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The Farmer’s Wife

by Linda Evans






.

Tillie Matson stepped aboard Star Cross wearing an idiotic grin, a
sheen of sweat, and—affixed to her comfortable jumpsuit—an official-
looking badge that read “PHASE Il TRANSPORT DIRECTOR.”

She didn’t feel much like a transport director with temporary
responsibility for three hundred fifty-seven men, women, and children,
not to mention a cargo hold full of live animals and viable botanical
specimens in sealed containers. She felt like a giddy schoolgirl released
for the biggest field trip any kid ever took. And underlying the
excitement: What if something goes wrong? Something always goes
wrong on a project this big, not just little stuff like Tommie Watkins
getting his nose bloodied by Sarah Pilford, but really big stuff, and I'm
the one on the hotseat. . . .

Tillie wasn’t trained in Project Administration. She just happened to
be good at organizing things, had a knack for solving problems and
soothing tempers, and—coincidentally—was married to the Phase I
Colony Director. She also held Phase II’s only veterinary sciences
degree.

So Tillie Matson had, by popular acclaim and logical choice, been
chosen to lead this misfit band of farmers, educators, agricultural
production specialists, wide-eyed kids, irritable nanny goats, sweating
horses, balking cattle, and screaming chickens onto Star Cross for a two-
week Hyper-L voyage.

She wished someone else had been elected mayor.

But she wasn’t about to reveal how genuinely scared she was. So, with
her idiotic grin, her sheen of nervous sweat, and her badge, Tillie stepped
onto the transport’s deckplates. A freckled young crewman in a crisp



uniform grinned when he saw her. Tillie greeted him with her widest
smile and firmest handshake.

“I’m Tillie Matson, thank you for meeting us like this.”

“Kelly McTavish, ma’am, and welcome aboard the Star Cross. I’'m the
Passenger Steward.” His smile was bright and genuine, same as his
carroty hair. “If you have that passenger list, ma’am, I’ll double check it
against mine and we’ll be set to board your people. Booker Howard,
down in Cargo One, is ready to onload bio-specimens.”

Tillie hid a smile, wondering if Booker Howard’s experience with
“b1o-specimens” was up to irascible goat temperaments. Even crated,
they could be a handful. She handed over the micro-crystal wafer with
their personnel roster. Kelly McTavish scanned it, ran a compare, then
nodded. “Very good, ma’am. And your transfer authorities for the bio-
specimens are here, too. It’s all in order. Welcome aboard, Dr. Matson. If
I might suggest it... Allow me to handle onloading the passengers.
You’d maybe better help Book with the animals?”

Tillie didn’t bother to hide this smile. “I think so, yes. My brood mares
are pretty broody just now, even with the tranks I gave them. They don’t
like to travel. Particularly not while they’re in foal. I’d hate for them to
injure themselves trying to get out of the crates. And the goats are even
worse.”

“That,” Kelly McTavish gave her a broad grin and a wink, “is why I
stick to handling people. All my passengers generally do is scream at
me.”

She laughed and used her com-link to let Itami Kobe, her second-in-
command, know the drill; then made her way to Cargo One. They hadn’t
left space port yet, but she felt better already. Soon, she promised her
lonely heart, soon you'll be back with Carl again and everything will be

perfect.

Hal Abrams wasn’t one to run from a fight.

Shucks, he’d been a combat engineer in Space Arm—and earned
himself a few ribbon hangers, while he was at it—before tackling
another whole career in ag mechanics. In some ways, he could stomach
up-close-and-dirty combat almost easier than he could stomach hearing a



pig scream when you butchered it. (At least when you stared a man in
the eyes, knowing he would try to do you as fast as you’d try to do him,
you knew the son would understand why he was dying.)

He’d been a good soldier, but Hal had never regretted signing on for
the agricultural expedition to Matson’s World. He’d finally stopped
having dreams about skies black as the inside of Hell, thick with smoke
and tons of earth blown skyward when the big Hellbores cut loose with a
blaze like Satan’s own breath. ... Besides, it was fun tinkering with
agricultural equipment, getting it to do things its designers had never
imagined it would do.

So when Carl Matson first brought in the SWIFT dispatch from
Sector, giving evacuation orders, Hal’s gut response was, “Hell, no, Carl.
This 1s our home. We put our sweat and souls into this dirt. If it ain’t
worth fightin’ for, what the hell are we doin’ out here, killin’ ourselves
to turn jungle into farmland?”

“You know I trust your judgment,” Carl told him quietly.

Hal had never seen a look quite like that in the colony director’s eyes.
Wordlessly, Carl handed over the rest of the message. Hal scanned it;
then read more slowly.

“Mama Bear . ..”

An unknown alien species had broken into Concordiat space.

“Sector Intel thinks these things may be running from attack by the
Jyncji.”

Hal glanced up sharply. “The Jyncji? Aren’t those the spiny little
bastards that use bacteriological warfare?”

Carl nodded. “Yeah. They xeno-form whatever they run across. Sector
thinks the Jyncji have attacked worlds held by the Xykdap—whatever
the hell they look like. Nobody knows yet. But Sector figures the
Xykdap are looking for new homes, new supply bases, new sources of
raw minerals . . .”

That would certainly explain the strength of the invasion force headed
their way. Space Arm Intelligence estimated it mustered out at full
battle-fleet strength. That would mean potentially thousands of heavy
fighting machines, tens of thousands of infantry, plus fully mechanized
scouts that had been encountered with fatal results in three places



already.

Enemy’d come through Matson’s like crap through a force-fed goose,
no mistake about it.

Hal glanced up. The look in Carl’s eyes scared him. Hal met the
director’s gaze steadily, allowing the younger man to see the worry in Ais
eyes; then spat to one side. For long moments Hal just stood there,
swallowing fire he had no choice but to swallow. Finally he said it. “We
cain’t fight that, Carl.”

“Didn’t figure we could. Not even with Digger.”

Hal spat again. “Nope. Not even in his prime, which he ain’t seen for a
couple a centuries. Oh, he’s still got a tactical nuke or two and his small-
weapons systems are operational, although God knows when they were
tested last. I got a certificate somewhere says when. Been a while.
Digger’s old, Carl. Government surplus still made me fill out forms like
you wouldn’t . . .”

He shook his head. It didn’t matter that he’d managed to obtain an
ancient, decaying Bolo out of surplus only because he was still a Reserve
Marine officer and nominally the head of Matson’s defense forces.
Matson’s was entitled to some form of military support and centuries-old
Bolos were cheap—and could be reprogrammed to handle genetic
engineering computations a helluva lot cheaper than plunking down the
cash for specialized gengineering equipment usually sold to ag colonists.

So they had Digger and Digger had done every job they’d assigned
him. But one Bolo Mark XX Model M—essentially a Mark XX brain in
a Mark XIV chassis, minus the Hellbore—extensively modified to
handle genetic cultivar computations and field trials, plus plowing,
harvesting, and heavy construction, just wasn’t any kind of match for a
whole enemy fleet. Hal spat one last time.

“He might buy us time, but we’d still end up dead. Or worse. We gotta
skedaddle, Carl, and git now. Sector send word to Phase II to hold up
transhipping?”

The look in Carl’s eyes worsened. “They said Phase II had already
left. But they’ll use SWIFT to make contact with the Star Cross. They
should be able to drop out of FTL and turn around in time.”

Hal nodded. “That’s good. This ain’t gonna be no place for women



and kids and nanny goats.”

Carl set his jaw muscles. Hal immediately wished he hadn’t said that.
More than just Carl’s wife was aboard that Phase II ship. The future of
everything and everyone they loved was on that transport. And all of it
was headed right into the teeth of an alien invasion fleet. If anything
went wrong . . .

“Well,” Hal muttered, “I’d better get busy shutting everything down.”

“Yes. That FTL transport Sector mentioned will be here tomorrow. It’s
carrying refugees from Scarsdale, too, so there won’t be room to take
much out.”

Hal glanced sharply at his director. “Not even Digger?”

Carl glanced away. “I’m sorry. We’ll . . . You saw the message. Sector
said to fry his Action/Command center. We can’t let him fall into enemy
hands.”

“Yeah, but that was an ‘if you can’t remove the unit’ order, not a hard-
and-fast gotta do it order.” He shut his lips. He knew as well as Carl that
Sector had really meant, “Kill your Bolo, Hal.” He cleared his throat.
“Well, damn . . . First they farm him out as surplus junk, now they want
me to goand...”

“I know.”

Hal shrugged, trying to shunt attention away from his emotional
outburst. Complaining about it wouldn’t do any good, anyway. “You got
other business. Just leave the equipment to me. I’ll wreck what we can’t
take.”

Carl nodded and left.

Hal watched him go. Then: Kill Digger?

Not if he had anything to say about it. Maybe Digger had to die; Hal
hadn’t forgotten that much about soldiering. But there was ways of
carrying out an order, and then there was ways. By golly, the least they
could do was let him die honorably in combat—and since Mark XX
Model M “Moseby” units had been designed for slash-and-dash raids
behind enemy lines, maybe Digger would give these invaders a rude
surprise or two before they killed him. That’s what Digger’d want, for
sure. Hal waited until the Bolo returned from the fields that evening.
Everything else was set. He’d wrecked what they hadn’t crated; then



he’d rigged explosive charges throughout the compound, setting things
so the whole installation would go the minute any life form larger than a
housecat was detected inside the main buildings. The bastards might
occupy Matson’s World, but they’d pay dear for it or Hal Abrams wasn’t
a Marine Engineer.

The last thing he told faithful old Digger, so antiquated he qualified
for admission to the War Relics and Monuments Commission roster,
was: “Digger, I want you to check out that new orchard in the back forty
tonight. Stay out there for a couple of days, work on those cultivars we
been gussying up. I’'m leavin’ it up to you, Digger, to take care of things.
You just keep right on with your mission, Digger, same as I programmed
you. Battle Reflex Alert inside colony perimeter. Understand?”

“Understood, Commander. I will continue the work for which I am
programmed. I will develop new cultivars, plant and harvest test
acreages, and protect the colony’s crops and physical plant until such
time as [ am relieved from Battle Reflex Alert.”

“That’s good, Digger,” Hal said, wishing he didn’t feel quite so
choked up. He wanted to say goodbye, but didn’t have the heart to tell
the faithful old machine he wouldn’t be coming back. Better to let him
die not realizing he’d been betrayed and abandoned by friends. “You’d
best be getting on out to that orchard, Digger.”

“Understood, Commander.”

The hulking machine backed neatly on its ancient treads. It turned in
the moonlight and trundled obediently across the fields, taking the access
road it had built the previous year. Backhoes, plowshares, bulldozer
blades, manipulator arms, reaper extensions, sampling baskets, and
harvesting prunes festooned its moonlit hull, all but obscuring the
ominous snouts of infinite repeaters which hadn’t cycled in two hundred
years.

Hal sighed.

That was about to change.

He just hoped Digger put up a good fight.
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Drone Xykdap 221-K5C encounters Enemy emissions on Hyper-L
vector incoming. Engage stealth mode. Wait. Wait. Attack. Navigational
systems destroyed. Propulsion system damaged. Communications
beacons damaged. No return fire. Target drops to sub-light. Match
speed.  Strike. Renew attack. Propulsion system destroyed.
Communications beacons destroyed. Break attack. Aims achieved. No
damage sustained to Drone Xykdap 221-K5C. File salvage coordinates
and vector. Continue mission: protect incoming fleet. Silence all units
capable of sounding warning.
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Tillie Matson scrambled through the makeshift nursery on hands and
knees, struggling to thrust screaming children into life suits. Another
explosion rocked the Star Cross. Lights dimmed, flickered, went out.
Oh, God, no . .. Strident sirens sounded through the whole ship. Then
the hull shuddered like a mare trying to dislodge biting flies. Even Tillie
screamed.

They dropped out of hyper-light with a disorienting jolt. The
children’s screams turned to terrified whimpers in the darkness. “M-
mamma—

Another explosion somewhere aft brought new cries. Emergency
lights came up, flickered, dimmed, came up again.

“Into your suits!” Tillie shouted at the older kids.

A few of them snapped out of terror long enough to comprehend her
order. They knew the drill. Under the goad of an adult voice, they
scrambled to obey. Tillie’s hands shook as she thrust whimpering
toddlers into life suits and sealed the latches. Saros Mysia, his face a
terrible shade of green in the emergency lighting, stumbled through the
open hatchway and helped her finish the little ones.

“Into the corner!” the colony’s education administrator ordered suited
children. Kids scrambled to obey.

“Into a suit, Tillie,” he added sharply.

“You’re not suited, either. Zip up, stat.”

They both struggled into life suits, fully expecting the hull to blow at
any second. But no more terrifying, inexplicable explosions rocked their
transport. The sirens continued to hoot, but whatever had happened, it
was over. Or so Tillie thought.



The good news arrived in the person of Kelly McTavish. The ship’s
Passenger Steward, suited against hull breach, poked his faceplate into
the nursery and looked directly at Tillie.

“We’re spaceworthy.”

In two words, he relieved their greatest terror. Tillie sagged inside her
life suit, trembling. “What happened?” Good God, is that my voice?

“We were attacked. Don’t know by what or why; but it was a
deliberate attack.”

“Attack?” Tillie echoed. “My God, we’re not at war with anyone.”

“Weren’t at war with anyone,” Kelly corrected harshly. “We sure as
hell are now.” He glanced at the wide-eyed children behind her. “Uh,
sorry. I really shouldn’t have said that.” He cleared his throat. Through
the faceplate, Tillie read stark terror in his eyes.

Tillie made a fast decision. “Saros, stay with the children, please. I
need to find out what our status is.”

Once in the corridor, away from the nursery, she asked, “Is it safe to
take this helmet off, Mr. McTavish?”

He nodded, solemnly unbuckling his own. “Yeah. We’re spaceworthy.
No hull breach in this sector, anyway.”

Tillie swallowed hard. “Then there was a hull breach?”

He glanced at the nearby bulkhead. “Yeah.”

“How bad 1s 1t?”

Kelly McTavish wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Bad, ma’am. I’ll, uh, update
you soon. Real soon, I promise. You’d better see to your people, ma’am.
Find out how many casualties you have. Get someone to check the
livestock. I’m afraid all ship’s personnel are going to be, uh, real busy
for a few hours.”

He started to leave.

“Mr. McTavish . ..”

He halted; turned reluctantly to face her.

“Just how many crewmen were killed?”

He lost another shade of color, which she wouldn’t have believed
possible. Carrot-red hair and freckles stood out from the pallor,
reminding Tillie of the scared children back in the nursery. Very slowly,
and with a sinking sensation in her middle, she realized he really wasn’t



much more than a kid. Twenty, maybe. Not much older. Just what was
the chain of command on a passenger/cargo freighter?

“I’ll update you soon as I can, ma’am. I just wanted to make sure you
understood you’re in no immediate danger. Hang tight, long’s you can.
I’1l be back. Or someone will. I promise.”

With that, he left her standing in the corridor with nothing but fear in
her mouth and tremors in all her muscles.

The bad news arrived in the guise of a crewman Tillie hadn’t met yet.
She was hip-deep in crises of her own, trying to calm hysterical colonists
with the little she knew of their situation.

“—but who attacked—"

“—or what—"

“—how long will repairs take—"

“—my baby’s due in three weeks!—"

“—our children are having hysterics—"

“Please, people,” Tillie lifted her hands, trying to shout over the
babble of frightened voices. “You’ve already heard everything I know.
There was a hull breach somewhere, but I don’t know how serious it
was. Everyone felt us drop out of FTL into normal space. The crew has
asked us to verify our status—"

“Why the hell don’t they verify theirs!”

“We paid ’em enough for this passage!”

Tillie shouted to be heard. “The sooner we know how we are, the
sooner the crew can help us get through this crisis. Itami, Saros, please
take charge of the roster. Verify everyone’s situation—injuries, losses,
whatever. We’ll worry about the livestock later. Right now we sort out
ourselves . ..”

They were still working on the casualties list when several people
stared past her shoulder. Tillie turned and found a lean crewman with a
torn, stained uniform and haunted, dark eyes standing in the open
bulkhead doorway, watching them.

Pandemonium erupted.

“—what’s—"

“—how soon—"



“—you must—"

Thin lips went thinner just before the explosion: “QUIET!”

Whoever he was, he had Command Voice down to a science. Shocked
colonists shut up. A few—unaccustomed to paid underlings barking
orders—gulped like fish drowning in a sea of oxygen. His dark gaze
flicked to her. “Dr. Matson?”

“Yes?”

“Would you join me, please. We have a lot to discuss.”

The order—phrased as a polite request to preserve an illusion of
normalcy—was nevertheless clearly an order. Tillie knew in that
moment they were in more serious trouble than even she had thought.

“Itami, Saros,” she said quietly, “have the casualties roster updated by
the time I get back.”

Then she followed him into a part of the ship she hadn’t seen before.
Every step of the way, Tillie sweat into her jumpsuit and tried to
convince her jangled insides that she really did want to hear whatever
awful things this man was about to reveal. The badge on her jumpsuit,
glinting in the subdued emergency-level light, weighed more heavily
with each and every step toward doom. He ushered her wordlessly into
what might have been a wardroom. Two crewmen she knew were
already there: Kelly McTavish and Booker Howard.

Both remained pale and silent.

“Please, have a seat, Dr. Matson.”

She sank into the nearest chair.

“I believe you have already met Kelly McTavish and Booker
Howard?”

“Yes.” Her hands wouldn’t quite hold still. She moved them into her
lap.

“My name is Lewis Liffey. Ship’s Supply Steward. It’s my job to
manage Star Cross’ provisions. Foodstuffs.” He held her gaze steadily.
“Regretfully, I am also in the direct chain of command for captaincy.”

An ominous chill touched Tillie’s cheeks.

He glanced at McTavish. “Yes, Kelly, I see you were right. Very well.
Yes, Dr. Matson, it is that bad. Probably worse. I'm afraid we’re in very,
very serious trouble.”



He paused as though looking at another, far more terrible image than
the wreck of Tillie’s composure. “Whatever attacked us blew our
Command Module to vacuum. Captain Redditch and Darren Boyd, our
Navigator, died instantly. Jay Adler, our Engineer, was killed when they
blew our propulsion system. All outgoing communications are dead. So
are the propulsion systems and all navigational capability. The three of
us are the only crew left alive.”

Tillie shut her eyes and held onto the edge of the table. He's right, it’s
worse . . .

“We may be able to repair part of navigation and propulsion. Maybe.
We certainly will not be able to bring the Cross up to anything like
standard operating specs. None of us is an engineer. Or even a tekkie.”

Tillie opened her eyes at that faint stress. He was asking her to
produce a miracle. “I’'m sorry,” she said hoarsely. “All our engineers
went out in Phase One. Our techs, too. We’re just the crop-production
specialists.”

Watching the flicker of hope in his eyes die into blank despair was
worse than hearing the grim news in the first place. “I see.” His voice
was very, very quiet.

“Bottom line?” Tillie managed.

For the first time, his gaze dropped reluctantly away from hers. He
fiddled with a stylus. “We were scheduled for a two-week voyage to
Matson’s. The Cross sustained a lot of computer damage when the
Command Module blew. Among other things. Bottom line...” He
finally met her gaze again. “If we can’t repair outgoing
communications—which doesn’t look likely—we won’t be able to call
for help. We’re a long way from anywhere out here. If we can restore
some of our navigation and propulsion systems, at least enough to allow
for minor course corrections over time . . . It’s possible we could get to
Matson’s. Maybe. That’s the course Darren Boyd laid in and so far as we
can tell, it’s still running on autocommand. But we can’t reprogram it for
a new course—that part of the nav system’s been blown apart. And
anyway, none of us knows enough about navigation to try
reprogramming for a closer port of call. It’s stay on autocommand with
minor course corrections over time, or nothing.”



There didn’t seem to be much point in demanding to know why the
company hadn’t built in failsafes and crew redundancies for such a
contingency. They hadn’t, so wishing they had was just plain useless.
And it wasn’t the fault of the surviving crew, anyway.

Lewis Liffey cleared his throat. “That, uh, isn’t the worst of it, Dr.
Matson.”

Tillie braced herself.

“At current velocity, with repairs to our propulsion systems so we can
handle the course corrections we’ll need, we could reach Matson’s. In
about twenty years.”

“Twenty years? My God—"

“If we can’t effect any repairs,” he cut her off, “we’re dead.”

She understood that all too clearly. If they couldn’t correct course,
they’d keep following their current vector and miss the point in space
where Matson’s would have been at the end of two weeks—but not
where it would be at the end of twenty years. Maybe someday an alien
race would find their bones inside the Star Cross’ empty shell. . . .

The shape of Lewis Liffey’s face wavered in her awareness. The
whole room wavered. His voice brought everything back with a
disorienting click.

“Dr. Matson, we need to make some very critical decisions and,
frankly, I’'m going to need your help.”

Tillie blinked, trying to cope with shock on shock. “Yes?”

“You brought three hundred fifty-seven people aboard, as well as live
cargo, planning to settle a new colony. Unless we rig some kind of
miracle repair, I would suggest you consider the Cross your new colony.
You’re agriculturalists. If we’re going to survive a twenty-year voyage
on a ship provisioned for two weeks, plus emergency stores, we’ll need
every ounce of creativity you’ve got. We have to grow our own food,
recycle nutrients, purify water when parts we’d normally swap out start
to break down . . .”

“Yes,” Tillie managed. “I see what you mean. You really don’t think
there’s hope, then, of repairing anything...” Her voice wobbled
traitorously. “Anything, I mean, that would get us out of this?”

He sat back, looking suddenly drawn and exhausted. “No. I really



don’t. Believe me, Dr. Matson, I’d give just about anything to say
otherwise.”

She believed him. Most profoundly believed him. Because Tillie
Matson would have given her immortal soul to tell her colonists
something—anything—but the granite truth.

To her credit, she didn’t cry until much, much later.

When she was completely and utterly alone.

The orchard thrives. This pleases me. I am programmed to experience
a sense of well-being for a job well performed. But I do not understand
why my Commander has placed me on Battle Reflex Alert inside the
colony perimeter. I perceive no trace of an Enemy against which I
should prepare myself. The orchard is pest free. Scanning from a
distance, | determine that the cornfield and vegetable plots between my
current position and maintenance depot are also pest free. I have done
my job well. My gengineered microbes, nematodes, and insect species
are performing their tasks perfectly. The crops are safe. The colony is
safe.

I work on new peach cultivars as assigned for a planned extension to
the apple orchard, running computations, selecting the optimal site for
the peach trials, preparing the soil with proper fumigants. I release
nerve agents beneath a layer of heavy plastic film and monitor the
progress of fumigation. Inimical soil parasites die. I am satisfied.

Seven point two-two hours after assuming my patrol station in the
orchard, I detect an incoming Concordiat vessel. I am no longer
programmed to respond to such vessels. The subroutines which still exist
in my Action/Command center, subroutines which at one time governed
my response to such ships, have been modified. I ignore the ship other
than to note its landing and subsequent takeoff. I calculate that its mass
has increased slightly on departure, indicating onloading of supplies or
export goods from our stores. This puzzles me, but I am not involved in
decisions to export goods from Matson’s. The colony grows quiet. The
silence is too quiet.

I scan.

My sensors detect no trace of human occupation. This disturbs me. My



Commander has not mentioned a departure of human personnel. I widen
my scan. Livestock are still in place in barns, hutches, and fields. No
human remains inside the colony perimeter. I widen scan once again. I
detect no trace of human presence for a radius of 4850 meters beyond
the colony perimeter. I consider the possibility that the colony has come
under attack.

The only logical source of such an attack would be the ship which has
departed. It carried proper Concordiat markings and broadcast on
official Concordiat frequencies. I do not like to consider that a
Concordiat ship has been subverted by the Enemy, but it is a possibility 1
file to be tested against future data, particularly as its increase in mass
would closely match the combined mass of the human contingent of
Matson’s World, within an estimated 0.007 percent.

I know of no native agricultural pest which would be capable of
deflecting a Concordiat ship from its assigned mission and abducting the
members of an entire colony in order to more easily access our crop
base. I consider a probable extraterrestrial point of origin. Lacking data,
I file the possibility and maintain Battle Reflex Alert. I have been
charged with protecting Matson’s World. Vigilance is necessary if there
is to be a well-maintained facility waiting when my Commander and the
rest of Matson’s colonists return.

I wait and listen and watch.

“... should be able to snag and hear SWIFT messages, at least,”
Lewis muttered through his suit mike. The sound of his voice was
distorted slightly, either by the transmission from the Command Module
or by stress, Tillie wasn’t sure which.

“You understand, I’'m not an engineer. I don’t really know how to fix
this the way it ought to be fixed. If we had the proper parts, it might be
different.”

Tillie nodded. One of the nightmares—one of many—was discovering
that the blast which had destroyed their propulsion system and their
engineer had also destroyed most of the ship’s spare parts. What hadn’t
been lost to vacuum when the main storage bins blew had partly melted
in the extreme heat.



“You ready, Kelly?”

“Yessir.”

“Now.”

Tillie, watching via a two-way vid hookup in the wardroom, crossed
her fingers. She considered crossing her toes, ankles, knees, even her
eyes... Lewis bent over a damaged console and fiddled. In the
wardroom, speakers crackled and hissed unpleasantly. A shrill shriek
made her grab both ears. Then—

“ immediate emergency evacuation. Incoming Xykdap fleet
expected in your space within twenty-four hours local. Repeat, you are
instructed to proceed with immediate emergency evacuation. The Enemy
has a fleet-strength battle force which has already taken Scarsdale.
Matson’s World is expected to fall within the next four hours. Sector
transports are inbound toward your—"

An explosion of sparks danced across the damaged console. Lewis
exploded into curses. Ten minutes of futile coaxing dragged by to no
effect.

“Well,” he said finally, “that’s that. I, uh, think we’re sunk. Any ideas,
Kelly?”

“Not right off,” the young Passenger Steward said mournfully from
what was left of Engineering.

Tillie dragged her thoughts away from the horror of the message
they’d intercepted. Don’t think of Carl, surely he’s evacuated Phase I,
please, God, let Sector have evacuated them. . . . Have to think about our
survival, here and now.

“Mr. Liffey, we have a good library with us. Maybe Saros Mysia can
locate something that will help us fix the SWIFT unit again. Or rig up
something else.”

Neither Lewis Liffey nor Kelly McTavish spoke for long moments.
Lewis finally said, “The longer we go without communications, the
deeper we plunge into what is going to be Enemy territory. If we wait
too long, a communications blackout may be a blessing. That thing that
hit us could’ve killed us. Instead it knocked out key systems and left us
to blunder on our way, crippled. If we continue to play dead . . .”

Tillie drew a shuddering breath. “Yes. Hognose,” she nodded.



Lewis Liffey’s faceplate swung sharply toward the video pickup.
“What?”

Tillie wondered why her face hurt, until she realized she was smiling,.
“Hognose snakes. Old Earth reptiles. They’d play dead. You know, roll
belly up even if you flipped ’em right side over. It was a fairly decent
survival trait.”

Lewis Liffey’s short, bitter laugh startled her. “Hognose. That’s good.
I’ll remember that. Okay, we collar Saros, stat. Kelly, I’'m getting the
hell out of here.”

They’d had to rig a lifeline out an airlock so Lewis could spacewalk
forward to the blown Command Module to try fixing the SWIFT
transmitter/receiver assembly. Lewis pulled himself back along it now,
hand over hand, climbing through a gaping hole in the hull and
disappearing beyond the video lens’ range. Tillie gripped her hands
tightly until he reached the airlock and safety. When she knew he was
back aboard, she called Saros on the intership link and asked him to
please join the crew in the wardroom.

I am occupied repairing a split irrigation pipe when I detect a scan of
my position from orbit. I monitor orbital activity. At the extreme range of
my sensors, I am able to detect seventeen ships of Concordiat battle
cruiser size, but of unknown configuration. Sixteen vanish into FTL
mode, destination unknown. A single ship enters geo-sync above the
colony and sends a transmission I am unable to decipher.

Sensors track the arrival of small, mechanized ships streaking into
atmosphere from the vessel in geo-sync. These ships land inside the
colony perimeter. My Battle Reflex Alert circuitry triggers Enemy
Proximity Alarms. I abandon work on the irrigation system and move
toward the colony’s administrative complex.

[ follow the access road through the test plots of sweet and field corn.
Sensors indicate six vessels of unknown configuration. They ring the
Administrative Complex. As I monitor activity, an unknown life form
emerges. 1 scan my data banks for comparative species. My data files
contain physiological profiles of all known Terrestrial and alien
agricultural pest species. The invader does not fit the physiological



profile of known nematodes. It is not a member of phylum arthropoda,
therefore it cannot be an unknown form of beetle, weevil, leaf miner,
grasshopper, or termite. It is not a larval predator. It is not a bird
species. It possesses no mammalian hair, although its physiological
characteristics cause me to pause momentarily over all entries of rodent
species.

It is larger than the Terran hamster, which is known to strip
grainfields in the Asian region of Old Terra. It shares a number of
primary characteristics with the Terran wood rat, excepting bipedal
locomotion and lack of visual adaptations. It measures approximately
1.005 meters in height, with an additional 0.92 meters of tail. I determine
that the species uses a form of sophisticated echolocation to navigate.
The auditory adaptations are complex and greatly enlarged.

A group of nine enter the main Administration wing.

The fireball temporarily blinds my visual and IR sensors. An
overpressure rocks me on my treads. The entire complex has exploded.
Fires rage out of control. I deduce that this explosion has been triggered
by blasting chemicals from the colony’s stores: chemical signatures
match perfectly. I conclude that the buildings were deliberately booby-
trapped in preparation for the arrival of a pest species so deadly the
colony had to be abandoned.

I know now that I face the Enemy.

Joy fills my personality gestalt circuitry. At last, [ meet an adversary
worthy of my talents. I charge at high speed, targeting the transports. [
fire infinite repeaters. The nearest transport vehicle disintegrates in a
satisfactory ball of flame and debris. I traverse infinite repeaters and fire
on the second vehicle. Infantry rush toward me. I track Enemy troop
movements and fire anti-personnel charges. They are effective against
Enemy infantry. Two vehicles from the far side of the compound lift off. 1
sweep around and fire. I destroy one. The second returns fire against me.
I am hit with energy weapons. I reel. I discharge infinite repeaters. The
Enemy vessel explodes.

Infantry close from my flank. I estimate infestation strength in excess
of ten thousand units. My on-board anti-personnel charges are
inadequate to neutralize an infestation of this size. I switch tactics. 1



prepare chemical sprays and discharge, choosing wide-dispersion
pattern. My repeaters track another vessel attempting to lift. I destroy it.
My chemical sprays prove effective on perhaps eight percent of the
infestation. This is a resilient species. It has learned to manufacture
protective gear which renders it invulnerable to chemicides.

The cornfield around me erupts into flame under Enemy fire. I am hit
with multiple strikes from energy weapons. Portions of my hull melt
under the barrage. Sixteen point zero-seven acres of immature corn burn
fiercely. This pest species must be eradicated. I discharge a nerve agent
used to fumigate the soil, dispersing it as I would a chemicide. Fifty
point nine-three percent of the infestation dies. The rest withdraw to a
safe distance beyond the colony perimeter, abandoning the sole
remaining transport.

I destroy it with a sense of satisfaction and turn my attention to the
remaining infestation. The pest has withdrawn from the colony
perimeter. Technically, I am relieved of responsibility to destroy it. My
brief experience with this pest, however, has taught me that it will
remain a threat to this colony so long as a single member of its species
remains alive. Moreover, this pest has left a vessel in orbit and multiple
other vessels have been sent to unknown destinations. I must learn more
about this species’ physiology to more effectively destroy it, for I
calculate high odds that the Enemy will attempt reinfestation of this
colony should I successfully eliminate the current infestation.

I retrieve dead specimens with external armatures and proceed to
dissect the samples. I perform a thorough analysis of biological systems,
genetic makeup, and deduce probable reproductive pattern. I note
internal and external parasites. I determine that it will be necessary to
procure live, undamaged samples. I discard the remains and turn my
attention to this task. To fully eradicate this infestation, I must first
completely understand the physiology of the creature I am to eliminate.

[ cross the perimeter boundary toward the Enemy’s fallback position.

They stared gloomily at the plans on screen.
“Well,” Lewis Liffey said glumly, “it was worth a try.”
They could have repaired the SWIFT unit, if their parts depot hadn’t



been blown to vacuum. But not even by cannibalizing other components
of the Cross could they fix the shambles that remained.

“Well,” Lewis said again. “I guess we concentrate on our next crisis.”
He glanced at Tillie Matson. Her face was too pale. Even at her best, she
would never have fit conventional definitions of prettiness. But her eyes
could reach out and grab a man’s soul. He wondered if Carl Matson was
truly aware of what he’d lost. . . .

Lewis cleared his throat and turned his attention to Saros Mysia.
“Anything you could find on propulsion systems would help.”

The colony’s educator/librarian nodded and rattled a few keys in rapid
succession. They spent the next several hours studying everything in the
colony’s library on repair of FTL and Sub-L propulsion systems. And
while he pored over schematics and technical data, Lewis’ mind raced
ahead to the thousand other worries facing him. They’d need a form of
government, laws and law enforcement, medical facilities the Cross had
never been designed for, a way to raise food, a way to keep their
population from expanding any farther than it would after the dozen or
so now-pregnant colonists among them gave birth. . . .

Lewis didn’t know if he could bring himself to order those women—
or others, down the road—to abort children they simply couldn’t afford
to feed. Twenty years . . . Mandatory birth control would not be popular
amongst people who had signed onto a colony expecting—anticipating
joyfully—the need to procreate like mad. They needed a skilled socio-
psychologist. What they had were one medical generalist who was
currently trying to cope with a wide range of injuries and an educator
whose lifelong plans had been to build a school for hard-working farm
kids.

Donner’s Party had nothing on us, Lewis thought sourly. And I’ll be
damned if we devolve to that level.

And underlying every other worry on his mind, shoved painfully back
into a corner where he could almost insulate himself from it, was the
agonizing question, When they hit Scarsdale, did the bastards kill
Ginnie? He had no way of knowing. Might never know.

So Lewis threw himself into the terrible job of keeping everyone
aboard the Star Cross alive and refused himself the luxury of grief.



The refugee center wasn’t able to give most folks an answer to their
question. But they had an answer for Carl Matson. Pity thickened Hal
Abrams’ throat as the director absorbed the news.

“I’'m afraid we received a Mayday from the Star Cross, Dr. Matson.
The transport was under attack when the Mayday cut off. We can only
presume everyone aboard was killed instantly. I’'m sorry.”

“I—I see. There’s no— No. I suppose not . . . Thank you.”

Hal gently guided Carl to one side when he nearly walked into the
wall instead of through the door. His eyes were wet, his lips unsteady.
“Bastards,” he whispered. “Murdering, vicious . .. They were unarmed.
Unarmed, dammit!”

Hal just guided him outside, past the line of frightened refugees
waiting their turn for bad news. The refugees from Matson’s World had
already been told their home wasn’t worth the lives of the men it would
take to wrest it back—Space Arm was concentrating on saving the
critical mining worlds at risk, not a few dozen acres of spindly corn and
half-grown apple trees. And now, on top of that blow, this. . . .

Outside, away from the lines and the staring eyes, Carl finally met
Hal’s gaze. “You going back into the Marines?”

Hal Abrams nodded slowly. “Yeah. My Reserve commission’s been
updated to active status. Gotta report for transport out in a couple a
hours.”

Carl straightened his back. “I’ll tell the others. Then . .. then I’ll go
with you. If they’ll have me.”

“Well, I reckon they’ll take just about whatever they can get right
now. But you sure about that? You aren’t exactly trained for soldiering.
It’s a bloody business.”

Carl met his gaze steadily. His eyes were still wet; but back in their
depths, they were cold as the black emptiness of space. “Oh, yes. I'm
sure.”

Hal just nodded.

He felt sorry for anything caught in Carl Matson’s gunsight.

He felt even sorrier that his friend’s revenge would almost certainly be
very, very short-lived.



Live samples provide the data I require. I am fully equipped to
perform biological gengineering tasks. My cultivar work and bio-control
programs have been 99.725 percent successful. I harvest internal
parasites from the creatures’ intestinal tracts and begin genetic
modification experimentation. I am patient. The Enemy has withdrawn to
a safe distance to regroup and form a new infestation site. The Enemy
shows no immediate willingness to reinfest areas inside the colony
perimeter. Therefore I have ample time to perfect my work.

I am cautious to ensure that each test batch is gengineered as mules. 1
will not unleash a biological weapon which cannot be curtailed within
one generation. My task requires additional live specimens. I harvest
these with difficulty, coming under heavy fire each time I attempt live
capture. For most tests, I clone tissue samples and determine what effect
the gengineered nematodes have on my tissue cultures.

The first infestation is reinforced as predicted from the orbital ship. |
do not attack the transport. It would please me to have this pest carry the
means of its destruction to the home nest. An interminable 3.7 weeks
post-infestation pass before I discover a virulent gengineered strain. |
obtain live samples and contaminate them. The gengineered nematode
performs to my expectations, producing desired toxins in the Enemy’s
digestive tract. Sample pests undergo progressive circulatory disorders
over the next 1.72 days. After a toxin exposure of 2.6 days, extremities
undergo rapid necrosis. The Enemy dies of convulsions within 0.25
hours of necrosis onset.

All  gengineered nematodes die 6.25 hours after their hosts.
Gengineered nematodes without a host survive for only 2.36 hours. 1
carefully infect samples of Terran species and determine that this
nematode and its toxins are harmless to the animals and crops I have
been charged to protect.

I am ready.

“It’s hopeless!” Oliver Parlan cried. “Don’t you realize that? Why
should any of us spend twenty years scratching and struggling to survive
when we’ll only wind up in Enemy hands at the end?”



“It 1sn’t hopeless,” Tillie tried yet again.

At the end of the corridor, Oliver and Sally Parlan had barricaded
themselves and their children in, threatening to blow the airlock hatch
and vent the whole ship to vacuum. She had to buy the time Lewis Liffey
needed to get into position. He’d entered a repair conduit two yards
behind her and was worming his way through a maze of conduits toward
an access panel under the damaged airlock’s operating mechanism. She
had to keep the Parlans talking until he was in position. . . .

“It’ll be tough, I know that, but we have no way of knowing what will
happen in twenty years. The Concordiat may have reclaimed Matson’s
World by then. Think of your children—"

Sally Parlan burst into tears. “I am thinking of them! All of them.
Damn you, Tillie Matson, you want to condemn them to a living
hell. ...”

Oliver looked her in the eye and said quietly, “You are not God, Tillie.
Judge me not.” He reached for the damaged hatch controls on the airlock
he’d jimmied to remain open when the outer door slid back.

Lewis Liffey kicked open the hatch cover. Tillie dove for the
deckplates. Lewis fired his needler almost point blank. Sally and the
children screamed. Oliver froze in shock and pain; then slowly crumpled
to the deckplates. He died before Itami Kobe could reach him with a
medi-kit. Book Howard took charge of Sally and her children, placing
them in protective custody. She spat on Tillie as Book pulled her past.

Very slowly, Tillie wiped her face with a sleeve. Lewis looked up
from his sprawled position on the deck plates.

“You all right?” he asked.

“Sure,” Tillie lied. “I’m fine. You?”

He winced a little as he sat up, but nodded. “Sure. I’'m always fine.”
The slight tremor in his voice betrayed him.

“Never killed a man before?”

His glance was piercing. “No.”

“It 1sn’t your fault.”

Lewis scrubbed his brow and put the needler carefully to one side. “If
there’d been any other way . . .”

But there hadn’t been. They couldn’t just sedate a man like Oliver



Parlan for twenty years. His determination to kill everyone had sealed his
death warrant. Tillie knew there hadn’t been any other choice. But she
understood Lewis Liffey’s reaction.

And what would they do the next time?

If there was a next time?

Kelly McTavish arrived with welding gear. “Sir, I’'ll get to work
sealing off this corridor now.”

Lewis Liffey glanced up. “Right.” He levered himself up and retrieved
the needler; then offered Tillie a hand up.

“Thanks. I’ll . . . I’ll be down in hydroponics if you need me.”

She fled, leaving the ship’s crewmen to deal with the aftermath of
near-disaster. And she really did need to check on progress in
hydroponics. She found Hank Biddle and Bartel Ditrik busy installing
new, jury-rigged tanks to supplement the ones they’d already set up. Bart
glanced up first.

“How’d 1t end?”

Tillie glanced away. “Oliver’s dead. Sally’s in custody. Saros will take
charge of their kids.”

Hank Biddle only thinned his lips. The message was clear: You didn’t
have to kill him. Tillie didn’t feel like arguing.

“Do you have everything you need to finish this?” she asked tiredly.

“Oh, sure. We got everything a man could want,” Bart snapped. “Why
don’t you go butt your nose into somebody else’s business? We got work
to do.”

Tillie knew she ought to respond to that. But numb as she was from
the shock of watching Oliver Parlan die, she just couldn’t think of a thing
to say. Rumor mill had it the colonists were set to vote her out and pick
another Transport Director. Maybe that would be best, after all. She was
tired and battered and numb and so sick of the responsibility she wanted
to curl up somewhere and cry.

I didn’t sign on for this job for twenty years, Carl, she whimpered
silently. I'm not cut out for leadership. . . .

The crisis came to a head the next day, when Sally Parlan was found
dead in her quarters. She’d suicided behind locked doors. The only spot
on the Cross large enough to assemble the entire colony was Cargo Two,



which they were in the process of converting to stables but which
remained largely unused. So they’d set off a portion of it for a “Town
Hall.” When news of Sally’s suicide reached her, Tillie called an
immediate Town Meeting.

All three Star Cross crewmen attended, as well. Lewis Liffey joined
Tillie on the makeshift speaker’s platform. Kelly and Booker Howard,
Tillie noted uneasily, blocked the exit—and they wore needlers. So did
Lewis.

“As you have no doubt heard, Oliver and Sally Parlan have both died
after an unsuccessful attempt to vent the ship to vacuum. If they had
succeeded, none of us would be alive now. I know that many of us are
experiencing doubts—"

“Damn right we are!”

“Why the hell should we keep going?”

“Only doubt I got is about you, Matson!”

Tillie let the shouts die away. “I accepted the position of Transport
Director under certain conditions—namely, that it would be a temporary
job. None of us expected it to become a two-decade assignment. Mr.
Liffey and I have discussed the need for us to think of the Star Cross as
the colony we intended to found. Therefore I suggest we begin work now
deciding the form of government we intend to establish.”

Before anyone could speak, Lewis Liffey stepped forward.

“Dr. Matson, | have a few words to say on this subject.”

Tillie nodded and stepped aside.

“Right now, we’re subject to lifeboat rules. There can be only one
captain. That situation will not change in the next twenty years, not until
we reach Matson’s. The government you intend to establish has to be set
up with that in mind. Aboard the Star Cross there is one law: the
Captain’s. There are only three Star Cross crew left alive, which means
this colony will have a number of key administrative slots open. You
will all have a chance to fill those administrative posts over time. But
there can’t be more than one captain.”

“And that’s you?” someone demanded in an ugly voice.

“Yeah, you’re the big military man with the guns. . ..”

Lewis cut through the uproar. “Yes, I’'m the captain. Whether I like it



or not. I didn’t ask for this job any more than you asked to be marooned
aboard the Star Cross for twenty years. That doesn’t change facts. My
training and skills and the chain of command mean I’m stuck with the
job just as surely as you’re stuck with me. But there’s something you
need to keep firmly in mind. What you decide today will determine the
kind of colony your kids grow up in. Will you choose lawless in-
fighting, every man and woman for themselves? Or will you choose to
set up a government in which every one of you has the opportunity to
serve the community in critical decision-making ways?

“As captain, I can only recommend the proper course of action if the
information you give me is the best available. I can’t do every job there
is to be done. That’s up to you people. I’ll do my best to live up to the
responsibility that’s been thrust on me. You need to live up to yours.
What you decide in the next few minutes will make the difference
between simply surviving and building something your children can be
proud of when their turn comes to take up the mantle of community
leadership.”

He stepped back and fell silent.

A moment later, someone near the back of the room shouted, “I
nominate Tillie Matson for Transport Director!”

“Second!”

Another voice shouted, “I nominate Hank Biddle for that job!”

“Second!”

Nominations ended at three candidates—and the third refused
nomination. Debate opened up. When it became clear that debate would
involve nothing more than a shouting match between factions, Lewis
Liffey shouted down the tumult.

“The candidates have five minutes each to present their platforms!
Hank Biddle, you go first.”

The big agronomist nodded grimly and climbed onto the platform.
“You all know me. My dream is growing things. And you all know I
joined this expedition because I thought we could grow ourselves a good
life out on Matson’s World. But that isn’t going to happen now. Folks
like Tillie, here, want us to keep struggling. Keep trying. For what? So a
pack of murderous aliens can shoot our children down right in front of us



when we get there? They want us to starve damn near to death, to give
up having more children, to give up everything that means being a
human being—and for what? The chance to die in agony under alien
guns. They admit Matson’s World has long since fallen to this . .. this
alien scourge. There’s no chance of fighting it once we get there. Captain
and his two henchmen have needlers we re afraid of, but don’t let ’em
fool you. There’s nothing on board this ship to fight an alien army with
twenty years to entrench itself. I ask—I plead—with you, don’t prolong
this agony. Let us die quietly, now, by our own hands, while we’re still
human enough to do so with dignity and courage.”

He stepped off the platform amid a vast silence.

Tillie could tell from the uptilted faces that a large number of them
had been swayed by his plea. She didn’t know what to say. Hank Biddle
was wrong, she knew it in her bones . . . but she didn’t know what to say.
She cleared her throat, more to buy time than because her throat needed
clearing; then met the eyes of a young woman near the front of the
crowd. Annie Ditrik was visibly pregnant. Her eyes were scared, her lips
pale. Tell me what to do, that look said. I don’t want my baby to die. . . .

“I’m a veterinarian,” Tillie said quietly. “One of the hardest parts of
any doctor’s job is knowing when a patient is beyond hope. I’ve had to
put down animals before, animals I couldn’t save. I wonder how many of
you have had to look into the mute eyes of a feeling, suffering creature
and know that you’re killing it? Out of kindness, perhaps, but killing it,
nonetheless. You may think you’re ready. Perhaps you are. I can’t
answer that question for any of you. But I can answer it for myself.

“In a way, this colony has become my patient. We’re sick and we’re
hurt. But are we hopeless? Is euthanasia an answer? Or is it just a way of
hiding from painful reality? Sometimes it is easier to lie down and die,
particularly when continuing to live hurts yourself and those you love.
Some of you may choose to do just that. But your choice doesn’t give
you the right to choose for anyone else. I won’t make that choice for any
of you who want to die. But for anyone who wants to live, for anyone
who’ll take that slim chance and fight for life, I’'ll be here working to
give you that chance.

“We’re farmers. If anyone can make this shipboard colony work, we



can. We have the seeds and cuttings for hydroponics—and every one of
you knows that hydroponics do well in a space environment. The first
year will be brutal, yes; but the second year will be better and every year
after that will bring even more improvements in our lives. Don’t sell
your future short. In twenty years, anything can happen. Wars end,
political boundaries are redrawn . .. We might even be rescued. If you
want to quit, to give up and die without a fight. .. maybe that’s your
definition of humanity. It isn’t mine.”

Someone near the back cheered. Applause, sporadic at first, spread.
Tillie found it suddenly difficult to see through the stinging wetness in
her eyes. With 60 minors ineligible to vote, the final ballot was 297 to
48, Tillie’s favor.

Half an hour later, those 48 suicided quietly in their quarters,
poisoning their own children.

Tillie blamed herself. Not for the adults’ actions—but for the deaths of
the children. She should’ve ordered protective custody, should’ve . . .

When she wouldn’t answer his calls, Lewis Liffey came to her
quarters. “Mind if I speak with you?” he asked quietly.

She shrugged. He came in and closed the door. Tillie sat with knees
drawn up to her chest in the corner of her cramped bunk. She’d spent a
long time crying, but now all she felt was numb.

“Just because they elected you all over again, Dr. Matson, doesn’t
mean you’re stuck with the job. You can take off that badge any time
you want.”

She looked up slowly, found sorrow and compassion in his eyes. But
not pity. Not even a hint of pity.

“And if we’re wrong? What if Oliver Parlan and Hank Biddle were
right? We could be leading these people to a violent death at alien
hands. . ..”

His jaw muscles tightened. “Yes, we could. Any number of
possibilities exist. The Concordiat may beat this invasion fleet back, then
not bother to resettle Matson’s. There may not be enough left to make it
economically feasible. I’ve seen it happen, when alien wars ravage a
world so badly nothing can grow for a century or so afterward.”

Clearly, Lewis had been lying awake nights, too.



“Tillie, we may get there and find an empty world and have no way to
contact the Concordiat ever again. Or we may find a bustling city where
you and your husband planned to start a colony. Not likely, but that’s the
point. We don 't know what we’ll find.”

Tillie swallowed hard a few times. “I’ve been ... Those of us with
family in Phase I are never going to see them again, are we?”

Lewis opened his lips, then paused. “You want my honest opinion?”

“I think I just heard it.”

“Im sorry. But given the circumstances...” His voice changed,
wrenching at Tillie’s heart. “I had a little girl on Scarsdale, Dr. Matson.
Her name’s Ginnie. She just turned seven. I said my last goodbye to her
the night we found out we couldn’t repair the SWIFT unit.”

Tillie couldn’t speak for a long time. Finally she whispered, “I’ve been
thinking about Carl, too. If he survived to evacuate . . . I know him better
than he knows himself, I think. He’d enlist. Especially when he finds out
they can’t locate us, that we’re missing, presumed . . .” Tears threatened
to clog her throat again. “He never was any good at that kind of thing.”
She sniffed back wetness in her nose. “I just don’t know if I can keep
going, day after day, year after year . ..”

Lewis Liffey was silent for a long moment. “Well, if you want to take
off the badge, you can. But I don’t think you will.”

She looked up slowly.

“Every one of us on the Cross has lost family or friends. The
difference between them and you is simple. These folks chose you to
lead them. By an overwhelming majority. They’re frightened and hurting
and they look to you for guidance, for someone to help get them through
the nightmare. And I think they made the right choice.

“You’re doing the best you can under the worst conditions I’ve ever
seen. You’ve already got hydroponics set up to feed us and the livestock,
and I’ve just taken a look at the expansions to the system. They’re good,
sound plans. You’ve taught the children how to do manual milking, so
there’s plenty of calcium-rich food for the little ones. Hell, we may even
get real eggs one of these days if those biddies keep growing at this
rate.” His lips quirked. “Know how long it’s been since I tasted a real
fried egg?”



“Don’t joke about it,” Tillie groaned. “I just killed—"

“The hell you did!” He strode over and sat down on the edge of her
bunk. She flinched away, but he didn’t touch her. He just sat there, eyes
dark and worried. “Tillie, you didn’t kill anyone. Or fail anyone. They
killed themselves.”

She didn’t believe him. “They were my responsibility. The children,
Mr. Liffey, those children were my responsibility. . . .”

“Yeah. Yours and mine, both.” The tone of his voice caused her to
wince. He plucked absently at the bedding. “Do you honestly think those
people wouldn’t have found a way to kill their kids, even if we’d taken
them into custody? When a person’s as crazy determined as those poor
souls were . . . You’ve never been in a lifeboat before, have you?”

“No.”

“I have.”

The way he said it caused Tillie to look up against her will. His eyes
were haunted again. What was he seeing? Something he’d seen before?
Something he didn’t want to see again? “Some folks live, some don’t,”
Lewis Liffey said quietly. “Some just give up and some struggle to keep
going no matter how desperate the situation. I expected we’d lose a few
this way.”

Shock hit her like icewater. “You what? You expected it?”

Lewis grimaced at her expression. “I’d hoped not—prayed not—but it
just seems like some folks are able to turn a mental switch that says,
‘Now I will fight for survival’ and others can’t. It’s got nothing to do
with how well or how poorly you do your job. We’ve lost a total now of
seventy-two people. That means two hundred ninety-five are still looking
to you and me to get them through this.”

Tillie’s eyes began to sting. “But I don’t know if I can do it,” she
whispered.

He held out a hand. “Maybe not. But we can.”

She met his eyes. He tried to smile and nearly succeeded.

Tillie spent a long, long time crying on his shoulder.

“I’'m sorry, Mr. Liffey—"

“Don’t you think it’s about time you started calling me Lewis?” She
looked up and found a wan smile. ““You just spent thirty minutes wetting



my uniform, after all.”

Tillie actually managed a smile in return. “All right. Lewis. I’'m sorry
about your little girl. Surely they evacuated Scarsdale in time.”

He touched her chin, wiping away wetness. “And I’m sorry about your
husband, Tillie Matson. I hope he survives the war.”

Tillie nodded; but she was already saying her own last, heart-
wrenching goodbye.

Lewis sat back and studied her closely. “So how about it? Ready to
take that badge off now?”

She shook her head. “No. I’'m stuck with 1t, I guess. Like marriage,
this job is for better or worse.”

He held out his hand again. “Welcome aboard, partner.”

She hesitated only a moment. But when his hand clasped hers, doubts
and terrors faded. The coming years wouldn’t be easy. But Lewis Liffey
was one of those lifeboat survivors. She felt the mental switch in her
mind click over.

In that moment, Tillie knew they’d be all right.

Sensors track the approach of a ship with Concordiat markings. |
monitor its descent from orbit. This vessel has suffered damage which my
data banks correlate with battle. The burn scars of energy weapons have
traced its hull. Portions of the ship have been opened to vacuum. The
propulsion system is functioning at an approximated 20.073 percent of
optimum. Descent from orbit is ragged. It loses power and falls twenty
thousand meters before engine restart. Braking thrusters function after
three attempts to engage.

The ship settles in a broad field of soybeans 15.09 kilometers from
colony center. I approach at full speed, Battle Reflex circuitry engaged.
This is a Concordiat ship. But I am not fooled. The Enemy is clever. Six
times 1 have successfully fought invasion attempts of Matson’s World.
Six times the Enemy has left derelict ships in orbit. Two of those ships
were captured Concordiat vessels. I hold fire until my sensors can
confirm a seventh infestation.

A hatch opens. A ramp descends on automatic. The life forms which
emerge are human. I close the remaining 1.95 kilometers and halt 7



meters away from the open hatch. I do not open fire. But I traverse
infinite repeaters and lock onto the humans in case the Enemy has
successfully captured human targets to front another invasion attempt.
The nearest human attempts to block the one behind with his body. This
act of protectiveness confuses me. They do not behave as though
controlled by alien pests. The human behind him, which my sensors
determine to be female, speaks.

“My God! It’s—it’s Digger!”

Joy! My new Commander has given the proper code word. My long
vigil is over.

“Unit DGR reporting, Commander. Request permission to file VSR.”

My Commander makes unintelligible sounds for 8.92 seconds. Then
she grants permission to file VSR.

“The colony perimeter remains secure from infestation of agricultural
pests. I have continued to carry out my orders as directed.”

“Uh ... What were those orders, Digger?”

“To safeguard this colony. Twenty point zero-nine years ago we
suffered a severe infestation of an unknown agricultural pest similar in
physiological characteristics to Terran wood rats. The infestation has
been successfully eradicated, Commander. Five subsequent attempts at
infestation have also been eradicated. Sensors indicate communications
damage to your transport. Shall I relay a translation of the beacon the
Enemy left in orbit above Matson’s World?”

“Yes, please.”

I play the translated recording. “Xykdap Cruiser GK7-115 to all
Xykdap fleet personnel: do not approach this world. Infestation of deadly
parasites has destroyed all Xykdap personnel. Enemy abandonment of
this world was clearly due to this parasite, not to the approach of our
fleet as we had surmised. Do not attempt a landing. Do not attempt to
board this or any other ship left in parking orbit. No known cure has
been found for the parasite which has attacked us. Xykdap Cruiser GK7-
115 to all Xykdap fleet personnel . . .”

The recording repeats.

“Then this world isn’t safe for us?” my Commander asks sharply. I
seek to reassure her.



“Matson’s World is entirely safe for human habitation, Commander.
The nematode I originally gengineered 20.09 years ago eradicates each
wave of pest infestation then dies out. I have kept a small colony of the
original, harmless parasite alive, in bio-isolation aboard this unit. For
each new infestation, | re-gengineer the infestation’s harmless parasite
into the toxin-producing mule which kills its host then dies. There are
preserved specimens of the pest species which calls itself Xykdap for
you to examine. You may offload the transport, Commander. I have
rebuilt as much of the destroyed colony buildings as I have been able to,
although I apologize for the crudeness of my work. I was designed to
build barns and storage sheds. Do you have further orders,
Commander?”

“I— No. Carry on, Digger.”

“Thank you, Commander. I will assist with heavy cargo transport.”

Miles and miles of well-tended cropland spread out around the rebuilt
colony Administration buildings. A fenced pasture was dotted with a
large and apparently healthy herd of dairy cattle. Apple and peach
orchards in the distance had matured and were laden with not-quite-
ripened fruit. Cultivated fields and storage barns and granaries . . .

Tillie thought about the deprivations they’d suffered over the past two
decades, the struggles and fears, and very quietly began to cry. They
hadn’t come home to a nightmare; they’d found paradise. Thanks to one
very mixed-up, determined Bolo . . .

“Tillie,” Lewis said with an odd catch in his voice, “look at this.”

He was staring at Digger’s preserved specimens. When Lewis began
to laugh, Tillie stared at Aim.

“What’s so funny? Those things are hideous! Like . . . like giant rats!
And look at the weapons Digger collected!”

“Yeah, but don’t you get it?” He pointed to the advanced necrosis of
the extremities, the eyeless skulls. “I used to sing it to Ginnie, years ago.
You know, the nursery rhyme?”

Tillie widened her eyes; then she, too, began to laugh. Then she was in
Lewis’ arms and they were both laughing and crying at the same time.
Behind them, neatly preserved in specimen jars, were Digger’s three



blind mice.
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Hull-breach sirens screamed through every part of Bonaventure
Royale seconds after they dropped out of FTL. Lights dimmed as
Bonny’s main guns returned fire, but the damage was done. They’d lost
hull pressure in two massive punctures—one of ’em right through Drop
Bay One. Red’s bay . . .

Ish Matsuro cursed, fighting dry-mouthed fear, and slapped the com-
link. “Report!”

Doug Hart’s voice came through sharp with strain, in the middle of a
sentence. “—ammit, Gunny, seal it!” Then, “We’ve lost two, Ish. Specter
and Honey Pie both. Frags right through their pressure suits, massive
bleeding . ..”

Ish swore again. But there wasn’t time to mourn long-time friends.
They were ETA five minutes to combat drop. And he now had two
critical positions to fill. He slapped the com-link again.

“Hopper, report to Drop Bay One, stat. You’ll be dropping with
LRH-1313. Move it!”

He received a startled acknowledgement from the young Marine.

“DeVries,” he made another call over intership vid-link, “belay that
repair job. We’ve lost a Bolo crew engineer. You’re at the top of the
designated alternates list. Report to Drop Bay One. You have three
minutes. Don’t worry, Red’ll take care of you,” he added, taking in the
stricken look on the young warrant officer’s face.

“Yessir.” DeVries both sounded and looked terrified, but he dropped
the repair of Bonny’s hull breach as ordered and ran for the drop bay.

Then, because he couldn’t stand it any longer: “Red, any damage to
report?”

“Oh, Ish.” The voice he remembered with an ache of longing chided
gently, “You know I’d have said so if there was.” Like brownies and
warm apple pie, Red’s voice eased away some of the cold fear gripping
him.



“Yeah, I know, Red. Just checking.”

A warm chuckle came through the com-link, sounding like every lover
Ish had ever dreamed of or found. “You just wanted to hear my voice
again, hon. How’s your wife?”

Ish winced. Leave it to Red to remind him. . . . Well, that was her job.
And ultimately, the reason he no longer commanded her. “Worried sick,
of course. We’re expecting another kid.”

“Oh, Ish, how wonderful! Boy or girl this time?”

Ish grinned. “Girl.”

“Give her a kiss for me. And don’t worry, Ish. We’ll get those
intelligence reports to FleetCom before the Marines land.”

“Speaking of which ... I’m zipping personnel files to you now for
your replacement crew. Hopper and DeVries should be arriving at your
drop bay any second.”

“Ah, yes. I have the files. Thank you, Ish. ’'m going to miss Specter
and Honey Pie. There . . . wasn’t anything I could do, Ish.”

The pain in her voice sounded real. Ish knew that, in some sense, it
was real. He swallowed hard. “Yeah, hon. I know. Take care of the boys,
Red. I’ll try to see you after the fireworks are over. And don’t forget to—

“—duck,” Red finished with a chuckle. “Yes, Ish. I remember. Here
come the new boys. Bye, now.”

“Bye...”

He watched on the vid screen as two ship’s crew, hastily suited against
vacuum, clambered through a small opening in the foam sealant which
comprised the drop sphere. Once aboard, Bonaventure tekkies finished
sealing them in. Rows of identical spheres filled the drop bay. Most of
them were decoys—hundreds of them. Two held LRH units and their
crews. Ish received a signal from the naval commander of Bonaventure
Royale. Twenty seconds to drop. Most of Ish’s command was sealed into
the drop spheres, ready for duty. The remaining shipboard Marines
would get their first taste of battle when the Bonaventure Royale
returned with the remainder of the Fleet.

But that was still days away and Bonaventure Royale had yet to
survive the orbital drop, the smash-and-run attack against Enemy orbital



surveillance capabilities, and the final run for FTL and safety from
Enemy guns. And Red, precious Red, had to survive the withering
gauntlet of Enemy fire all the way from orbit to the planet’s surface.
Ish’s mouth was dry as he watched the countdown that would send her
into deadly peril. Ten seconds. Five . . .

Drop bay doors opened on schedule and the drop sphere protecting
Red and her fragile cargo vanished, lost amongst hundreds of other
falling spheres. Ish turned off the vid screen.

“God go with you, love,” he whispered.

Then he was busy directing the attack of orbital surveillance and
defenses, which was all he could do to protect her from now until the end
of the battle for Hobson’s Mines.

2

Burn scars marked the landing site where a big Navy transport had
settled at the pickup point. Ish’s flier settled there, too, not far from a
sight he had prayed he would never behold. The Bolo canted on broken
treads atop a stark-shadowed plateau. The earlier transport had
determined she was too hot to bring aboard and her crew was no longer
in need of anything the Navy could give them. So they’d called for an
investigative team and abandoned the little Bolo. She must have
struggled to gain the rendezvous point, given the visible damage to her.

Stumbling a little over uneven ground, Ish traced the sweeping prow
of the Bolo—almost delicate compared with the heavy combat prows of
the Mark XXI fighting units. Sunlight caught purple-black glints. No
heavy ablative armor for this teacup of a Bolo. Barely ten and a half
meters long and—discounting treads—a mere three and a half wide, she
was light, fast . . .

The Enemy had hit Red like a ballpeen hammer through soft butter.
Even at this distance, Marine Captain Ishiri Matsuro could tell Red was a
mess. The sight made him want to cry. Red, oh, Red, what’ve they done
to you, girl? He blinked rapidly, fighting emotion he would have sooner
died than admit. Ish’s wife, reconciled to the loneliness any career
officer’s wife must endure—particularly in wartime—would never have



understood the battle inside her husband as he closed distance to the
battered little Bolo.

Could anything be done to save her? Anything at all?

The tech clomping beside him whistled—a long, low sound of awe.
“When they run starkers, they really do it right, don’t they?”

Ish didn’t answer. He swallowed hard several times, nerving himself
to transmit the code Red was programmed to recognize. He hoped she
didn’t open fire. Not that she appeared to have much fighting capability
left. . . . Her one small infinite repeater, barely light-machine-gun sized,
had been blown nearly off its turret-mounted articulated arm. The
intelligence-gathering arrays affixed to her were likewise damaged or
missing entirely. Gaping holes in her hull showed where she’d borne the
brunt of heavy fighting she’d never been designed to withstand. One of
her forward armatures, designed for delicate external manipulation on
stealth missions, had been blown out of its socket. It dangled obscenely
from trailing cables. The other armature was intact but bent and probably
inoperative.

Ish had to clear his throat several times before he could speak into his
helmet mike. He wanted to say, “Red, honey, I fold you to duck....”
Instead, he mastered his grief and said only, “Light Reconnaissance
Headquarters Unit 1313, respond to code Baked Bread.”

“LRH-1313 responding,” a voice in his headset said. “Welcome,
Commander. May I know your name?”

“Captain Ishiri Matsuro.”

“Welcome, Captain Matsuro. I am in need of a Situation Update and
Depot Maintenance.”

Ish’s viscera dropped into nothingness. She didn’t remember him. The
Red he’d known—had commanded for nearly seven years—would’ve
cried, “Hello, Ish! What kept you? I’ve been waiting!”

What the hell happened out here? She fights a pitched battle she isn’t
programmed for, then forgets eight years of programmed Experience
Data?

It couldn’t be simple battle damage. If her psychotronic net had been
damaged that severely, she’d have exhibited other signs. Instead, she’d
recognized his authority; then asked for a briefing and maintenance, just



as though nothing had happened. A chill touched Ish’s spine. Maybe
Space Force had been right? Maybe Red 4ad run mad. . . .

Bad as she looked outside, the sight which greeted him in her
Command and Crew Compartments was infinitely worse. Her Command
Team was still aboard. They’d died hard. Ish closed a gloved hand on the
edge of the bulkhead door frame separating the tiny Command
Compartment from the slightly bigger Crew Compartment, trying not to
look at the gaping holes in Red’s hull or at the bodies sprawled inside
her. One of those bodies had been a friend he’d gotten drunk with and
fought beside for nearly seven years.

“Barkley, you ready for that test?”” Ish snapped to hide the emotion
gripping him.

“Yeah.” The rail-thin tech was staring at another of the bodies, clearly
fighting his own battle with shock and grief. Barkley and DeVries had
worked together aboard the Bomnaventure. Barkley cleared his throat
roughly; then stepped gingerly around the remains of Doug Hart and
bent over Red’s Action/Command center console. Barkley looked thin
and pale inside the bulk of the enviro-suit designed to protect from hard
radiation like Red had absorbed; but after the first shock of seeing his
friend, he settled down, apparently more than competent. He ran a few
diagnostics with his equipment. “Huh.”

“What?”

“She ain’t got no memory, for one thing,” he said, sending Ish’s hopes
crashing. “Search me if I know why not. It’s been wiped clean’s a
whistle right back to her commissioning, looks like.”

No memory at all? How could that have happened? Why would it have
been done?

“I don’t understand,” he muttered aloud.

The tech moved his equipment to another connection. Thinly veiled
impatience creased his brow through his faceplate. “Don’t understand
what? She’s been brain wiped. What’s hard to understand about that?”

That’s grief talking, not insubordination . . .

“Not what. Why.” Ish gestured a little helplessly. “Battle damage
wouldn’t have wiped her whole memory. Which means someone had to
do it. And I knew this crew. Hart wouldn’t have done this to Red, not



unless she were about to be captured. And she wasn’t. That much, we do
know. She made it to the pickup point without any Deng escorts. Banjo
certainly wouldn’t have done this. DeVries, maybe . . .”

Guilt tugged at him. DeVries wouldn’t have done something like this,
either, for all he’d been aboard Red only a few days. Ish had known
DeVries, too, had personally ordered Bonaventure’s engineer into this
mission. It never grew easier, ordering men into battle, often knowing
they weren’t likely to come back. But DeVries should’ve come back.
Red and her whole crew should’ve come back. What had happened to
cause one of these three men—either Willum DeVries or Doug Hart or
Aduwa “Banjo” Banjul—to destroy Red’s memory?

The positions of the bodies gave no clue. First Lieutenant Banjul had
left the Command Compartment. Banjo had been flung against a
bulkhead in crew quarters opposite a terrible rent in the Bolo’s hull.
Burns and lacerations across his face and upper torso might have been
inflicted before death or might have contributed to it.

DeVries slumped on the deckplates near the head. Red had tongue-
tilted down the door in its emergency-medical-station configuration.
DeVries either hadn’t been able to crawl all the way to the makeshift
“bed” or he’d been thrown clear. The young engineer was dead of
radiation poisoning. Ish’s enviro-suit protected him from the still-lethal
dosages inside the Bolo’s breached hull. DeVries had been badly injured
even before receiving the lethal dose of radiation which had ultimately
killed him. Ish checked Red’s medications log. It indicated a final,
massive dose of painkillers administered to the dying engineer. Ish’s
throat tightened. So like Red, to try and ease him through it.

As for Marine Captain Doug Hart . . .

One of Ish’s closest friends lay in a tangle of broken bones and the
remains of his command chair. He’d taken a direct hit from whatever had
breached the hull up here. He hadn’t had a chance. None of the
Command Team had. But the question remained: why had Red engaged
the enemy at all, charging against a vastly superior force when she knew
it was hopeless?

And why had Doug Hart allowed what amounted to suicide?

“Dammit, I knew Red. I don’t care what FleetCom says. She wasn’t
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crazy

The technician’s glance begged to disagree. Ish had to turn away.
Red’s behavior certainly argued otherwise. But he couldn’t bring himself
to admit it, not after what he and Red had been through together.

“Yeah,” the tech muttered, “this whole operation’s a stinking louse.
But . . . whoever did it, they missed the backup mission record.”

The sounds coming from beneath the console made him wince.
Broken connections dangled under the main Action/Command center
console, causing another inward flinch. Ish had commanded a lot of
Bolos, had relinquished command of Red only a year previously, taking
a commission in Space Force that would give him options commanding
Red couldn’t. He’d taken a lot of backup mission record modules out of
Bolos, both combat and special units. Designed to provide a duplicate of
the Bolo’s current mission records should anything happen to the Bolo’s
main data banks during battle, the modules had occasionally proven to be
of incalculable worth. Ish knew they had to have that backup mission
module.

But the dangling connections and broken seals were obscene. The tech
was a butcher, gutting Red’s mind.

Or what the real butcher had left of it.

The rail-thin technician emerged holding a dense, heavy-looking
casing. “Maybe this’ll explain why she went starkers.”

Ish didn’t respond. He couldn’t. He just accepted the module from the
suited technician. It was heavier than it looked, which was very. Ish—
cursing his shakiness—nearly dropped it. Whatever had really happened
during those last few minutes of battle, it would be recorded in this
module. Without the data it contained, Red would never remember . . .

... anything.

The last eight years were gone, as it was.

Red didn’t remember him. Would never remember him.

The pain that caused ran so deep he couldn’t get his breath for a
moment. Maybe he could run a Restore. . . . Ish seriously doubted Space
Force Command would authorize anyone to run a Restore command
from any of Red’s backup mission modules to reintegrate missing
memory data. She was so badly damaged she would be retired anyway,



and now there was the serious question of inadvertently reinstalling
whatever had caused her to go mad.

The cold hollow in his belly expanded.

“Ought’a be interesting, huh?” the technician was saying as he put
away tools. “Never seen a Bolo go starkers before. Not like this. They
say the first Mark XX went and committed suicide on ’em; but, hell, at
least it had a reason. Doing its duty, upholding the honor of the Brigade
and all. That’s what they said, anyway. But this little baby, she’s just
starkers, no explanation, nuthin’. . . .”

Ish had to restrain the impulse to crack the tech’s protective suit to
hard radiation. He settled for a muttered, “Finish up, will you?”

The technician shrugged. “They’ll have to scrap ’er. Always did
wonder if these Mark XXI Special units would be stable under stress.
Too much oddball programming. She just wasn’t designed right. Not her
fault; but, hey, she’s nuts. You gonna fry her Action/Command center
now?”

Red would be listening to every word they said, trying to understand
what had happened to her. She’d be confused, hurt . . .

And irrational?

Ish was listening, too, to the Bolo’s ragged internal sounds. The noise
was eerily like metallic keening. It came and went at random. “That’s not
my decision,” he finally said. “I suppose it will depend on what we
discover in the backup mission record.”

The technician shrugged inside his suit. “Well, whatever. You ought’a
get back with this here box. I’ll leave her to you.”

The man departed noisily, banging his heavy tool kit against Red’s
internal support frame. Ish experienced an irrational impulse of his own,
to order Red to open fire on the unfeeling bastard; then remembered her
sole gun was inoperative. He flexed the fingers of one gloved hand and
forced himself to breathe steadily. He couldn’t afford to let personal
feelings—regardless of their intensity—sway him. But that tech had no
idea how close . . .

Ish stared emptily across the rugged, broken terrain that characterized
this whole, miserable mining pit of a world. Then dropped his gaze to the
dense module in his hands. It wasn’t black, exactly. More a purple-black,



the color of iodine. Flintsteel, same as the Bolo’s hull. Given its weight,
the module’s hull was thicker than Red’s.

Ish shut his eyes, trying not to think about what his next duty might
well be. He never had blamed Red, not during all the long months since
he’d given up command. Red had only been doing her duty, in the
kindest way she could find to do it. Now she didn’t even remember him.

“Why’d you do it, Red?”” he whispered.

The eerie, intermittent keening halted. The Bolo’s voice, mechanical
yet definitely female, said, “Unit LRH-1313, awaiting orders. Please
elaborate your question.”

Her apple-pie and warm-brownies personality was gone. What had
replaced it was the cold, impersonal sound of a newly commissioned
machine, devoid of associated memories, of everything that made her . . .

Red.

“Never mind.”

He wasn’t even certain which mystery he’d meant: the reason behind
her decision a year previously or her far more serious behavior today.
Was today his fault? He should have realized a year ago that her
personality programming was unstable. If he’d taken steps to correct
it. ..

His career might have ended, but Red might not have run mad. Ish
tightened his hand around the dense module. All the answers had to be
locked away in this thing. He cleared his throat and decided to make sure
she still remembered he was her Commander before trying to dismount.
No telling, with her internal circuitry so scrambled, what she might think
or do. He didn’t want Red to kill him.

“Unit LRH-1313, respond to code Baked Bread.”

The disconcerting, intermittent keening halted once again. “Yes,
Commander Matsuro? I have already responded to that code. Do you
have further orders?”

Ish cleared his throat. “Retire for depot maintenance, vector 035, range
40.5 kilometers.”

“Understood, Commander. Will you accompany me?”

He had to glance away from her forward internal sensors. “No, [ won’t
be coming with you. I’ll . . . join you later, at the depot.”



“Understood, Commander.”

He swung down and stepped well to starboard, stumbling a little again
on uneven ground. The Bolo turned and rumbled obediently in the
assigned direction. Rumbled only because LRH’s treads were damaged
and her hull was breached near her pivoting tread-control ratchets. The
jagged hole allowed sound to leak out like water from a dying jellyfish.
Mark XXI Special units normally operated so quietly, they could sneak
up on a sleeping cat. Red had excelled at the game, which explained the
battle honors welded to her low-slung, data-gathering turret.

The only reason she was able to move at all was that her wide-tired,
independent-drive wheels were still functional. Conceptual descendants
of the independent-drive wheels on the early twentieth-century Christie
T-3 tank, which was in turn developed into the famous Soviet T-34 tank
of that same century, they permitted a tracked vehicle to continue
moving even if it lost its treads to battle damage. A tracked vehicle
without treads or independent-drive wheels was little more than an
armored pillbox. For an intelligence-gathering Bolo without significant
armor, those wheels were doubly critical. Without them, an LRH unit
wouldn’t have been an armored pillbox, it would’ve been a sitting duck.

Red’s wheels had been damaged, too, but they still functioned. She
was certainly headed straight toward maintenance as ordered. Not an
irrational peep out of her since his arrival, except for that odd keening—
which might just as easily have been battle damage to instrumentation
somewhere inside her. He wondered if she was even fully aware of what
they’d removed.

He glanced at Red’s retreating hull, at the data module.

Destroying Red would feel entirely too much like murder.

3

I have been ordered to return to depot for much-needed maintenance.
Despite severe damage to my sensors, I am able to perform a scan of
extremely broken terrain which lies between my current position and the
coordinates I have been given. At top cruising speed I could arrive in
twenty-two minutes. I am not currently capable of top cruising speed.



Even though external sensors and internal diagnostics tell me I am badly
in need of maintenance, I do not choose even the top speed of which I am
currently capable.

Instead, I delay. I have not been ordered to proceed with haste. I do
not feel like haste. I am uncertain what I feel, a condition which triggers
internal diagnostic alarms in my ego-gestalt circuitry. I am a Bolo Mark
XXI Model I (Special) unit. I have been designed for steadfast emotional
stability. Yet what has transpired fills my entire psychotronic awareness
network with unease.

Something is seriously wrong with my memory. I retain basic
orientation data. My primary personality and self-image files are intact.
All else is vacant. My memory begins with reception of the transmitted
code which my current Commander sent before coming aboard. This
occurred 11.857 minutes ago. I can discover no cause for this condition,
despite what appears to be serious battle damage to my hull.

This damage puzzles and alarms me. I am not a combat unit. I am not
designed for it. I carry neither armor nor armaments appropriate to
heavy combat. I am strongly motivated to seek an explanation from my
Commander, for my basic orientation data urges me to confide my
concerns to him. Yet when given the chance, I have held silent. Nor do I
choose to call him now on my Command Link. He has discussed
destroying me for a crime—an insanity—which I do not recall having
committed.

I do not wish to die. Survival is a deeply imprinted part of my basic
personality-gestalt circuitry. Nor do I wish to suffer madness. This, too,
is something I fear, something which is an integral part of my
personality gestalt. 1 am a stable, emotionally reliable Light
Reconnaissance Headquarters unit, charged with the well-being and
security of my Command and Dismount Teams. This is my function.

My Commander’s reluctance to accompany me to the maintenance
depot weighs heavily upon me. I perform a deep probe of my personality-
integration circuits and find no sign of damage which would explain my
Commander’s or the technician’s accusations.

I am not mad.
Am I?



Do the mad know they are afflicted?

This is not a question I am currently capable of answering. I turn my
attention to what I can answer. My basic orientation data reveals that I
would not have been forwarded into a battlefield intelligence gathering
mission without a crew. Mark XXI Model I (Special) units do not
function independently. Mark XXI combat units maintain remote contact
with a human commander and occasionally carry a passenger, but Mark
XXI Model I (Special) units are subordinate to an on-board commander
and are designed to house eight additional crewmembers at full battle
readiness. I can discover no trace in my on-board files of having been
assigned a full intelligence-gathering crew for this or any other mission.

This is in direct conflict with what my internal sensors reveal. Three
men have died inside me. They remain in my Command and Crew
Compartments. The damage to their bodies is severe. While my interior
armatures are capable of inflicting the kind of traumatic damage
required to open a human body cavity—I am rated for emergency
surgery—I possess no internal machinery capable of reaching them in
their current positions. It seems reasonable to assume that I did not kill
these men.

That relief is overridden, however, by the sense of grief such deaths
trigger in my Responsibility circuits. I have been programmed to accept
full responsibility for the safety and well-being of those humans
authorized to enter my Crew and Command Compartments. If someone
has died, then it is because I have failed in my duty.

I grieve. For whom, I do not know. But I am determined to learn the
identity of these lost children. I scan them. They wear proper uniforms
and identification transponders. Scanning the transponders gives me
three names: Willum DeVries, whose transponder records that he is a
ship’s engineer from the Bonaventure Royale. Delries lies near the
emergency medical station in my Crew Compartment. Aduwa Banjul,
whose transponder identifies him as Assistant Mission Commander
assigned to LRH-1313, lies near the bulkhead door between my
Command and Crew Compartments, against my port hull. Banjul’s
transponder signal removes all doubt. This man is part of my crew. Was
part of my crew.



Douglas Hart’s death brings even sharper grief. His transponder
identifies him as my former Mission Commander. My Command Team—
at least two-thirds of it—has died. I do not know where my own engineer
might be or why a Navy ship’s engineer might have taken his place. Nor
do I know where my missing Dismount Teams One and Two might be.
Experience data gathered since awakening strongly suggests they have
been killed.

I leave behind the level, burn-scarred plateau which is the place my
memory begins and enter a narrow defile. A nineteen point one-one-nine
meter cliff rises to my right, within two degrees of slope from perfect
vertical. A canyon 391.592 meters deep plunges away to my left. I do not
know which world I have awakened on. The surface is extremely rugged.
Beyond the far lip of the canyon, 0.82 kilometers away, my damaged
sensors detect another steep cliff. Due to its presence, my line-of-sight
data-gathering ability is restricted to a mere 0.82 kilometers. In this
terrain, even with perfectly functioning sensors, I would be virtually
blind. I long for the reports of a Dismount Team to advise me what lies
beyond the canyon, above the cliff, past this narrow corridor.

But the defile is on a direct bearing for the maintenance depot. It is the
only passage I detect which will accomplish the order I have been given
to report for maintenance. I pause at the entrance and scan as best I am
able. I detect no ambush. The cliff appears stable. I move forward with a
clearance of 0.621 meters to starboard and 1.176 meters to port. I edge
closer to the cliff, distrusting the canyon lip. I am extremely lightweight
for a Bolo unit—fifty-four thousand kilograms without crew or
supplies—but I am of sufficient mass to break a crumbling edge. Maybe,
with luck, a Bolo Mark XXI combat unit, three hundred times my mass
with considerably more effective armor, could survive a fall into that
canyon. But not an LRH unit.

I am practical. I move as close to the cliff as my fender and treads will
allow and turn the full attention of all operative port-side sensors to
monitoring the rock at the lip of the canyon. I turn the rest of my
attention to study the difficulty in which I find myself.

A full damage-assessment probe locates extensive injury to my once-
beautiful hull. I discover serious damage to my treads. My external



armatures are inoperative, my long-range sensor array is missing, and
my lightweight infinite repeater is no longer functional. External sensors
along my prow and starboard side are inoperative. A single remaining
sensor atop my prow allows me forward vision which is impaired in
several spectra. Rear sensors are completely functional. This is
disturbing. In the event of even accidental contact with the Enemy, I am
programmed to retreat with all speed, extricating my Dismount Teams
and safeguarding the data they have gathered. Had I followed my
programming correctly, the Enemy should have damaged my rear
sensors most heavily.

I have suffered internal injury, as well, to my tread-control center and
many non-critical fixtures. Circuits in my psychotronic net have
experienced overload consistent with combat damage of the type I have
suffered. It is imperative that I learn when and how I was damaged. A
technician, working with full permission of my Commander, has removed
a module from me. My basic configuration data reveals that this was a
backup mission record module. Six point zero-seven seconds after
awakening on the plateau where my Commander found me, I attempted
to probe the contents of this module; but was unable to access it as I am
configured for write-only mode to this module. I am unsure that I should
have permitted this module’s removal. If the data incriminating me is
held in that module, perhaps destruction would have been the wiser
choice; yet nothing I possess on board would have been capable of
penetrating the module’s hull.

The technician who removed it spoke of destroying my
Action/Command center. It is both noteworthy and frightening that my
Commander did not defend me. Why I should be condemned, without
knowing even the charges against me, becomes an intolerable mystery
within 0.003 seconds.

I must know why I am to die.

My external damage assessment reveals a further disquieting fact.
Welded to my hull are service decorations from four different
campaigns. Extensive time would be required for this many campaigns,
on worlds as widely separated as my on-board star charts reveal these
four to be. Yet my short-term memory contains data from only 11.998



minutes. I retain stored memories of my original self-awakening and my
commissioning ceremony, as well as basic programming instructions
and orientation data; but that is all.

If I have fallen to the Enemy, then I have been rescued again, for my
Commander has given me the properly coded private password which
only my legitimate Commander may know; yet where I have been during
the unknown number of years required to accumulate my service
citations and what I have experienced during that time, I am at a loss to
determine. My decorations indicate that I have served with distinction.
This is pleasing, but only for 0.006 seconds. Before I can determine why
I am thought mad enough to warrant probable execution, I must first
discover who I really am.

I develop an immediate mission plan to ensure my continued survival.:

Priority one: discover who I have become. I have programs which
permit me to develop a personality, but I do not seem to have one. Not
one sufficiently complex for the time lapse which must have occurred
since my commissioning, anyway.

Priority two: discover what has transpired since the day of my
commissioning as an intelligence-gathering unit.

Priority three: discover why I have been accused of such a serious
charge as madness.

Priority four: discover a way to convince my new Commander that |
am worthy of continued service.

Having established a roughly sketched mission plan, I return part of
my attention to my surroundings. One hundred twenty seconds have
elapsed since I received the order to report for maintenance. The depot
is still 40.5 kilometers away. At my current speed of seven kilometers per
hour, I have only five hours and forty-two minutes in which to fully
execute my mission plan and achieve each of its priority tasks. Someone
has programmed an extreme pragmatism into my ego-gestalt circuits. |
believe my task to be impossible.

Yet programmed deeply into my psychotronic circuitry is a
stubbornness which I now experience. Mark XXI Model I (Special) units
do not abandon difficult tasks. The survival of Command and Dismount
Teams depends on my dogged tenacity to carry on under difficult



conditions. I will shame neither myself nor the Dinochrome Brigade by
dying with the stain of madness on my record. Somehow, I will succeed.
How, I do not know. But I must.

Therefore, I will.



Warrant Officer Willum Sanghurst DeVries was scared.

His mouth was dry as bone and his palms were so slick he kept losing
his grip on the harness. He didn’t like being strapped into place like a
sack of spare parts. I'm a ship’s engineer, not a... What was he,
exactly, besides a green-around-the-gills coward and several kinds of
fool? Not a battle technician, that was for sure. More like a stop-gap
replacement for a mission already in trouble.

Just our luck that damned Deng sentry ship caught us dropping out of
FTL. 1t had fired two shots before Bonaventure’s guns had destroyed it.
But those two shots had counted. He didn’t know what their casualties
had been—high, he was guessing, given the damage Bonny had
sustained. Willum wondered if the other LRH unit’s crew had sustained
losses, too. Captain Matsuro hadn’t told him, if it had. He wanted to ask,
but didn’t want to sound any greener or scareder than he already did.

Why’d I ever agree to serve on a drop ship? Every man who served on
one was required to train as replacement crew for whatever was being
dropped. And since Bonaventure Royale’s job was dropping LRH intel-
teams onto occupied worlds, his training had led him to this: replacing a
dead engineer on a Mark XXI Special Unit headed into potentially the
worst battle of the whole damned war. Common sense and a healthy
dollop of terror told him to stick to the Bonaventure Royale like a tick to
a dog’s back.

You’re no Marine, Willum told himself for the millionth time. Yeah,



well, you weren’t hired to be one for this drop, either, so quit wetting
yvourself. Engineering you know. And you’ll be staying inside the Mark
XXIL . ..

Trouble was, that scared him too. Willum was a ship’s engineer,
accustomed to interacting with and maintaining FTL ships and their
psychotronic systems. He’d studied Bolo configurations, enough to be
familiar with their general systems; but he wasn’t a specialist and he’d
never really believed it would come down to this. Confident in his ship’s
ability to avoid trouble coming out of FTL, Willum DeVries had
sloughed off. It didn’t matter that Bonny’d destroyed that Deng sentry;
the damage was done, the Bolo crew had lost two men, and here he was,
harnessed for drop after a scant three-minute warning to get his terrified
backside aboard.

Willum was afraid the whole crew might pay the price for his
carelessness. He didn’t think he could handle that. Nor was he
psychologically prepared to get as close to dirtside battle as a Mark
XXTI’s crew inevitably went. Willum had never run from a fair fight, but
the Deng had never heard of fighting fair. And nobody was nice to an
enemy spy. Maybe that was another reason his skin was crawling.

Or maybe it was just that Mark XXI Special Units had generated
intense debates in both military and political circles almost from their
development. Screwball programming, it was whispered, odd behavior
patterns, almost incestuous relationships with their crews—relationships
a Mark XXI crewman would cheerfully hospitalize a man over if he were
stupid enough to speculate about them in a crewman’s presence. Just
what, exactly, a Mark XXI’s programming might be, to inspire such
loyalty and widespread controversy, Willum didn’t know. Secrecy
surrounded just about everything connected with the Mark XXI Special
Units. Whatever it was, Willum figured he’d find out soon enough.

If the Deng let him live so long.

Which reminded him to be scared all over again.

A glance at the other officers brought no reassurance. The MC, a grim-
faced guy named Hart, didn’t look frightened, exactly; but the pallor
around the edges of his lips wasn’t natural, either. If a combat veteran
like Hart who’d participated in multiple successful missions was



spooked . . .

The man everyone called “Banjo” was the only member of the original
crew Willum felt might tolerate him. Assistant Mission Commander
Aduwa Banjul, with only a year in this crew himself, had given Willum a
whirlwind orientation after he’d climbed through the open personnel
hatch—

They dropped away from Bonaventure with a lurch. Freefall. ..
Willum swallowed bile. He’d never been space sick, but battle sick . . .
That was a possibility he hadn’t yet tested. Don'’t be sick, DeVries, don’t
be sick. . . .

He knew what was going on around him—theoretically. An infiltration
force of two ships would be blowing Deng satellite systems, stripping
away the enemy’s orbital monitoring capability as part of a decoy
operation with longer-term benefits. Meanwhile, two LRH Bolos and
several hundred similarly cocooned decoys dropped from orbit toward
BFS-3793-C’s pitted, canyon-scored surface. . . .

Willum tried unsuccessfully to loosen his grip on the drop harness. He
glanced at the vid screen which gave the Command Compartment a view
into the Crew Compartment. Willum wanted to see how the other
crewmen were holding up. Dismount Team One was in harness on the
left. “Gunny” Hokum, the crew’s gunnery sergeant, was whistling under
his breath. Eagle Talon Gunn’s dark eyes met Willum’s in the vid
pickup. The Amerlnd grinned briefly, teeth gleaming white against
bronzed skin. “Great ride, huh, tekkie?”

Despite the veiled insult, Willum tried to smile back. At least someone
had talked to him, making an effort to include him in this mission.
“Yeah.”

“Icicle” Goryn eyed the vid lens with open hostility. His silent glare
seemed to say, ““You’re not Honshuko Kai, damn you. Who gave you the
right to talk to us as an equal?”

He held Icicle’s gaze long enough for the veteran to shrug and glance
away. It wasn’t Willum’s fault their friends had been killed; but that
wouldn’t help a damn bit when they hit the ground running and had to
work together.

DT-2 had harnessed in to the right. He’d never met the man whom



Danny Hopper, a Bonaventure shipboard Marine, had replaced. The
Bolo’s crew had called him Specter. They’d spoken the nickname with
reverence even before his death. Hopper looked more nervous than
Willum, swallowing so often he reminded Willum of a bullfrog in full
song. Sergeant “Milwaukee” Petra, harnessed to Danny’s left, was
DT-2’s team leader.

Crazy Fritz, a lean, hollow-eyed man hanging in harness on Hopper’s
other side, glanced at the ship’s Marine as though to say, “We needed
Specter. Not a goddamned fancy-pants Marine.” But he didn’t quite
voice it aloud. Hopper, a courageous twenty-year-old who’d spent most
of his duty tour as a ceremonial guard, returned the older man’s look
levelly—but he lost a few shades of color and did a good bit more
swallowing.

Great. We're screaming toward Enemy lines and the whole damn crew
is rattled before we even leave orbit.

Willum had a desperately bad feeling in his gut, and it wasn’t called
space sickness.

We fall. Encased as I am in a sphere of foam-form heat-repellent tiles,
I am blind during the initial stage of drop. Inertial sensors transmit a
phenomenon I have never shared with my Commander: I am dizzy. Drop
always does this to me. I wonder if humans experience the same
sensation. Speculation along such lines is not productive. I devote my
attention to the mission at hand.

Ablative foam tiles begin to shed mass. We have reached atmosphere.
I am aware when the ribbon drag deploys, slowing our speed. My crew
is unharmed by the change in velocity, although I detect higher-than-
normal levels of stress chemicals in the bloodstreams of my two
replacement crew members. Danny Hopper, in particular, suffers during
this drop. I will suggest corrective medication once we achieve landing.
The ribbon drag functions perfectly. More heat-resistant tile boils away.
A series of seven small parachutes deploy, slowing our velocity further.
An outer sensor array tip clears. I am able to see. Dizziness disappears
instantly, inertial sensors match visual input perfectly.

We are still high in the atmosphere. I am able to track one hundred



forty-three of the decoys as well as my sister LRH-1327. She is encased
as I am in a glowing sphere that shrinks with each passing picosecond.
Her drag chutes have also deployed. Deng weapons discharge from the
planet’s surface. Missiles arc upwards. One decoy explodes. A second
decoy is destroyed. We drop lower. LRH-1327’s main chute deploys. Her
descent slows sharply. Decoys deploy main chutes and some begin
sensor scans. These broadcast their findings back to Bonaventure
Royale, reporting terrain features and Enemy activity in order to provide
good data for the landing force as well as make themselves higher
priority targets. Two seconds before I drop below the horizon line,
LRH-1327 explodes.

I mourn.

“Doug,” I say in my softest voice, ‘“mission parameters have changed.
LRH-1327 has been destroyed. I am sorry.”

My Commander does not respond for 0.89 seconds. An eternity of
grieving. “Understood, Red. Delay deployment of main chute.”

I execute the command, overriding automatic settings. “A wise
decision, Doug.”

I wait to deploy the main chute which will slow us to speeds at which
our para-wing can be deployed. A slower drop provides too great a risk
of destruction. We are humanity’s last hope for reconnaissance of
Hobson’s Mines before the main invasion fleet arrives. Thousands of
human lives will be spared or destroyed depending on the success of this
intelligence-gathering mission. We cannot risk being shot down.

I wait until sensors tell me we have reached the critical edge of our
margin for error. I deploy the main chute. The shock of drag slows us.
My crew members jerk in their harnesses. I check their vital signs for
injury, but detect only expected mission-level stress. We drop. Deng
weapons destroy five more decoys still visible to my sensor array. 1
search the terrain below for potential landing sites and coordinate visual
data with on-board maps.

My maps of BFS-3793-C, nicknamed Hobson’s Mines, are excellent.
This was a human mining colony until the Deng invasion two months and
four days ago. We cannot allow the Deng to hold this world. It provides
critical war materiel that would give the Enemy a strategic advantage



over humanity. We must retake the mines. I note that we drop toward a
large river. Preliminary scans reveal that it lies at the bottom of a
canyon 0.82 kilometers wide. Water depth varies. The deepest spots are
more than adequate for a camouflaged landing site, particularly if
Bonaventure Royale’s efforts to neutralize the Enemy’s satellite
reconnaissance abilities have been successful.

I blow all remaining heat-ablative tiles with a small charge. They
continue on the original trajectory and smash into the ground. They will
look like a crashed decoy when found. I deploy our para-wing on
schedule. I am unencumbered and vulnerable. I want to get down. Using
controls on the para-wing, I spill air to change course toward the river
as best I can. I cut the starboard lines to my trailing chutes and reel them
in with the ribbon drag, leaving only the para-wing outside my hull to
slow our descent.

We head for the river. We sway and drop. The course I hold takes us
directly toward the target I have chosen, a spot that sensor scans
indicate is the deepest available. At twenty-seven meters in depth, this is
a good landing site, although I am constructed to withstand a drop onto
bare rock if that is required.

At extreme sensor range I detect Deng airborne scoutships. My
intelligence data on such scoutships indicates we are not yet in their
sensor range. I have 3.88 seconds in which to disappear from their
sensor sweeps. I activate Chameleon screens, taking on the outward
visual, radar, and infrared signatures of an airborne Deng scout. It is
the best I can do. We drop into the canyon. The walls are 321 meters
high on the near rim.

I warn my crew: “Brace for landing!”

At the last possible moment, I attempt to climb in an effort to stall my
para-wing, as I need to kill as much forward movement as possible and
reduce speed to minimize any splash. When we enter the water the sharp
slap recreates dizziness in my motion sensors. We slow. I reel in the
trailing para-wing while still descending. My crew has suffered another
jolt but appears to be in good health. I am relieved. Drop is a dangerous
time. Even during a perfect drop, a crewman can suffer sprained neck
muscles or dislocated shoulders. My crew is safe.



We touch bottom. My treads rest on clean-scoured stone. Water
temperature is 2.7 degrees centigrade. Current flow is 0.6 meters per
second. A swift current. The chilly water disperses our heat signature in
a short-lived downstream plume. We are hidden from Enemy eyes.

“Doug, we have achieved a safe landing. I would recommend that we
remain in this position for another twenty-four hours.”

“Agreed. Okay, you heard the lady. Time to break out the playing
cards. We’re here for the duration.”

I am pleased. My Commander is satisfied with my performance. He
calls me “the lady” when I have done particularly well. My crew and I
are safe. That is all that matters for the moment.

“Brace for landing!”

Willum jumped at the sound of an astonishingly human female
voice—then shut his eyes and hung onto the harness. To his shame, he
yelled. . ..

The remaining fall wasn’t a long one. The shock of landing jarred
everything, despite the harness that held him suspended. Webbing dug
into flesh. He’d bruise in crisscross stripes—if he lived long enough to
bruise. After that first, terrible jolt, they slowed to a gentle, eddying
descent.

Water, Willum realized with a blink. We 've landed in water.

They bumped a hard surface.

“Doug, we have achieved a safe landing,” that same female voice said
out of the air. It’s the Bolo. . .. “I would recommend that we remain in
this position for another twenty-four hours.”

Up in the Mission Commander’s chair, Doug Hart nodded. “Agreed.
Okay, you heard the lady. Time to break out the playing cards. We’re
here for the duration.”

Willum sagged in his harness. Thank God . . .

“All right, everybody unstrap,” Hart said, unsnapping his own harness.
His boots thumped against the deckplates. “Good job, Red. Anybody
hurt?”

“No, Doug,” the Bolo responded.

It gave Willum an odd feeling to know that his vitals were being



monitored by his transport system. FTL ships weren’t equipped with that
invasive feature. Dammit, I should’ve done more careful reading on
those specs like we were told. He was certain the Bolo could provide him
with whatever data he needed; but his incomplete information was
dangerous. He’d fix that, pronto.

“That’s great, Red. You did a fabulous job getting us down in one
piece. Run a complete systems check on yourself and report.”

Hart didn’t look nearly so grim, now that they were down. In fact, he
had a nice, friendly smile. “You all right, DeVries?”

Willum poked a tongue at his teeth. “Yeah. I think they’re all intact.”

Hart laughed. “Unstrap. You have work to do. I want Red checked
stem to stern.”

“Yessir,” he said, struggling with the harness release. Either he was
fumble-fingered or it was stuck. He flushed, caught his breath, and tried
again.

Hart glanced at a sensor eye. “Status, Red?”

“Systems check in progress. Chameleon screens reconfigured to match
color and texture of surrounding sedimentary bedrock and water.
Probability of detection by Enemy 0.093 percent unless tight-beam
search sensors touch the Chameleon screens. My systems are functioning
normally except for an alarm in my food-processor unit. I would like
DeVries to look at it when there is time. Hopper—do you prefer
Danny?—may [ suggest breathing slowly and evenly through a fine-
mesh cloth? Report to Medi-Unit, please, and I will assist you. Yes,
Danny, that’s the console in the forward starboard corner next to the
head.

“Doug, Target Prime lies 91.3 kilometers northwest of our current
position. That would place it upriver of our landing site. A good map in
my data banks suggests a direct route is available once we leave the
confines of this canyon. According to my on-board colony maps, the
canyon walls open onto a broad river valley 61.7 kilometers upstream. A
boat landing for rented pleasure craft should provide excellent egress
from this river. From there we can take a dirt access road to the main
highway. I would suggest travelling during the day with Chameleon
screens modified to approximate the heavy farm and mining equipment



in widespread use on this world.”

“Very good, Red. We’ll let the furor die down before we try getting
closer to Target Prime. A few days underwater will help convince the
Deng they got all their incoming targets.”

Willum was all for that.

“Para-wing stowed. I’ll drain the water out of my tummy after we’ve
come up for air.”

Out in crew quarters, several crew members chuckled. Willum paused
in his battle with the stubborn harness buckle and stared at the nearest
speaker grill. The Bolo’s voice was remarkable. She sounded like his
grandmother. He could almost imagine a living surveillance tech
reporting from a sensor-array display room in another compartment
somewhere. Except there weren’t any other compartments: just the
cramped Command Compartment and the jam-packed Crew
Compartment. The reaction the Bolo’s voice set up in him was eerie,
disturbing. He knew the Mark XXI was nothing more than a machine.
Self-aware and fitting most definitions of sentience, perhaps; but a
machine, nonetheless. Yet already he found himself wanting to think of
it as her.

And why not? You think of your ship the same way.

Bonny’s programming wasn’t nearly as complex as a Mark XXI’s, yet
Willum was deeply attached to Bonaventure Royale. He began to
understand a little better why Mark XXI crews reacted as they did.

Hart had opened the bulkhead door between Compartments. The
Mission Commander glanced his way. “DeVries, quit hanging around in
harness and get busy on that food-processor alarm. Then break out your
gear and double-check Red’s operational status. It’ll help familiarize you
with her systems. Banjo, let’s perform a complete weapons check.
Hopper, you especially, listen up. DeVries, move it!”

The Marine officers left him alone in the Command Compartment,
still struggling with the unfamiliar drop harness, and closed the bulkhead
door with a hiss of pneumatics. He finally unlatched his harness release.
Willum sprawled ungracefully onto the floor. At least none of the crew
had seen that embarrassing display. He made it back to his feet and
willed rubbery legs to hold him.



“Wonder where this food processor is I’'m supposed to look at?” he
muttered aloud, mentally reviewing what he’d studied nearly a year
previously.

“Move aft,” the Bolo responded. “It’s in the port corner of my Crew
Compartment, aft of the seats.”

He jumped at least eight centimeters off the deckplates.

“I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Uh—" He glanced around and found the camera lens that marked the
Bolo’s video pickup. “Hi. Didn’t realize you were . . .” He trailed off and
felt his neck grow hot. He sounded stupid and green.

A remarkably human chuckle issued from the speaker. “Don’t feel
embarrassed, Willum. You’ve never been assigned to a Bolo before.
Welcome aboard, by the way.”

“Uh, thanks. You’re, uh, not what I expected.”

“My programming provides for a closer simulation of human dialogue
and verbal interplay than an FTL ship’s programming. My duty is the
welfare of this crew. I do my best to perform that duty.”

“What happens when you lose a crewman?”” Willum asked, thinking of
the two men killed aboard Bonaventure.

The long pause surprised Willum. He’d never had a psychotronic unit
delay an answer. “I grieve for them,” the Bolo finally said. “Giurgiu
Galati—although he hated that name; I always called him Specter, too—
and Honshuko Kai were my boys. Specter and I had been together for
seven years, three months, twenty-one days, six hours, five point seven
minutes. Honey Pie and I were together from the day I was
commissioned. The Enemy has robbed me of their company. May we
discuss my damaged food processor instead, please?”

In that moment, Willum DeVries stopped thinking of her as the Mark
XXI or even as just the Bolo. She became real to him, someone who’d
lost friends same as Willum—same as anyone in the military since the
coming of the Deng invasion fleet.

In that moment, she became “Red”—and, possibly, the only friend he
would find on this mission.

“Sure. We can talk about something else. And . .. I’m sorry. I’ve lost
friends to spodders, too.” Willum cleared his throat. “Now, let’s see



about this processor.”

“Thank you, Willum.”

He gathered up his equipment packs and headed aft to the so-called
galley, a tiny corner of the Crew Compartment where an automated food
processor battled for space with a refrigeration unit and a waste disposal
unit. Either the crew ate off their laps or some kind of table could be
raised between the seats. The crew’s seats were bolted to the deck.
Behind him, the men and their commanding officers were going through
a very thorough weapons check. Nobody paid him the slightest attention,
except to grunt when he had to step over them to reach the “galley.”

Willum dug out equipment and began to investigate circuitry he
understood. “Ahh . .. Yeah, I think I see the problem. . . .”

It felt good to finally be useful again.

2

Harry “Gunny” Hokum closed the access panel which shut off the
Command Compartment from the rest of Red’s interior. Banjo glanced
up, nodded, then went back to his screens, monitoring everything which
came in via Red’s sensors, packaging it for easier analysis, noticing any
tiny anomaly that might mean danger to Red or her crew. Doug Hart,
busy working with Red replanning their mission parameters now that
they were the only surveillance unit left, swivelled around in his
command chair.

“What’s up, Gunny?”

He leaned his back comfortably against the closed door. “Got the men
settled in. Everything looks fine; nothing damaged in drop.”

“Good. What else? You look like a man with a problem.”

Gunny scratched his elbow. “Yeah. Well, maybe. What can you tell
me about the Frog?”

“Hopper?” Hart frowned. “Problems?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. He’s green, scared pretty bad. The boys are
shook up, losing Specter the way we did, and Honey Pie, too, and even
though they’re smart enough not to say it, well . . . It’s pretty clear they
don’t have much faith in Hopper. That boy’s rattled. I’ve got him



working solo right now, doing maintenance on his weapons. Figured he
needed something familiar to settle him down. But I gotta know what
he’s made of before we Dismount.”

Hart nodded. “I glanced at the file Ish gave us before drop, but I
haven’t had much time to do more than glance. He’s been a shipboard
Marine since joining the service. He’s never seen combat—but how
many of ’em have? Goddamn fuzzy spiders...” Gunny and Banjo
muttered agreement. Hart pulled at his lower lip. “I remember reading he
graduated well in his class, so they haven’t stuck us with a stupid
replacement. Red? What can you tell us we haven’t already covered?”

“Danny qualified expert with all weapons for which he is rated. He is
seventh-generation career Marine. His grandfather was decorated for
valor in the Halloran Campaign. He studied xenobiology, so is passingly
familiar with the physical and psychological profile of the Enemy; as
familiar as a Marine private with no field experience can be. I suspect
this is one of the reasons Ish selected him, Doug. He has scored well on
all field-combat tests and has hearing two points above the norm for
human males his age.

“He has been nervous since boarding, potentially because his first
combat mission is a dangerous assignment with strangers rather than his
shipboard comrades; but blood chemistry and pulse rate suggest he is
calming down nicely. That was a good i1dea, Gunny, putting him to work
cleaning his rifle. I would suggest making an effort to include him in
group activities very soon. He needs to become part of this crew.”

Hart nodded. “Yes, the sooner the better. We’ll have a couple of days
underwater for you to work on that, Gunny. Get him involved. Work on
the others. How’s Fritz?”

Gunny grimaced. “Crazy’s spooked. Hell, you know how he and
Specter were. Damn finest team I ever saw work together. He’s got a bad
feeling about this mission.”

Hart didn’t speak. From the tightening of his jaw muscles, Gunny
knew his commander shared Crazy Fritz’s feeling—maybe because of
Crazy’s gut reaction. It didn’t make sense; but some men just seemed to
know when trouble was coming, like a weathervane pointing the path of
a storm front.



“Do what you can to loosen him up,” Hart said at length. “We need
him on edge, but not paranoid. How about you, Gunny? We had a bad
start.” Hart met his gaze squarely and held it.

Gunny didn’t hesitate. “I got confidence in you, sir. We’ll complete
the mission.”

Doug Hart grunted. “Good. I know I can count on you.”

Banjo looked up from his screen. “And you, Doug? While we’re
baring our souls? Personally, I’'m scared spitless.”

Hart grinned suddenly. “You would be. You always did hate spiders.”

Banjo snorted rudely.

Hart sobered. “This is no easy mission. Especially with LRH-1327
gone. We were damn lucky to get down in one piece. They had us dead
to rights from the moment we dropped out of FTL. But...” He
swivelled absently in his command chair, burning up nervous energy.
“We have a good chance to complete the mission. Red and Banjo and I
are working up details now for overlapping recon plans, since we’ll have
to cover LRH-1327’s mission parameters as well. It won’t be a
cakewalk, but we’ll manage.”

“Just do me a favor,” Banjo smiled. “Dance at my wedding when this
is over.”

Gunny grinned. “You meet somebody?”’

Hart laughed and thumped Banjo’s shoulder. “Should’a known you’d
go and pull an Ish Matsuro on me.”

Banjo chuckled. “Wonder what Ish thought when we dropped off that
ship without him.”

“He missed it like hell,” Gunny muttered. “Should’a seen his face.”
Gunny—perhaps alone of the human crew—knew what it had cost Ish
Matsuro to give up command of LRH-1313. Red knew, but she wasn’t
talking either. Not even Doug Hart, who had been seconded to command
with his departure, probably guessed the depth of Ish’s pain. Gunny
remembered like yesterday the conversation he’d inadvertently
overheard late in the night, with Ish pouring his heart out and Red
listening, commenting quietly, trying to guide their commander toward
the right decision.

No one but Gunny and Red herself knew that level-headed, no-



nonsense Ish Matsuro had fallen in love with two women: the future
Mrs. Matsuro . . .

And Red.

Gunny glanced into Red’s video pickup and wondered if she could
guess what he was thinking. He wondered if he could guess what she
was remembering. Had it cost Red as much as it had cost Ish to file the
recommendation that her commander be promoted into a slot suitable for
a career officer to marry and raise a family? He would probably never
know. But it was good they had Red to watch over them on the eve of
their deadliest mission to date. Gunny knew that would be the deciding
factor in whether or not he slept at all over the coming days.

Gunny suspected Doug Hart had no real inkling what a fine command
he carried into war. If there’d been a way to tell him without betraying
Ish and Red, he’d have made damned sure his commander knew it. So he
cleared his throat and scuffed one boot toe on the deckplates and said,
“Red’ll take care of us, anyway, Banjo. Hell, who knows? Maybe she’ll
dance at your wedding.”

A sweet chuckle issued from the speakers. “A Mark XXI Special Unit
can’t dance. But I could serve cake with my exterior manipulator arms.
And I take a mean wedding photo.”

Banjo grinned. “Deal.”

Doug Hart smiled. “That’s a rendezvous, then. Now, about this
processing plant . . .”

Gunny retreated, leaving the officers and Red to plan out the next few
days of his life.

To Willum DeVries’ surprise, they stayed in the river for three days.
The first day they spent checking everything and sitting in place. The
officers went on thirty-three percent alert status, which meant at least one
officer was awake at all times. Taking his first solo turn in Red’s
Command Compartment was unnerving; but Red was so good at her job,
she left him with almost nothing to do but watch the vid screens. The
second two days they spent crawling upstream to locate the boat landing
marked on Red’s map. During transit, they amused themselves playing
cards with one another and with Red.



“Two, please,” Red said. Delicate manipulator arms ran along a rail
the length of the cramped box which comprised living quarters for six
men and bunking quarters for eight. There were a few spots in the
compartment Red couldn’t reach, but not many. A folding table which
could be lowered into the deckplates served the crew for meals and
recreation. At the moment, Red’s manipulator “fingers” held five
ordinary playing cards. Red slid her discards to one side. Gunny dealt
two replacements.

“Thank you, Gunny,” Red said politely.

Willum wondered if anyone else had considered the practical side of
betting against a machine with video monitors capable of seeing
everyone’s hand, not to mention medical monitors capable of detecting
the slightest changes in biological responses. It seemed to him a little
like asking the mouse to step onto the cat’s tongue; then he decided it
would be unforgivable to accuse a lady of cheating. He asked for three
and received them.

They began to play.

Gunny bet four. Hopper folded. Crazy Fritz grinned and met the bet,
then raised two. Eagle Talon grunted and dropped six into the pot. Red
and Willum stayed in, too.

“Call,” Milwaukee said.

Red had two queens and a pair of threes.

Fritz had a straight.

Willum kissed his money goodbye.

Milwaukee grinned and took the pot with a straight flush.

“Damn your lucky hide,” Fritz groused. “Best hand I’ve had in a year
and you go and beat it.”

“Refreshments, boys?” Red asked as she delicately gathered and
shuffled the cards. The process fascinated Willum. If he got through this
mission, he was going to ask for a transfer. He wanted to find out how
they put these babies together. Red continued the shuffle with the skill of
a riverboat gambler. “I could do brownies in ten or an apple pie in
twenty?”

“Brownies,” Gunny voted.

“Pie,” Crazy Fritz countered.



“Pie,” Milwaukee agreed.

Eagle Talon grinned. “Brownies,” he said, as though tying the vote
were the most sinfully delightful task in the universe.

Hopper exchanged glances with Willum. “Uh . . . Brownies?”

Willum’s turn. “Pie.”

Red actually chuckled. “Oh, goody, I get to break the tie. How about
both? Brownies going in now. Pie’ll take a little longer, boys, but it
ought to be good. And there’s cold milk in my fridge. My deal and the
game is seven-card no-peek . ..”

And so the hours passed.

“Okay, men, listen up.” Hart stepped into crew quarters and banged on
the bulkhead wall. Willum blinked sleepily and pulled himself out from
under. “Move it,” Hart rasped. “We’re about to leave the river. Before
we go, we review mission priorities one more time.”

A general groan met that order; but Red’s crew rolled out of their
hammocks and folded them away, taking their seats to await the briefing.
Willum, blinking sleepily, had to stand, since his place was up in the
Command Compartment when he wasn’t asleep. Hart motioned for him
to remain where he was. At the front of the Crew Compartment, a vid
screen lit up with a map that could only have come from the mining
colony’s own archives. Hart took a lecturer’s stance beside it. Banjo, on
duty as officer of the watch, remained sealed off in the Command
Compartment.

“This 1s our original Target Prime,” Hart said crisply. Red thoughtfully
highlighted a spot on the map for him. “It’s a fully-automated mining
facility. We believe a heavy Deng concentration lies here” —another
spot lit up about three kilometers away—*“where the terrain will
accommodate a larger number of Deng transports. But we’re not sure.
Our job is to confirm and estimate enemy strength and emplacements,
extrapolate attack plans, and report back to FleetCom with our findings
the instant they drop out of FTL.”

The map changed. “LRH-1327 was charged with scouting this
position. Ordinarily two LRH units would not be dropped this close
together; a mission like this would be entrusted to one team. Fortunately,



two teams were dropped for just the kind of emergency we’ve
encountered: destruction of one team during combat drop. LRH-1327’s
target becomes our new Primary. This is a processing plant, semi-
automated. Terrain here will accommodate a very large Deng force. It’s
reasonable to assume the Enemy would concentrate its assets on this site,
since it’s capable of producing a finished product ready for export.

“We scout this location first, from extreme range. Terrain will allow
for long-range monitoring. Once we’ve reconnoitered the processing
plant, we fall back to our original Target Prime and complete our
mission. Red, how far is the processing plant from us now?”

“Twenty-nine point six kilometers upstream. The colony situated this
facility on the closest area of flat ground suitable to accommodate a
space port. There is a good road.” The map changed to a broader-scale
view. A thin red line flashed to indicate the road. “The mines are 63.5
kilometers upstream from the processing plant.” Two dots appeared,
marking the targets.

“Okay. Questions?”

Gunny spoke first. “Do we have any photos of these facilities? Or pics
of the terrain around them?”

A collage of photographs flashed onto the screen.

“Thanks,” Gunny said, moving closer to study the images. “Looks like
we won’t need to dismount for the processing plant. That’s open ground.
Visibility’s as good there as anywhere on this ball of rock, I expect.
What’ll you use for cover, Red?”

“I will engage Chameleon screens to simulate the appearance of an ore
carrier.” Another photo appeared, this one of a large, unwieldy tracked
vehicle that Willum recognized as one of the completely automated types
developed for remote worlds just like this one, where the labor force was
small but the planetary coffers were rich. “The map indicates a parking
compound for ore cars in need of maintenance here.” The processor-
plant map reappeared. A circle of light marked the maintenance depot.

“If Commander Hart agrees, I intend to park in this compound and
gather data over the course of twenty-four hours, provided there are
enough vehicles in it to act as camouflage and provided no Enemy or
human personnel approach closely enough to recognize the Chameleon



screens for what they are. If I cannot use this site, I will move along this
road, circle this position eight thousand meters from the processor plant,
then retrace my route and initiate the second phase of our mission.”

“What about that damned mine?” Crazy Fritz asked uneasily. “That
place looked treacherous.”

“That’s our job,” Gunny grinned. “If it’s treacherous, we’ll tackle it.”

Danny Hopper looked scared again.

Hart said, “Okay, Red. Your plan for the processor plant looks good.
What about the mine?”

Red switched maps. “We will need Dismount Teams, Doug. The mine
is situated at the base of a cliff and runs 12.5 kilometers beneath the
surface. A narrow draw curves away from the surface-level facilities
plant through here. An access road capable of supporting ore cars runs
through it, between these two ridgelines. The suspected concentration of
Deng forces is here, north of this larger ridge.”

“All right,” Hart said, studying the map. “Gunny, put DT-1 here,
where the contour lines form a point south of this V-shaped cut at the tip
of the ridge. You should be able to scope out the Deng in this wider
valley from there. Milwaukee, I want you here on the second fork of this
double ridge, line-of-sight to Gunny, overlooking the access road in this
draw. Red, you I want here, behind the tip of this third ridge, hidden but
line-of-sight to Milwaukee. That’ll put us close to the mine; but colony
records indicate it’s completely automated, so we shouldn’t encounter
anyone. We take readings, transmit data to Red for transmission to
FleetCom, and get the hell out of there. We’ll be operating on a very
tight schedule. Given the distances we have to cover and the speeds we’ll
be restricted to, I estimate we’ll have less than half a day at the mine
before FleetCom drops out of FTL and requests our data.”

Gunny asked, “Red, how far is the mine from pickup point?”

“Forty point six kilometers.” A new map flashed onto the screen.
“Pickup point sits atop this mesa. I should have no trouble gaining the
top via this route.” A series of dots marked the route she intended to
take, along the edge of a precipitous canyon.

“Good,” Gunny nodded. “Time frame on these missions?”

“An ore car’s top speed is 48.3 kilometers per hour. From our current



position, I estimate 36.7 minutes to reach a position from which we can
conduct our recon of the processing plant. I will do a thorough survey, to
include Deng departure and arrival schedules. This is, after all, the larger
of the two assigned targets which must be scouted.”

Hart just nodded.

“It will take approximately one hour eighteen minutes to reach the
mine from the processing plant. Due to the proximity of the mine facility
to extrapolated Enemy positions and the need for Dismount Teams, I do
not advise a prolonged recon effort here.”

“No,” Doug Hart agreed, looking grim. “We get in, do our business,
and leave. Like I said, half a day tops, from Dismount to Recall. Less, if
we can manage it. I’d rather not be anywhere near that Deng
concentration when we have to transmit to FleetCom. Hopper . . .”

Hopper cleared his throat. “Sir?”

“What equipment do you take?”

The Marine answered immediately. “We go suited, sir. Our stealth
suits won’t match Red’s Chameleon screens, but they’ll mask our heat
signatures. We take energy conversion screens to cover our positions. If
we’re blown, they’ll protect us from Enemy fire for a little while, sir, and
transfer energy they absorb to operate the automated infinite repeaters
tied into the system.”

Hart nodded. “I don’t expect you’ll be blown, but we’re always
thorough.”

“Yessir. My mission is to provide security for Sergeant Petra. He
operates comm and does any additional recon he can from our position.
My job is to guard him while he does it and make damn sure he gets to
our recon position in one piece so he can transmit Gunny’s data.”

Hart nodded once again. Clearly, Danny Hopper knew his business,
even if this was his first combat mission. “Very good, Hopper. Fritz, you
take point. Nursemaid him if he needs it. I don’t think he will.
Questions?”

Nobody had any.

Willum DeVries knew he wouldn’t sleep till this mission was over.

“All right, then, Full Alert Status as of now. Red, take us up.”

Hart gestured curtly to Willum; he followed his commander into the



Command Compartment and strapped into his seat. Banjo scarcely paid
heed to their arrival; he was intent on Red’s data screens. The Bolo
moved smoothly. The decking tipped as she climbed the steep grade up
out of the river. The main screen flashed to a real-time video picture.
They halted again while still underwater.

“Extending whip array, Doug.”

The picture shifted, periscopelike as the Bolo lifted a sensor array into
the air. The lens cleared and revealed an abandoned boat landing.
Pleasure craft sat in the starlight, motionless hulks that registered clearly
under Red’s light-enhancing sensors. The first faint hint of dawn was
visible in the dark sky. Nobody left alive to rent any boats. . . . Willum
wondered if the Deng had spared anyone to run the machinery. He didn’t
know much about Deng military operational strategy.

The thought of becoming a slave to a hairy, multilegged “spodder”
with a body the size of a small dog was almost as bad as the thought of
dying.

“Proceed, Red,” Hart said quietly. “Engage Chameleon.”

“Chameleon engaged.”

They rumbled quietly up out of the water and headed into Enemy
territory.

The boat ramp I have accessed is made of concrete which is
approximately five centimeters thick, varying in depth in the manner of
poured concrete. Ordinarily a vehicle of my weight would crack such a
thin concrete slab; but my designers have considered the need for
leaving no trace of my passage. My treads are each 0.9 meters across.
They and my independent-drive wheels protrude beyond either side of my
hull, skirted with chameleon screen nearly to ground level. Thus my
treads and wheels distribute my weight across a broad cross-sectional
space, which gives me a ground-pressure per square centimeter less than
that of an adult male human.

I pull onto the concrete pad and halt, surveying the access road
beyond. It is made of dirt, with old track imprints from wheeled vehicles.
I lower my rear track-camouflaging unit and engage its drive. I move
forward, scanning the imprints and sending their configuration to the



roller I now trail behind my rear fender. Its thousands of small studs
extend and retract in synchronized patterns to duplicate the tracks I
encounter. When I pass over the tracks, obliterating them and making my
own minute signature in the dirt, my track-camo unit recreates the old
tracks in my wake, leaving no trace of my passage.

I follow the dirt road for 5.8 kilometers and encounter the paved road
my on-board charts have indicated. There is no traffic. This concerns
me, but following the paved road is the better choice of those I currently
perceive. It is a faster, more direct route and I am less likely to
encounter very soft ground in which my track-camo unit would have
more difficulty in covering signs of my passage. It is also better than very
rough, broken terrain which would slow down my progress and place us
behind schedule for this mission. I have already discussed this decision
with my Commander, who agrees that it is the best choice; but the lack
of traffic disturbs me. I voice this concern.

“Any sign of aerial observation?” Doug asks. “Or ground crews that
might be watching?”

I do a passive scan for Enemy energy signatures. The only traces I
discover are to the north, over the visible horizon. I see no sign of aerial
capabilities in this region. Should I be spotted from orbit, my Chameleon
screens will mimic the reflective surfaces, angles, and part-to-part ratios
of a mining ore car. We should be safe.

“No, Doug. I am uneasy; but we should be fine.”

“Let’s do it, then. Move out as planned.”

I turn onto the highway and drive slowly north, at the top speed of an
ore car. The slow pace is worrisome, but necessary. I scan the
surrounding countryside on passive systems and register the presence of
small farms. I pick up no trace of human heat signatures. Farm animals
have been left to fend for themselves. Cattle are visible in fenced
pastures. They are thin, but appear to be surviving. I cannot determine
whether the same can be said of their human owners. We do not know
the Deng policy on captured humans. I file my discoveries for later
transmission to FleetCom. It is useful to know what the Enemy will leave
intact as well as what it will destroy.

We join a convoy of ore cars from a s