could tell an I&R troop because she'd
follow SOP of no sound in the field, and whisper at her own wedding.

She nodded, went to the point man and whispered the procedure. Garvin waited, looking impatient,
secretly glad for the chance to wheeze a little before further exertion, while the patrol unrolled the
climbing rope each wore around his or her waist, tied in, and started the ascent, which was just steep
enough to be interesting if the climber slipped.

Darod Montagna, next to last in line, moved past him, exhausted eyes sunk deeper in her gray face, but
still determined, took a deep breath, and began climbing.
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The last man was Baku al Sharif, a solid block of a 'Raum. Garvin saw him watching Montagna's
buttocks with a mildly interested expression.

The combat knife flashed from Garvin's sheath, cut the rope linking al Sharif and Montagna.

"You've got too much energy, troop," he whispered. "It's too slick, and the rope broke. You get to solo
on up... that way."

"That way" was a steep, brush-choked ravine.

Al Sharif's lips pursed, and he glared at Jaansma.

"A little hard?" Garvin suggested. "It gets to you. Yahweh knows I understand. You know, you don't
have to put up with this crap. I could hit the com right now, get a Grierson inbound, and an hour from

now you'd be in a nice hot shower back at Mahan, getting a real meal instead of this dried crud.

"Then sleep. Nice white sheets, quiet, and maybe a three-day pass on the beach to recover from this
stupid shit."

Al Sharif looked at Garvin coldly.
"Screw you. Boss."

He pushed his way into the brush, started clambering up the face.

Jaansma laughed.
That'd be at least two that'd make it.

He grunted, and started up the slope. He looked up, saw Montagna climbing just above him, thought,
She does have sort of a cute butt, pity you can't socialize with anybody you're in charge of. Then he
realized he hadn't thought of Jasith at all that day.

koksk

"Y'see what you're gonna be missing?" the man shouted at Loy Kouro over the band's blare, waving at
the three strippers onstage, who were down to scarves and smiles.

Kouro owled at them, picked up his glass, and upended it in the general area of his mouth, half of the
contents making its way down his throat.

"Nup, nup, Jermy," he said, weaving a bit in his seat. "Th' time for that's pissed... passed... gone."

"Not yet it isn't," his friend said. "Tomorrow, you stand up, take th' vows, an' you've got to become a
good boy... or anyway not get caught bein' bad. Bad, bad, bad. Won't be able to do what we used to
do with the girlies. Wouldn't want Jasith pissed at me, I wouldn't."

He winked elaborately, sloppily refilled Kouro's glass with a mixture from three of the bottles on the
table. Somebody wove past, grabbed the glass, disappeared with it. Jermy cursed, found another glass,
dumped its contents out on the rug, and began rebuilding a drink.
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"Look around, m'friend. Nothin' but your friends here."

The club was, indeed, packed with young Rentiers: some actually Kouro's friends, the others wise
enough to want to stay on the good side of the planet's biggest publisher.

"Th' girls finish up, an' they'll be over d'rectly," Jermy promised. "An' there's a room upstairs, an' you can
go on up with any of 'em you want. Hell, all of 'em if you want. There's more ordered up, arrivin' in a bit.

"Better make it a night to remember."

"Nup, nup, nup," Kouro said. "That'd be dishonest, bein' untrue. I'd sure be pissed off if Jasith was
runnin' around on me.

"Time I grew up, anyway. Got to be like Hank Sank."

HHuh?H

"An old Earth play. By somebody or other. Couple plays, actually. Henry Vee, which stands for five in
some old-timey language. This guy's a prince. .. that's next to a king... and he's a wild hair until he gets
the throne, and then he becomes a great. .. greaaaat...

warrior. Wins theBattle ofHastings or some-such. Long time since my father made me read it.

"He's gone, now, and I've got to do what he'd want me to do. Marry good, think about havin' kids,
keep the dynasty going."

"Gods, man, you're not gonna turn into a dreek, are you?"
"Got to grow up sometime."
"Who says?"

Kouro didn't answer, but reached for the drink. He overbalanced, fell facefirst into a pool of liquor.
After a moment, he began snoring loudly.

Jermy stared at him.

"Poops out at his own party. Hafta come up with some stories about what really happened for tomorrow
morning, when he's real hungover and needs some shame." He stood, waved at the stage.

"Hey, girls! Hey. The party boy's out, but there's somebody over here still able to show you a good
time!"

A foot tapped Garvin's boot, and he forced himself awake, ignored groaning muscles, and tried to look
alert and eager. The patrol lay in a large star formation, legs almost touching.

This was the day they'd "make contact," or, in reality, reach the abandoned Musth base.

Garvin tried to decide if the mist was coming down hard enough to qualify as rain, decided it was, and
that he hadn't been this wet since the last time he went to the field.
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He was incredibly dirty—they'd been out... and he had to count on his fingers. .. ten days now, and
other than streams or when the near-constant mist became a drencher, nobody had bathed, and
everybody wore the same combat fatigues they had on when they came off the Grierson. At least
Jaansma had three pair of socks, one pair on his feet, another pair tied to his backpack being "washed"
by the rain, the third just in the top of his pack supposedly drying.

This was the I&R way, and again he wondered why the company never seemed to lack for volunteers,
had an even greater wonderment about why he remained in the unit.

Darod Montagna was again patrol leader, and made the mission briefing. Garvin had given her the data
on where the patrol was and the situation posited by the exercise the night before, and now listened to
her break it down.

Everyone listened intently, fingers moving from point to point on their maps. No one wrote anything
down—a lost or captured map could doom them all if this were real.

"When we reach the target area," Montagna went on, "Alpha Element goes on line, and I'll indicate
which way Bravo goes, left or right. Bravo will sweep the area, Alpha giving support fire. When the
area's secured, Alpha moves across the area, and both elements reassemble.

"If there is contact, each of you fires one unit of ammo. If the enemy's stronger than we are, I'll give the
order, and we break contact, go for the RP..."

She gave the map coordinates of the rendezvous point, went on, "... commo... support... chain of
command." She finished, looked at Garvin.

"'Kay," he said briskly. "We eat, then move out. Now lemme give you the reality of what we're coming
on. It's the old Musth headquarters, which'll most likely be boarded up.

"You're carrying live ammo, but pick a god to pray to if anybody rolls a ball out the muzzle for real and
makes a hole in somebody else's real estate. We're not at war with the Musth, and it'd be real
goddamned dumb for somebody to start it over a busted window when and if they come back.

"Same thing goes for souveniring, looting, or casual vandalism. The words are RTU if you do."

RTU—Returned to Unit, the threat all of the trainees had been facing since they volunteered for
Intelligence and Reconnaissance from their parent companies.

"Reality 1s we'll sweep around the buildings, as Montagna said, then form up on the other side, call for
pickup, and go home to a nice, hot bath."

He hid a grin, wondering what the reaction would be when he told them sorrowfully that the Grierson
had been driven off by enemy fire, and aw, hell, they'd just have to walk back, and how many trainees
would just go flat and say "Screw it," throwing away the last two E-months of sweat, strain, and not a
little blood, not realizing they hadn't come close to touching their last reserves, which was really what all
the harassment and pressure of I&R training was supposed to teach.

Garvin reached in his pack, took out a block of something, put it in his mess tin, poured water from a
canteen over it, and refilled the canteen from the rain trap he'd made with a small waterproof cloth. The
block squiggled and became something moderately resembling a chunk of protein with something that
might have been button fungi around it.
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He doused the mixture with the hot sauce every experienced soldier carried, ate mechanically, scrubbed
the small plate and his spoon with grass, and restowed everything in his pack.

"Any time you're ready," and the patrol moved off, feet squidging through the ankle-high waterlogged
mosses, past the trees that rose like sentinels from the mist, through the marshland of theHighlands .

Music swept through the great temple, swirling around the packed benches, then died, and the orchestra
lowered its instruments.

The Leader rose, walked to the podium, and his voice rolled forth:
"Brethren, this is a day of joy and happiness, for on this day, we celebrate, with our own bodies, the
mystical union between the Creator and Ourselves, a day of wedding, an estate to be entered into

soberly and with considered judgment.

"If there is any among you who knows of a reason these two should not come together in holy
matrimony, let him speak now..."

The Musth building rose out of the mist, strange polygons apparently made of glass and onyx. They
showed few signs of abandonment, nor any measures by the

Musth to prevent damage. Here a panel was shattered from some Cumbrian animal's curiosity, there a
few moss-vines had begun twining up the walls.

Montagna signaled, and Alpha flattened in firing positions, weapons ready, even though the magazines
were still tucked into their pouches.

Bravo came up, on command, moved forward, slowly, quietly.

Then one man went flat, flailed at the air with one hand, palm down, and the others obediently dropped,
wondering what the hell was going on, if the goddamnedaltwas pulling some crappy game. The man
signaled again, fist clenched, thumb pointing down.

Enemy in sight?

Garvin was about to start snarling, then a small box spun through the air toward them, and Jaansma saw
a tawny paw disappear behind a building. The grenade hit, and small insectlike creatures swarmed out
and flashed toward the nearest man. He screamed, clawed at himself, and died.

"Musth!" Garvin shouted, fumbled a magazine from his pouch, loaded his blaster.

"Load 'em up!" was his command. "For real!"

Adevourer-weaponchattered, and finger-sized bullets thudded into the peat, close to a trooper.

"Stop shooting, you Musth!" Garvin shouted. "We're not attacking!"

Another blast came from another direction.

"Cease firing, goddamit! We're not your enemies," Garvin called again, even as his fingers found a blast
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grenade. His thumb reflexively clicked its timer four times, and he straight-armed it at the building.
Four seconds later, it went off, and most of a wall exploded inward.

A Musth appeared in the gap, spray-pistol hissing acid toward al Sharif, and the '"Raum blew the alien in
half with his blaster.

"Go in for real," Montagna called, and in shock, but ground-in reflexes taking over, Bravo Element
started toward the complex, zigging, crouching, firing at the buildings.

Loy Kouro and Jasith Mellusin met at the rear of the temple, then moved toward the Leader, who stood
below the podium, waiting, as the music rose once again.

A striker rose to throw a grenade, and a Musth came up, fired twice, and the man dropped as a round
struck him, then began writhing as thedevourer-weapon'screatures came out of the cartridge and began

eating the flesh around the wound.

The Musth was about to fire again. Garvin shot him down, then rolled twice as a grenade bounced and
exploded a meter away from him. He waited for the stings, but the wasplike insectoids missed him.

"Wilt thou, Loy Kouro, have this woman to thy wedded wife, to live together after the Creator's
ordinance in the holy state of matrimony?"

"I will." Kouro's voice was firm.

"And wilt thou, Jasith Mellusin, have this man to thy husband, to live together after the Creator's
ordinance in the holy state of matrimony."

"Yes," Jasith said, and no one noticed the brief hesitation.

Garvin blew another panel open, diving through the ragged hole into the building. He heard shots from
the next room, or bay, or whatever it was, ran through the door, past strange furniture, booted a
doorway open, and the Musth turned, his pistol's mouth sweeping toward Jaansma.

Garvin pulled the trigger twice, and the Musth fell forward, lay silent.

He heard more shots, a volley of them, a blast of two grenades, one Musth, one human.

"They're down," someone shouted, and another gunshot made him a liar, and more blaster rounds
answered.

"He's dead!" someone shouted.

"Are there any more of the bastards?"
Silence, then:

"No! We've killed them all!"

"O Eternal Creator," the Leader said, "Creator and Preserver of all Mankind, send thy blessing upon
these thy servants, and recognize the ring the man hath given the woman is a symbol of their eternal troth
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and the covenant between them."
"What's the count?" Garvin said.

"Three of ours dead... two more wounded," Monta-gna said. "We have six dead Musth. No wounded.
We tried to help one of them, and he shot himself before we could get to his gun."

Her control broke, now that it was over, and she tried to keep tears back.

"Goddamnit, why'd they shoot at us? What .did they think we were doing? We aren't fighting them!
What the hell's going on, anyway?"

"When you figure it out," Garvin said grimly, "be sure and let me know."

"May the Creator preserve and keep you, look down upon you and fill you with all spiritual benediction
and grace; that you may so live together in this life that in the world to come you may have life
everlasting."

"Lance, this is Sibyl Six Actual," Garvin said into the mike, proud that his voice was calm, emotionless. "I
shackleXRAYVELDTRANGE , repeat, XRAYVELDTRANGE . Attacked by Musth. All aliens killed.
Need immediate medic flight, request Grierson extraction, two heavy hitters and standby reaction
company. Musth were evidently part of some spy operation—extensive com gear found.

"We're in very deep shit now."

"Loy Kouro, you may kiss your bride."

CHAPTER

4

"So here the Musth were, sending whatever reports they were sending,"CaudRao said. "Lord alone
knows what data that was, since nobody's reported seeing any furry guys skulking around since the
Musth officially pulled out.

"You come booming through the brush, and naturally, they think the worst and start shooting."

"Yessir." Garvin's eyelids were bouncing together. It was well past dark, and the I&R trainees were
either in bed or hospital. "My fault—"

"Bullshit your fault," Angara said. "I approved the exercise, and they fired the first shot.Caud, I think our
altneeds sleep more than anything, and this is the fourth time we've put him through the wringer. Jaansma,
get your ass out of here, and die until you wake up. Don't pay attention to anything but loud explosions."

"But..."

"That's an order. Go. Yoshitaro's outside, and he'll point you toward your bunk, maybe hose you off a
little first. Now get gone."

Rao,Angara , and Hedley waited until Jaansma staggered out.
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"Now what?"Angara asked.
"Hedley, that's your department," Rao informed his Intelligence chief.

"We flipping disperse like we've never dispersed before, making as rotten a legion of targets as we can,"
Hedley said. "None of the offplanet warning stations detected any transmission from the Musth when the
pa-trol hit them, but they never picked up anything before, either.

"So we've got to assume they punched a message through on some unmonitored freq, and if their fuzzy
brothers weren't on their way back to Cumbre with a case of the ass like they promised to have after the
'Raum War, they surely must be by now.

"Plus let's not forget Our Friend Redruth has, or had anyway, somebody reporting to him that we've
never tracked down. So that's another country to be heard from. Lord knows what the Kurans are going
to do, but I think we should assume flipping unpleasantries."

"Who knows if you're right," Rao said, "but we can't assume you're wrong, so we'll move this instant.

"Here's what we'll do: Keep Headquarters and Support, less the units I'm going to detach next, here at
Mahan, along with I&R Company and their proprietary air. That'll have to be our reaction force,
pissyass' though it is. Mahan's almost completely underground and hardened against anything short of
prolonged nuke bombardment, so we should be covered there.

"Pull one infantry company from a regiment and get it across toMullionIsland 's airbase as their security
element, plus all pilots who've been involved with our hideout fleet.

"First Regiment will disperse to Leggett, somewhere back of the Heights; Second to Aire; Third
toTamanCity ; Fourth to Kerrier. Split up Artillery and Gunship Battalions, plus support, into the usual
elements with each regiment so they're independent. Have them bivvy outside the cities, using what
bunkers are available, building more. We'll run showers and field kitchens out to the regiments. I'll have
PlanGov commandeer some translifters to shuttle the troopies back and forth from the boonies to Mahan
in a week or so for some time off.

"We're screwed if anybody hits us and we have to react quickly in force, but we'll have to take the
chance. I'd rather be spread out than sitting in a big happy pile waiting to get massacreed.

"From now on, no passes, no leaves, one-third on alert. I can hear the troopies scream now.

"Oh yeh. How many of those Musth attack ships do we have flying?"

"Fouraksaiare at full readiness. Maybe five in a day or so. And we've got ten pilots trained on them fairly
well. They probably'd get nailed in a dogfight with experienced Musth pilots, but I think they'd at least
give the furry ones a tough way to go for a few minutes."

"Good. Disperse those to Balar, with their pilots, and give the force one of the freighters for a mother
ship. Offworld, they can maybe be a bit of a hole card, and give us an inch of the gravity well if we're
attacked, or anyway some surprise. Put three or four Zhukovs, the patrol craft, and a couple of the

yachts with 'em."

"Yessir."
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"One more thing I should've taken care of—with all these extraneous aircraft, we're a bit short on pilots.
Tell the regimental commanders to link up with the local flight schools for support—they can invoice
PlanGov with their expenses—and get any of our soldiers who want to fly into training. Also, get our
recruiters banging the drum for recruits who've got any sort of flight experience or who're interested in
leaving a perfectly good planet behind.

"And we're going to have to figure out some way to start building a navy. But that's for PlanGov and me
to figure out.

"That's all I can think of."
"What about the civilians, sir?" Angara asked.

Rao thought for a moment. "That's PlanGov's department, but I don't see what good we can do telling
them the shit's going to come down maybe soon, except start a wave of hoarding and maybe panic. Plus
I don't think. .. emphasis think. .. the Musth will start strafing the innocent. At least, not in the beginning.

"So wake up the hundering third, and get them rolling."

"On my bike, sir."MilAngarahurried out, and a few seconds later alarms began to gong monotonously.
Rao pictured soldiers tumbling out of bed, cursing and wondering where the hell their blasters and alert

gear were.
"You know any prayers, Hedley?"
"Not a flippin' one, sir."
"Me either. This may get interesting."

Normally, graduation from Infantry and Reconnaissance Qualification was a private, verbal ceremony,
followed by a three-day pass and extended drunkenness.

Six days after the fight with the Musth,CaudRao ordered Headquarters onto the massive parade ground
atCampMahan , plus representatives from the fielded regiments to return for the ceremony.

Five men and women stood at attention in front ofCaudRao, with Jaansma and Y oshitaro flanking him.
All wore full-dress uniform: midnight blue trousers, belted tunic and kepi, yellow piping on trousers, cap,

and epaulettes.

Next to the five were three blasters, stuck muzzle down into the ground. Hung on their stocks were the
dress kepis of the recruits who'd died in theHighlands , their highly-polished boots in front of the

weapons.

There was a pickup, casting the ceremony to the two soldiers graduating long-distance and on their
backs in the Force hospital.

"You made it," Jaansma said. "Things got a little grimmer than usual, but that's the way soldiering always
seems to go. Congratulations. You did well, all of you. I'm proud to welcome you to the company."

Yoshitaro just nodded, said nothing.
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Rao's remarks were almost as brief.

"Striker Darod Montagna, for bravery and coolness when brought under fire by an element of the Musth
race while on a training maneuver, you're given the Order of Merit, and promoted tofinf. Striker Baku al
Sherif, you're awarded the Combat Legion award. All of you are promoted Striker First Class, and your
performance commended in dispatches. Those who died in the line of duty, Strikers Joanes, Zelen,
Hathagar, and those who were wounded, Strikers Mahue and Seelam, are awarded wound stripes.

"I'm aftaid this is just the beginning. I warn all of you, not just the men and women honored in this
ceremony, to soldier well and carefully in the days, weeks, and months to come.

"Never forget. You serve the Confederation as well as Cumbre, and the honor of the Strike Force
depends on you, and only you. Serve as bravely as these eleven did, and we shall never have cause to be
ashamed.

"Thank you again.AltJaansma, take charge of your soldiers and dismiss them."

The Kouros, Matin's society section reported, were spending a protracted honeymoon on one of the
family's private islands.

"I remember," Jaansma said thoughtfully, "I went with my parents on an animal-buying expedition once.
Don't remember what world it was, but it was pretty desert-y. We were buying flying reptiles."

He and Yoshitaro'd been invited to the noncommissioned officers' club atCampMahan by First Tweg
Monique Lir. Normally thronged with noncoms from the ten-thousand-man unit, now it was cavernous,
almost echoing.

At least, Lir'd told them, they didn't have to worry about rationed suds, like the dispersed regiments had
to until they'd made their own quiet arrangements. There was the whole Legion's allotment to swill down,
unless they wanted to shame I&R. But Yoshitaro noticed that none of the warrants were drinking heavily,

any more than the two officers. If it came down right now, nobody wanted to get bombed while bombed.

"Somebody actuallywantedflying snakes?" Lir said. "As if the bastards aren't enough just crawling up
your legs."

"People want thrills," Garvin said. "The circus delivers."
"Now I know why my folks never took me to one," Monique said. "Brragh!"

"Second that emotion," Njangu said. "But go on. Here you were, cute'n'cuddly little Garvin, toddlin'
around with all these writhers writhin' at you from the skies."

"Actually," Garvin said, having patiently ignored the backchatter, "it wasn't the snakes that got my eye,
but some of the local furry rodents the snakes fed on. I remember watching these little bitty sorts, all furry
and friendly, and how they'd scurry from bush to bush, always with one eye cocked up, to keep from
becoming somebody's dinner."

He sipped at his beer, seemed finished with his story.

"So?" Monique demanded.
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"So... the way things have been, I'm starting to understand those cute little buggers real well."
"Got the moral," Njangu said. "But you don't look very cute and cuddly."
"Nope," Garvin said. "But I sure feel like an am-blin' target."

"Question?" Njangu asked quietly.

"Yeh?"

"You feel better?"

"About what?"

"Shit me nix, little brown brother," Y oshitaro said. "About your former flame."
"Her?"

"Her."

"Have I ripped anybody's lungs out lately?"

"Who didn't need it? No," Njangu said.

"Answers your question, doesn't it?"

Njangu eyed his friend, decided that was enough answer for him.

It was another week before the alarms went off, first from one of the innermost ice giants, F-Cumbre,
then echoed, within the hour, by other automated posts closer to D-Cumbre.

One ship, medium-sized, inbound.
More sophisticated if shorter-ranged sensors "saw" four patrol craft accompanying it.

The bigger ship was identified as an obsolescent Confederation /?emora-class destroyer leader, the
three patrol ships types unknown.

Shortly thereafter, corns set on the standard Confederation frequency clicked on:

"C-Cumbre Control, this is theCorfe, inbound from Larix andKura , Protector Alena Redruth aboard.
Request landing instructions for Confederation Base Camp Mahan.

"Members of the current Planetary Government are requested to attend Protector Redruth on his
arrival."

The voice, even filtered through com speakers, wasn't asking, but demanding.
Fifteen Council members andCaudRao nervously waited outside the still-sealed airlock of theCorfe.

Behind them were thirty volunteers from the Legion, ostensibly an honor guard since Redruth was still a
Confederation member, actually as much of a bodyguard for the Council as Rao could devise.
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Each woman or man had, concealed under their dress uniforms, two magazines for their blasters, and
small handguns hastily grabbed from Hedley's "contingency" armory. They were also well trained in
unarmed combat and knife fighting.

Hidden inside a hangar, its doors open a slit, a warrant ready to hit the door-lifter control, were two
autocannon-armed Cookes. Garvin commanded one, Njangu the other. Garvin's pilot was Rao's driver,
DecRunning Bear, his gunnerFinfHo Kang, the former ECM specialist with Ben Dill's Grierson.

Yoshitaro had an equally skilled crew of hastily-picked volunteers.

The autocannons were fully loaded, and the gunners ready.

Garvin watched theCorfe. Its chaingun turrets were lifted, guns ready, and missile launch tubes
unmasked.

"Stand by," Garvin said. "Their hatch is coming open."

The gangway hissed down, touched the tarmac. Four soldiers in dark green dropped down it, stood at
attention, blasters ready.

A speaker crackled.

"I'd like to extend an invitation for you men and women of Cumbre's government to board my flagship,
so we may discuss matters of great urgency."

Even through electronic filters, the invitation was, again, clearly a command.
The Council members exchanged looks, then slowly went up the gangway into the ship.

Waiting inside the lock was Protector Redruth, who still looked more like a stocky, balding low-level
bureaucrat than the dictator of two systems.

"I welcome you," he said, tone not at all friendly. "We have matters of great import to discuss. If you'll
accompany me to the conference room?"

A green-uniformed man came out with a detector and swept each of the Councilmembers, in spite of
protests.CaudRao made none. Nothing he had hidden on him would respond to any detector he was
aware of.

"None of them are armed, Protector."

"Good. This way, then?"

The men and women followed Redruth. Rao tried to take in everything, trying to reach an estimate of
Red-ruth's military. TheCorfewas spotlessly kept, even if it was obsolescent, and the two weapons

stations he peered into were manned by alert-looking soldiers, clean-cut and sharply dressed.

The conference room was paneled with false wood, old prints on the walls. It could have served any
Rentier corporation well.
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"If you'll be seated," Redruth said.

A door slid open, and a man Rao recognized as Celi-don, Redruth's military leader, came in. He wore
dark green, as his soldiery, glittering with decorations, and a Sam Browne belt with pistol holstered on
one side, dagger on the other. He was tall, muscled, with a scar along his forehead. He gave Rao a slight
nod, looked at the Council members with chill amusement, but said nothing.

"I know all of you are busy with your normal duties," Redruth said. "So I'll keep this very brief.

"I'm sure you know that some time ago, | offered to place the Cumbre system under my protection. The
offer was refused by your Planetary Government.

"That was then, and we'd just lost contact with the Confederation. I was most concerned about inroads
the Musth would most likely make on Cumbre, up to and including trying to seize the system for their
own.

"My ofter was foolishly rejected.

"Nothing has changed to improve your situation, and it's inconceivable that I would allow my own
people to be endangered if the Musth carry out the plans I consider inevitable.

"Therefore, although I would always rather rule by consent rather than fiat, I have decided Cumbre is to
be placed under my protection immediately."

There were gasps, protests. Redruth waited, his expression calm, as if nothing was being said.

"This is not a debatable matter," he said. "Of course, I want our liaison to be as painless as possible. I
see no reason why this Council cannot continue to handle matters as before, although, of course, I'll
appoint a regent to moderate the Council, report to me, and present my views on pertinent matters so
you may help me implement them."

Now there was a yammer—"can't do this."

"sovereign state."

"violation of Confederation laws."

"goddamned pirate," and so forth. One woman stayed silent, Rao noticed, Jo Poynton, who had a smile
of tight amusement on her face.

Redruth waited for a moment, then rapped sharply with his knuckles on the table.

"As I said," and now his voice was steely, "this is not a matter for debate, but for you to implement as
rapidly as possible, or face severe consequences.

"My plans are—"
"Excuse me,"CaudRao said. "As you know, my

Strike Force is part of the Confederation military, and is sworn to defend Cumbre'spresentgovernment.
Are you declaring war against the Confederation?"
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Celidon smiled thinly. "I hardly think the matter is important enough to be called war."

"What Celidon means," Redruth said, "is we have no intention of interfering with your Force. However,
since you lack a naval element, we shall be providing that. I see no reason that my security forces and
yours cannot coexist comfortably in keeping order."

"Unfortunately, I do," Rao said. "You've announced plans to usurp authority. We must stand against it."

"I don't think things will come to a confrontation," Redruth said. "Particularly if the Council welcomes my
presence, realizing the choice is very simple: either my protectorate or conquest by the Musth. That
would make the slight change I propose within legal boundaries, and therefore not the concern of you or
your Strike Force.

"Don't lose your temper,CaudRao. Consider this. The Cumbre system is on the edge of nowhere, barely
self-sustaining. Allied with Larix andKura , there'll be not only safety, but increased trade, increased
wealth flowing into this system."

"And what will be flowing out?" Poynton asked.

"Certain exports," Redruth said. "But we'll hardly be appropriating them. We'll pay an honest price."

"Starting with the mines," a Councilman said cynically.

"That is one of the most important areas of concern," Redruth said. "Is there a representative of Mellusin
Mining present?"'

"Jasith Mellusin," a man said, "has recently married. She and her husband are honeymooning. A message
was sent to their island as soon as you summoned us for this meeting. I don't know if it was received, but

I'd assume it was, and she is on the way now."

"Good," Redruth said. "We can begin with the ores on C-Cumbre, then discuss other matters, such as
the minor increase in your present taxes necessary to support my garrison here."

"Which will be of what size?" Rao asked.
"That's still undecided," Celidon said. "It'll depend on how easily these meetings go, won't it?"

"I see," Rao said, hand unobtrusively pressing a transmitter taped to his side under his tunic. The
transmitter sent a one-second beep.

"How much," a Councilwoman asked, "will you be increasing our taxes?"

"Initially, no more than one percent on all products, although you might choose to increase the present
income tax instead. I have no interest, by the way, in what method of taxation you choose, or the
percentage called for from any particular income group."

"In other words," Poynton said, "if we decide to soak the poor, you could give a damn."

A man turned and scowled at her.
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"Dammit, this is hard enough, without your 'Raum bullshit!"
"Excuse me," Redruth said. "I understand your recent problems, but I see no reason to bring them into
this matter. Now, let's consider just what of Cumbre's products are most important to the continued

security and welfare of our mutual systems. .."

All commanders in the Legion, and all combat aerial and ground vehicles had secondary receivers tuned
to Rao's transmitter.

"That's it," Garvin said. "Crank 'em up, and get ready to move."
The drives on the two Cookes whined to life.

The speedster drove hard pastLanbaylsland , intoDharmaBay . Loy Kouro was at the controls, Jasith
Mel-lusin beside him. They were barely fifty meters above the water, at full speed.

Kouro was furious. "The biggest damned thing since the war, and I'm off playing with you!"
"Loy," Jasith pointed out, "taking an extra two weeks for our honeymoon was your idea."
"Whatever," Kouro said. "What the hell do you think these people want, anyway?"

"I'm pretty sure it won't be good," Jasith said.

"In ten minutes," Kouro said. "We should be able to seeChancelsland ."

"This is Scimitar Alpha," Ben Dill said. "Inbound from Balar. ETA Mahan three zero. Scimitars Beta and
Gamma monitoring transmission. Over."

The threeaksai, at three-quarters drive, saw D-Cumbre growing large ahead.
"This is Control,"MilAngara said into a mike, and the scrambled signal spat from a bunker
belowCampMahan into space. "No change to orders. You're cleared to respond to any hostile action. If

none is made, remain out-atmosphere for further instructions."

"Clear." Dill switched frequencies. "You heard the man. Let's go kill some Larries or Kurans or
whatever they're calling themselves these days. Out."

He touched sensors, and missiles armed themselves.

Across D-Cumbre, the scattered soldiers of the Force went to full combat readiness.

In the chatter, no one noted a remote sensor, off the small planetoid of L-Cumbre, as it began reporting:
SIX OBJECTS ENTERING SYSTEM... ANALYSIS SUGGESTS NOT NATURAL... NONE
CONFORM TO KNOWN STARSHIP CONFIGURATION... ORBIT PROJECTED TO
INTERSECT D-CUMBRE WITHIN THREE HOURS... SIX OBJECTS ENTERING SYSTEM...
ANALYSIS SUGGESTS...

Redruth had opened a folder, was going through exactly what tribute Cumbre would be expected to pay
when a man in green entered, went to Celidon.
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He whispered hastily. Celidon's cool gaze flashed into an angry frown.

"Excuse me, Protector," he said. "But the bridge reports increased signals around the planet, and
unknown signals from the moon."

"What is it?CaudRao, what's going on?" Redruth demanded.
Rao shook his head.

"I don't know," he lied. "T've been in this room for two hours now. Possibly my executive officer has
decided to increase the ready status of my Force."

"Celidon!" Redruth snapped.

"No problem," the big man said. "If they're getting cute, we can do the same."

He went out the door, toward the bridge.

Redruth got to his feet, backed toward the door.

"I don't know what's going on," he said. "But if any of you have any ideas—"

CaudRao had a small ceramic tube, the weapon no metal detector could pick up, leveled.

"You can stand quite still," he said calmly. "This has only one round, an old-fashioned pottery ball that'll
shatter quite messily when it hits something, so perhaps you don't want to breathe heavily."

Redruth's face reddened, but he froze.

"Now, we're going back out the corridor to the airlock," Rao said. "You Council people, move first, and
quick. We're leaving the ship."

He palmed the door open, motioned the stunned Council out.

A crewman came toward them, saw the tiny weapon, and grabbed for his sidearm. Jo Poynton was on
him, a palm striking hard into his face, an elbow smashing his throat, and she had his pistol out of its
holster before he fell, gurgling, twisting in pain.

She hefted it, grinned. "Just like the old days. I'll meet you at the airlock," and she trotted away.

"Now you," Rao said, motioning Redruth out of the conference room. "Think of me as protecting the
Protector."

"My men'll never allow this!"
"Possibly," Rao said cheerfully. "But you'll reap extremely negative benefits from their faithfulness."
Rao looked at the gun, grimaced, and went down the corridor.

"All right," Celidon said as he came on the bridge of theCorfe. "I have the deck, Mister. What's going
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on "

"Sir," the ship's captain reported, "we have at least fifty, maybe more, ships in the air. Everything from
yachts to aerial combat vehicles."

"What the hell set them off?"
The officer shook his head.
"Well, find out, Mister! We can't take action until we know what's going on for certain!"

The captain, remembering he'd been promoted per Celidon's anger at his vacillating predecessor and a
firing squad, shouted for silence, then told all stations to report.

Celidon waited, listening, not realizing one hand kept touching the haft of his dagger, then moving away.

"This isCorfe-Two," one of the Mrva/xa-class patrol boats reported. "Three ships inbound from
Balar..." the toneless voice changed, "...Jane'sIDs them as Musth fighting ships!"

Almost simultaneously:

"This isCorfe-Four"another patrol boat called. "Six large ships on course toward D-Cumbre, unknown
origin, noJane'sID! Request instructions."

The bridge of theCorfebuzzed in confusion, and Celidon shouted silence.
A speaker turned, reported as ordered:

"Sir,ElevenWeaponsBay reports hearing a shot within the ship!"

"What?"

The speaker repeated the message.

"Get the landing squad out," Celidon snapped. "Find out what the hell that was! Get a security element to
the conference compartment, make sure the Protector's all right!"

A tech reported:

"Sir, we have an incoming, low-level flight, from the east, approximate speed two fifty kph, did not
answer challenge on standard guard frequency. Three gun stations are tracking it."

"Knock it down!"
"Yessir," a weapons officer said. "Three Weapons Position, fire!"
The bridge jarred as the nearby chaingun blasted.

Cannon fire slashed into the water less than twenty meters short of Loy Kouro's speedster. He gaped,
jerked at the controls, smashed into the waterspout.
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The speedster skidded, went sideways.

Kouro fought for control, had it for an instant. Then the speedster snaprolled twice. Kouro slid the
control back, and for an instant the speedster stabilized. He tried to climb for altitude, then the drive died,
and the speedster stalled.

It nosed into a dive, Kouro fighting it. He brought the speedster level, then ran out of altitude. At just
under 100kph, it hit the water, skipping like a spun stone.

The hangar door slid open, as theCorfefired across the parade ground, at some distant target in the
ocean.

"Gunner!" Garvin shouted. "That weapons station."
"Acquired," Ho said calmly, and touched the firing studs of her autocannon.

The 20mm cannon roared like a primeval beast, and collapsed-uranium rounds smashed into the
exposed Kuran guns.

Two ammo drums exploded, and a ball of flame swept the compartment, killing the gunners before they
had a chance to realize they were dead.

A panel slid shut, sealing the station, as theCorferocked from side to side.

"Evasive action!" Jaansma called, and the two Cookes skidded out of the hangar, zigged out of sight as
another cannon blasted holes in the tarmac.

"No shiteedah," Running Bear managed, hands blurring across controls as the Cooke banked, almost
smashing into a shed.

Rao found three sprawled bodies in the corridor, and pushed Redruth harder. They ran into the airlock's
suiting chamber, found the Council, and Poynton with a pistol in each hand. A Councilman held the third
weapon.

"How're we going to get out of the ship without getting gunned down?" Poynton said.

"Give me one of those," Rao said, and Poynton tossed him a pistol.

"Y our honor guard took care of the sentries," Poynton said. "They scattered, got to shelter before the
ship could retaliate, and we've got some support- fire from them."

"They keep trying to close the lock," another man said. "I'm holding down emergency override."
"Next?" Poynton said.

"You can't run," Redruth said smugly. "My gunners'll drop you before you make ten meters."
"Then we'd better kill you now," Poynton said.

Redruth paled as Rao leveled the pistol.
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"T have you, I have you, oh Lordy lord now I have you," Ben Dill crooned as theaksaiswooped on a
Kuran patrol boat. He thumbed the firing button three times, and missiles hissed away.

The patrol boat went to full power, tried to jump into stardrive, didn't make it as one missile blew its
nose off, then the second homed on the engine room, and the ship became a geometrically perfect ball of
flaming gas.

"Ho-ho," Dill shouted into his mike. "First blood for Ben!"

"Corfe, Corfe, this isCorfe-Two," the panicked patrol boat's commander broadcast. "Corfe-Three
destroyed by

Musth. .. there's too many of 'em, all attacking!Corfe-Fourunder attack as well!"

A missile launched by one of Dill's wingmen blew up half a kilometer away, and the man flinched,
reflexively slamming his ship into stardrive.

Rao heard movement, stuck his pistol around, and slammed half a dozen rounds down the corridor
without looking to see who it was.

"We're dead if we stay here," Rao decided. "Out of here, and run for that hangar! Stay spread out!"
Fearful faces peered at him, then obediently clattered down the gangway.

Rao's eyes were on them, and Redruth seized the moment, knocking thecaudsideways, then darting
back into the corridor, into a compartment, and sliding the door shut.

"Bastard!" and Rao went after the others.

A Kuran gunner saw the running men and women, switched his target acquisition to manual, and
swiveled the guns down toward them.

Yoshitaro's Cooke popped up above a transport lifter, and his gunner sent 150 rounds into the position
before the man could open fire.

Moments later the Council members ran into the hangar, through it, and out the other side.CaudRao was
last. He crouched, blew the rest of his pistol magazine into the open lock of theCorfe, doing no good but
no harm either.

Then he was gone, after the others, as cannon shells ripped through the tarmac where he'd been.

"Close the lock," Celidon ordered. "Why was this not done—"

He broke off, realizing the stupidity of blame-finding until later.

Another com clicked.

"Bridge, this is Gunnery Compartment Thirteen. We have the Protector safely..." There was a clatter of
static, then Redruth's voice: "Celidon! Lift the ship out of here! They've trapped us!"

Celidon forced calm.
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"Captain, prepare for lift. Take it straight out over the ocean, then into stardrive as soon as we clear
atmosphere."

"Yessir."

"Have all patrol ships pull in to support us."

"Yessir."

Celidon noted pressure in his ears, realized the lock was. .. finally... shut.

"You... Section Leader... three men to Gunnery Thirteen, and escort the Protector to the bridge!"
"Sir!"

Celidon felt the flagship come clear of the ground, heard the subdued whine of the antigravs.

Ben Dill flashed through the outer atmosphere, his screens showingCampMahan far below. He held the
zoom sensor in, saw theCorfeas it started to move.

He punched the missile firing button as he plunged down, through thirty-thousand meters at some
impossible Mach number, felt theaksaiwiggle as all his missiles ripple-fired, and realized he was about to
make a crescent-sized hole in D-Cumbre, slid sensors back, cut power, and the Musth fighting ship
bucked, shuddered, began trying to pull out of its dive, fighting compressibility, barely on the edge of
control.

The missiles, intended for air-to-air or space use, lost the target in ground clutter and smashed into the
tarmac, not one hundred meters from theCorfe.

Two seconds later, Dill'saksaiwhipped past, not thirty meters above theCorfe.

On the bridge of the Musth flagship, a huge, new, heavily armed mother ship, Wlencing considered
screens. Beside him was a slightly smaller Musth, with much the same markings as Wlencing.

"So they are fighting," he told Aesc. "Each other, I assume. But where did thoseaksaicome from? We
know of no other Musth having interest in this region, this matter, do we?"

"No," Aesc said. "A puzzlement. The humans must have found some of those ships under repair we did
not have time to load."

"Leader," a weapons-firer reported. "One of the human ships, a ship-of-patrol, has launched at us. A
countermissile has already been released. It has acquired and is about to destroy their weapon. Shall I
return fire on the ship-of-patrol?"

Wlencing looked at the Musth beside him.

"Alikhan, I assume you would like to launch in your own fighting craft and deal properly with these
enemies, no doubt, wanting to be a young hero?"

His eldest offspring lifted a paw.
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"I am not foolish enough to believe I could reach him before a missile, Progenitor."
"Good," Wlencing approved. "Never forget a gun's reach far exceeds a knife's. Destroy the ship."
The weapons-firer swept a hand over a bank of sensors.

Ten missiles spat towardCorfe-Four. It evaded two, then the third smashed into its midsection and the
ship vanished.

"Good," Aesc said. "Recall the other missiles and proceed with the landing."

"Those are Musth ships," Celidon said. "Some kind of mother craft. We were too late taking over the
planet, and—"

Redruth burst onto the bridge, panting, eyes half-glazed.

"Get us into space," he snapped. "This was a trap!"

"Perhaps not a trap," Celidon said calmly. "But we certainly didn't credit these Cumbrians with enough
brains. And no one could predict the convenient arrival of the Musth. We're already lifting for space.
Calm yourself, Protector.

"Wel'll fight them... destroy them... another day." * * *

TheCorfeclearedChancelsland , never noticing two tiny Cookes at full drive after it. Garvin Jaansma was
in the first Cooke, Njangu Y oshitaro in the second, somewhat to the rear.

"Can you hit it?" Garvin demanded. He was half-standing, crouched behind the windscreen.
"Doubt it, sir," Ho Kang said.

"We're losing ground," Running Bear reported. "They've got legs on us."

The com crackled.

"What the hell are you doing? That bastard's gonna turn around and swat you like a fly," Yoshitaro
snapped.

Garvin paid no mind.
"Give 'em a burst."
"Yessir."

Ho Kang pushed her firing stud, and tracers sailed out, fell hundreds of meters short of the fleeingCorfe.
The Cooke shuddered, slowed in reaction.

"Shit, shit, shit. Can you lob it over 'em?"

"Not a chance, sir."
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Garvin came back to reality a little as theCorfewent vertical and flashed away, a dot, then a tiny flare
from its drive. Seconds later, just out-atmosphere, it entered stardrive and was gone.

Jaansma sat down in his seat as the Cooke slowed.

"Crud." He brightened. "At least we gave it the good old try."

Running Bear eyed him oddly, said nothing. Ho looked as disappointed as Jaansma.

" 'Kay," Garvin said, suddenly tired. "Take it back home, and don't call me a crazed sort too loudly."
"Nossir."

The Cooke banked, turned, and Yoshitaro's ACV caught up, closed alongside.

"Might I ask what the hell you were trying?" Njangu shouted.

"Kind of lost my temper."

"Yeesh," Yoshitaro said. ""You are, without question, either going to die a Sky Marshal with a double
Confederation Cross, or I'm going to strangle you for sheer—"

"Uh, sir," Running Bear interrupted. "We've got a Mayday beacon. Just ahead of us. In the water, |
think."

Garvin puzzled, then remembered that strange burst of fire from theCorfe.

"Let's see if there's anything to pick up."

Running Bear cut speed further and shed altitude until he was just above the ocean.

"There it is," he said.

The speedster bobbed, two halves, one nearly submerged, in the small waves.

"Doesn't look like we need bother stopping."

"Negative," Jaansma said. "I see a hand waving. Bring it on down."

The Cooke hovered in, close to the wreckage. The speedster was a shambles, but spread across the
instrument panel were the fully deployed impact bags. A man was sprawled across one, facedown,
behind the controls.

Jasith Mellusin was looking at him, eyes bleared in shock.

"Garvin?"

"Yeh. Me." Garvin jumped down into the sinking speedster, almost fell as waves rocked it.

Loy Kouro, his face bloody, staggered up from the control seat.
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"I'm hurt," he mumbled. "Help me. Get me to a hospital."
He started forward, and Garvin neatly pushed him back.
"Wait your turn," he said. "Ladies go first."

He picked up Jasith, remembering other times, smelled her familiar perfume over burnt insulation and
spilled fuel. He felt tears come, pushed them away, handed her up to his gunner.

"All right, you sorry bastard," he said, turning back. "It's your turn."
And then the Musth smashed in-atmosphere.

CHAPTER

There were nineteen Council members in the chamber with their assistants;CaudRao with his exec and
intelligence officer; System-Leader Aesc and War Leader Wlencing.

"Firssst," Aesc said, in Terran, sibilants hissing as almost all Musth did when they spoke Basic, "I must
asss-sure you of one thing. While our raccce is angered by the deathsss of our people, we have
decccided to offer another chanccce."

The Council members mostly looked skeptical.

"We would like to live in peaccce with Man," Aesc insisted. "Perhapsss one of our problemsss before
wasss we chossse to live apart from each other.

"Thisss matter hasss been consssidered, and we ssshall attempt to conjoin with you."
"What, precisely, does that mean?" Jo Poynton asked.

"Firssst," Wlencing said, "we ssshall not dwell on mat-tersss such as the deathsss of our people in the
recceent uprisssing, nor even on the recccent deathsss of our care-takersss in the headquartersss on the
high flatland, ignoring even the possssibility that our fellows were ssset upon and murdered in a mossst
unwarrior-like manner."

"We ssshall offer positions in our minesss on Sssilitric, in every capacity from sssupervisor to
rock-worker," Aesc said. "Payment ssshall be made in gold, which I assssume can be converted into

your creditsss.

"Perhapsss, also, sssome of our mining expertsss might benefit from working with their human
counterpartsss, working or at leassst obssserving your methodsss.

"Alssso, while our main headquartersss ssshall be where they were before on the high flatland and on

Sssil-itric, after we have purified them from the deathsss of our caretakersss, we ssshall open...
consssulshipsss, I believe is your word, in mossst of the cccitiesss on this world."

"To what purpose?" a Councilman asked.
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"Asss I sssaid before, dissstance, unfamiliarnessss, can breed hatred," Aesc said. "With our people in
clossse-nessss to each other, we can grow to know the other, and perhapsss regrettable instancesss of
the passst ssshall not recur. Perhapsss, even, in the future, we might be able to offer visssitsss to sssome
of our worldsss to further bring our peoplesss together."

"It appears,"CaudRao said, "you've returned with far more of your people than before, and it also
appears from our analyses that your ships are for war, not merchant or mining."

"Sssuch isss the truth," Wlencing said. "We are a cau-tiousss raccce. And perhapsss it is well that they
are, for we were able to drive away the one you sssaid was trying to take over thesse worldsss."

"True," Rao admitted. "But what, specifically, is your military intent, remembering this system is still part
of the Confederation?"

"Only a fool comesss to a place and immediately sssays what ssshould be done here, there, and
everywhere," Wlencing said. "We would like to take a few cyclesss to ssstudy the matter, jussst
obssserving, and work with your warriorsss.

"T am cccertain sssome sssort of equitable matter might be achieved. Perhapsss we could ssshare the
tasssk of defenssse, with our warriorsss taking responsssibility for aerial and ssspace defenssse, and you
deal with mat-tersss here on the ground.

"Or perhapsss cccertain unitsss might be combined, asss an interesssting experiment."

"With which race in command?"CaudRao said.

Wlencing pushed a paw against the air, signifying lack of concern. "That decisssion might be reached at
the correct time, not thisss one. I noticcce, by the way, you dissspersssed your forcesss from the manner
they were when we were here before. It would be a good gesssture if they would be returned to their
peacccetime dutiesss and barracksss.

"One thing we mussst insssissst on. You cleverly were able to put a ssscattering ofaksaiinto combat with
the intrudersss. We assssume you plan the return of thossse fighting ssshipsss at your bessst
convenience."

Rao hesitated, then nodded. "We shall."

"That iss good," Wlencing said, inclined his head to Aesc. "I am sssorry to have intruded on your
ssspeech, but there were mattersss of my expertnessss to be anssswered."

"I have little elssse to sssay," Aesc said, "other than we ssshall remain in clossse contact with thisss
Councccil, and asss other mattersss presssent themssselves, no doubt other meetingsss will be

ssscheduled, with hope that they are asss congenial as thisss one."

Without waiting for a response, he turned and moved lithely away, Wlencing following him. The war
leader paused besideCaudRao.

"Isss it not good that my belief that we would be fighting when next we met hasss not come true?"

"War is never good," Rao said.
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Wlencing moved a paw across his chest, then turned and followed Aesc out of the chamber.
"What did that last gesture mean?" Angara asked.

Rao shrugged, Hedley shook his head.

"Maybe that he thinks you're a flippin' pacifist, which the Musth don't have much use for?"

"I surely don't like the idea," Angara said, "that the Musth run around with all the air power, and we
pound the ground. That isn't exactly cutting the pie in half. Nor am I bouncing up and down about the
idea that we have to pull everybody back to Mahan and go back to being a big fat target.

"But I can't think of a damned thing we can do to change that."

"And I'm not very fond of giving those hot littleaksai

back," Hedley said. "But like you said, we seem to have a shortage of flipping options."
"What's your appreciation?" Rao asked his intelligence officer.

"Specifically, that the Musth have too many of those big mother... in two senses of the flipping word. ..

ships, that every one of them I see looks and acts like a fighter, not a miner, that I'd guess the Force is
outnumbered two or three to one, most likely more.

"Overall... the Musth are almost as flipping good at lying as [ am," Hedley said.

"That's what I'm thinking," Rao said.

"Moreflowers?" Jasith asked.

"Indeed," the nurse said, and examined them critically. "I quite think they're the loveliest yet. No doubt
encouraging you to get off your cute little heinie, pay your bill, go home, and leave us alone."

"Merle, that isn't very nursely."
"And what made you the judge of nurseliness?" the young man asked.
Jasith grinned. "Like you said, I'm paying the bills."

"If you want to bethatway about it... your husband called, and he'll be about an hour late. Council
meeting with our furry friends from beyond."

"Only an hour. Practically early for Loy," Jasith said.

"Now, now," Merle said. "By the way, a bit of under-the-stretcher information. Your doctor thinks the
infection's finally been knocked down, so you should get out of here in the next day or two."

"If you want a kiss," Jasith said fervently, "you have only to ask."

"Not quite my style," Merle said. "Besides, I don't believe him. Whatever strange rot you picked up
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going swimming out there's probably still with you. And I watch my health."
"Why don't you go find me some fruit juice," Jasith said. ""And slip about three fingers of alk in it?"

"And then drink it myself," the nurse said, put the elaborate arrangement on one of the long tables in the
suite, already looking like a botanical garden, and walked out.

Jasith looked at the arrangement, decided Merle was possibly right and it was the prettiest, and opened
the card.

Best, Garvin
Jasith Mellusin grimaced, crumpled the card, and tossed it into the trash.

She went to the window, looked down at Leggett, then across the bay toChancelsland , dim in the
morning mist.

Two of the strange, frightening Musth fighting ships smashed over the city, then climbed sharply toward a
mother ship hovering high overhead. Even through the insulated windows Jasith heard thesnap-crackof

the sonic booms.

She stayed at the window for a long time, then came back, picked Garvin's card from the trash, carefully
smoothed it, and put it in a safe place.

Alikhan, Wlencing's cub, eyed the threeaksaiparked beside one of the taxiways atCampMahan 's
landing field.

"All three of these can fly?" he asked the officer beside him, a human almost as big as the Musth.
"Yes. Two fly well, the other's a limper... sorry, a cripple,"AltDill said.

"I see." Again, Alikhan looked at theaksai. "These are the ones that were flown against the invaders?"
"That's right," Ben said, hoping the Musth weren't able to see through a liar as transparent as he was.

"That is remarkable," Alikhan said. "I would never have expected aircraft in such condition to be capable
of fighting, maneuvering."

"It was interesting," Dill said, for once telling the truth.
"You were one of the pilots?"

"I was."

"Who was the one who killed the patrol ships?"

"I hit one, my wingman... that's one of the men who flies beside me and keeps me from being attacked
from the rear... got another.

"I missed theCorfe... that's Alena Redruth's flagship." Dill knew he was talking too much.
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"So you have a kill," Alikhan said. "T have not been that fortunate."
"T hope," Dill said, "you remain unfortunate, as long as you stay in this system."

Alikhan's mouth came open, and he hissed from the back of his throat, sounding like an enraged cat, and
Dill stepped back, hand touching his pistol, then realized the sound must denote amusement.

"You are most clever," the Musth said.
"Thanks. Sorry for misunderstanding... I haven't been around you people very much."
"Nor have L."

"How did you learn to speak our Common Speech so well?" Dill asked. "The few Musth I've been
around sometimes are hard to understand."

"You mean we sound like an air leak?"

"I wouldn't put it quite like that."

"The one who taught me to speak Basic, a most harsh taskmaster, did."

Dill grinned. "What dowesound like, talking Musth?"

"No one knows," Alikhan said. "None of you have ever succeeded in learning the language."

Dill, laughing, didn't see Alikhan's hand touch his projector, waiting for the reaction. Alikhan took his
hand away, allowing his own amusement to show.

"T'd ask you back to the officers' club for a drink," Dill said. "But I don't think you drink alcohol."

"We do not," Alikhan said. "I learned about your habits, shudder to think of some. Nor would you like
what we consume for relaxation."

"Which is?"

"Meat that has been allowed to decay for a time, with various spices."
"Mmmb," Dill said. "We do that, but cook it first."

"Thus ruining all the savor."

"It's a pity," Dill said, changing the subject, "your leaders wouldn't let us keep these ships. It would be
interesting to fight mock-war against each other, with the same equipment.”

"It would," Alikhan agreed. "But perhaps it would be inappropriate for such a rehearsal.”
Dill looked at him carefully.

"Are you sure that was the word you meant to use?"
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"Certainly," Alikhan said. "For what else can happen but war? Whether you or I wish it is immaterial."
Dill considered him thoughtfully.

"TI've noticed that people who decide there's gonna be a fight generally produce one. The problem is, it
doesn't come out the way they've figured, all the time."

CaudRao decided to wait to bring the regiments back toChancelsland until the Musth brought it up
again.

But they didn't for more than two weeks, and Rao couldn't decide if that was good or bad. Were the
Musth forgetful, or didn't they take RaoForce that seriously?

Garvin whistled cheerily into the BOQ suite he shared with Njangu, took a moment to realize Yoshitaro
was staring, as if hypnotized, at the com screen. There was an image frozen on it.

"Whassup?"

"Look," Njangu managed.

Garvin looked at the screen.

"Who they?"

"You uneddicated oaf, that's the Planetary Council."

"I would've guessed a bunch of fat thieves."

"That too."

"So what?"

Njangu manipulated controls, came in on one person. Garvin looked closely at it.

"Hey! That's... what the hell was her name? The 'Raum who was The Movement's intel chief when we
were playing covert? The one you cut a skate on at the end and told her to get lost?"

"Jo Poynton," Njangu said. "That's her. I thought it was a cover name, like most of them used. But if it
was, she's using the same one now."

"And she's on the Council?" Garvin was incredulous.
"Why not? The war's over," Yoshitaro said cynically, "and all wounds are healed up ickle and pretty."

"But she was their main spymaster, part of the main rebel command, what'd they call it, the Planning
Group!"

"Guess that proves cream rises to the top."

"But how come nobody tattled her to the journohs? That idiot Kouro'd be happy to call her all kinds of
sons of bitches if he knew."
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"Maybe," Njangu said, "the only entry that's still around is in our archives. I'd guess that when PlanGov
got blown up, all of Policy and Analysis files got naturally shredded, along with the shitheads that tortured
the info out of people."

"So what are we going to do about it?"

Njangu shrugged. "I guess nothing."

Garvin looked carefully at his executive officer.

"Weren't you and her, uh..."

"Uh is the way to put it."

"You gonna ring her up?"

"And say what?"

"Hell if T know," Garvin said. "I got my own problems."

Njangu eyed Jaansma.

"I didn't get it before, but youarea little too goddamned happy. For why?"

"Well," Garvin said, sounding a little guilty, "I just sent some flowers out."

"Ali with his beard on fire," Njangu swore. "Don't you ever give up? She's a married woman,
remember?"

"I know," Garvin said, and Njangu realized the conversation had just come to an end.

"'Kay," he said. "Forget it." He picked up a message slip from his desk, sailed it across to Garvin.
"Better you think about this."

"What is it?"

"TheLeeatlslands ," Njangu said. "Bunch of little islands way to hell and gone. They got problems with
pirates."

"Yeh, right, pirates."
"Truth, or anyway they swear to it," Njangu said. "Ex-'Raum that didn't want to go back to making a
semihonest living, so they're out there poaching on the local fisher folk. Not a very nice bunch of people,

it looks like, since nobody's come back with details.

"The cops can't seem to do anything, since the baddies have good skinny from the locals. Every time
they go out looking, there's nobody but innocents."

"So, naturally," Garvin said, "they want us to handle the rough work."
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"You rather sit around here and worry about the Musth?"
"Good point," Garvin agreed. "What do we know about these pirates?"

"Not a whole helluva lot. Boats just flat disappear. No bodies, nothing. The best intel is from little bits
somebody hollers on the Mayday freq before they vanish.

"I'd guess they kill the fishermen, shake the boats for anything valuable, then either sink them or maybe
run them back to wherever they're based. A quick paint job and back to sea as Fishing BoatJustlaunched
. I wouldn't be surprised if they've got spies out in some of the fishing villages to tip 'em to the best
cargoes to grab. And that's the sum total of what I've got. Somewhat less than nothing."

"You got maps and such so we can at least start figuring how we're going to flounder around?" Garvin
asked.

"Would I be the evil genius of the Legion if I didn't?"
"Well I shall be dipped," Njangu said. "I thought you were frigging dead!"

"I was,"FinfTon Milot said wryly. "But then I real-ized I was hurting too bad. The bastards clipped me in
the arm, leg. Damned near lost the leg, and I've got about a meter of synthbone in it."

"You know they gave Hank Faull the Star of Gallantry," Yoshitaro said. Milot had been wounded, Hank
Faull killed in the final battle of the 'Raum uprising, securing the Eckmuhl.

"Yeh," Milot said flatly. "Bet that made his widow feel real good and puts lots of rations on his kids'
plates."

"So what're you doing still in uniform?"
Milot looked away.

"Goddamned if I know," he said. "If I'd had a brain, I would've taken the wound pension and gone
fishing. Instead..." He let his voice trail off.

"Hey," he went on. "Aren't [ supposed to salute you or something now you're a highbornaspirant!"
"Bite me," Njangu said. "A proper banging of the head on the floor's enough."

"Wish in one hand, shit in the other, see which one fills up first," Milot said.

"Nice to see you haven't changed. Welcome back to I&R. I assume you can still carry the load."

"Either that or whip up on some 'cruit to do it for me," Milot said. "By the way, did you know Lupul and
I got married?"

"Congrats," Njangu said. "Whyn't you invite me to the wedding?"

"It was sort of a flash idea," Milot said. "Fact was, well, [ was sort of talking to Deira. You remember
her?"
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Njangu did. He'd taken a pass with Milot to the small fishingvillageofIssus after they'd graduated from
I&R training, and ended up in a threesome with fellow striker Angie Rada and the sixteen-year-old girl.

"Well, Lupul got the wrong idea." Milot grinned thoughtfully. "Or maybe the right idea. So she said it was
time for me to either stay a merry bachelor and she hoped my cock rotted off, or else.

"I thought about it for, oh, a second and a half, realized I couldn't do any better than Lupul, and so we
just up and did it. Colorful fisherman's custom on a boat and that kind of thing.

"Deira asked about you, by the way."
"It never rains..." Njangu muttered, thinking of Jo Poynton.

"Maybe you want to come over tolssus with me sometime," Milot offered. "That is, if it's not illegal for
an officer to do something with one of us enlisted swine."

"We'll do it," Njangu promised absently. An idea was pulling at him. "Ton, do you suppose you could
borrow a fishing boat from one of your friends?"

"Not borrow, but rent. Fishermen gotta make a credit somewhere. And if you want it officially, I'd guess
there might be some bullet holes to patch up when it comes back. Plus we could hire my brother to help
run it. You remember Alei... that was his boat you fell off of, the time we went fishing and you ended up
as bait."

"Let me ask you something," Njangu said. "First, you can forget about that fishing trip we went on
anytime you want to. You know of theLeeatIslands ?"

"A little bit," Milot said. "A bunch of islands way to hell and gone other side of Cumbre, isn't it? Never
fished there, but I know some people who did. Contract work. Fly over, work a season, come back.

They did 'kay. Didn't get rich, but had some good stories to tell. Big fish in those parts."

"I'll want to talk to them," Yoshitaro said. "Because we're thinking about going for the biggest fish on the
planet.”

Milot flickered his eyebrows.

"Good, boss. Very good story. Glad there's no other reason you want to visit my village."
"Goddammit, I'm telling the truth."

"No question about that, boss. Good truth, too, huh?"

"I think," Njangu said comfortably, "this is the sneakiest plan I've ever come up with."
"Possibly," Garvin agreed. "And don't get a swole head, but it might even ac