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- Prologue

PROLOGUE

From where he stood in the back of the crowded assembly hall, Guanamarioch saw the gold-strapped
Rememberer ascend the rostrum. The chattering of the massed K essentai ceased as the cleric—the
Rememberers were as near to a clergy as the Posleen had—rapped his skilled claw, twice, on the stone
podium. Except for age and scarring, the Remember was—Ilike Guanamarioch—an average looking
Posleen, a crocodilian centauroid with yellow skin and eyes, standing about fifteen hands high, with
rows of sharp ivory teeth and having afeathered crest (not dissimilar to a Sioux Indian war bonnet) that
it could erect when it wished.

"Let usremember," the cleric called, laying its crest low in respect for the ceremony.

All the hundreds of Kessentai crossed their arms over their massive chests, |ooked upward, toward the
apex of the pyramid, itself clad inside and out with a heavy layer of pure gold, and chanted together,
"We remember. We remember."

The Rememberer held out one claw into which an underling placed aloosely rolled scroll. Thiswas
unrolled onto the stone podium, the underling placing "keeper stones," elaborately carved paperweights,
on the cornersto hold the scroll in place.

"From the Scroll of Flight and Settlement,” the Rememberer announced.

"We remember," echoed the Kessentai, once again.

The pyramidal assembly hall shook with the nearby impact of arival clan's hypervelocity missile, or
HVM. Guanamarioch, young as he was, could barely restrain himself from leaving the hall and going
forth with his underlings to do battle. The eager, enraged trembling and murmuring of the others told
him they al felt much as he did.

The Rememberer calmed the hall with a sweeping glance. He was one of the eldest among them, a
Kessental turned Kenstain who, in his younger days, had been among the foremost warriors of the clan.
None of the youngsters present wanted to find shame in the eyes of thisold hero. They settled and
guieted down.

"Verse Five: the new home," the Rememberer continued.

Once again, the group chorused, "We remember.”

"And the People, fleeing their destroyed home on the new ships, came upon a new world, rich and
teeming with life. And the ships weretired, and nearly out of fuel. And the leader of the People, called
Rongasintas the Philosopher, led the people to a barren part of the land, that was uninhabited. And there
they tried to settle and grow food.

"But the People had little food, and the inhabitants would not share, demanding, 'Go forth from us. This
is our world, not yours. Return once again to the darkness whence you came.' And the heart of
Rongasintas was heavy.

"Y et the People cried out, saying, 'Lord, feed us, for we hunger." And Rongasintas answered, 'Eat of the
pre-sentient young.'

"And, weeping, the People ate of their children, but it was not enough. Once again they cried out, 'L ord,
feed us, for we hunger.""
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"We hunger," repeated the assembly.

Nodding his great crocodilian head with infinite dignity, the Rememberer continued, "And the Lord
Rongasintas the Philosopher, answered, 'Choose one in twenty from among the normals, and eat of
these." Weeping still, the People chose from among their number one in twenty, that the host might live
and not perish. And for alittle time the People did not hunger. Y et, still, did they weep, for it was not yet
the way of the People to eat of their own.

"At length, the Lord of the People went to the inhabitants of the place and begged, 'We have done what
we can. We have eaten of our own. Give us sustenance, that our people not perish." And the inhabitants
of the place heaped scorn upon Rongasintas, saying, 'Leave this place or eat of yourselves until there are
none of you left. It isall the sameto us.’

"And the Lord and Philosopher went to a high place to meditate and upon his return he announced, ‘The
Aldenat' made us as we are; we had no choice in the matter. They raised us from the lowly animals and
gave us sentience. They left us with the need to reproduce. They gave us of medicine and knowledge,
that we did not die young. Under their rule, the People prospered and grew. All praise was to the
Aldenat’.' "

"And we gave praise to the Aldenat'," chanted the assembly, in response.

The Rememberer continued, "And Rongasintas told the People, 'We must live. To live we must eat. Go
forth then, and eat of the inhabitants of this place. Aswas all praise, upon the Aldenat' be all the blame.
As one, the massed Kessentai echoed, and their echo made the stone walls of the great Hall of
Remembrance shudder, "Upon them be the blame."
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PART |

Chapter 1

Like arich armor, worn in heat of day,
that scalds with safety.
—Shakespeare, Henry 1V

Ttckpt Province, Barwhon V

It was a cold, blue-green swamp under aviolet sky. Lieutenant Connors had seen some swampsin his
day; after all, he'd spent a number of years at the original "Camp Swampy," Fort Stewart, Georgia.
“Nothing like this shit, though," he muttered, as he struggled for a balance between conserving power
for his Armored Combat Suit, and not sinking waist deep in the muck. Not sinking continued to win the
toss as he reduced mass on his suit and applied power to forward thrusters to keep going even when the
ground slid away in alumpy slurry beneath him. His feet still sank ankle deep in the crud below.

The ACS encasing Connors was Galactic-built, but to human-drawn specifications. Despite this, and
despite being symmetrically bipedal—two arms, two legs—and having alargish lump right where the
head should be, the thing did not look too terribly human. In fact, it looked completely inhuman. For one
thing, the suit had colored itself adull blue-green to match the vegetation of the swamp. For another, it
lacked obvious eyes and ears, while having a number of weapons stations sprouting from it.

Thejury was still out on the camouflage. Other schemes had been tried. The blue-green mottled pattern
on Connors suit had worked as well as any of them, and not one whit better. The Posleen's yellow eyes
were just different, different in their structure and different in what they saw.

Inside his suit, the lieutenant shrugged, unseen by any but the artificial intelligence device that ran the
suit for him. He didn't know what camouflage would work (neither did the AID) and just followed the
latest guidance from higher on the subject.

Around him, likewise mottled in the blue-green pattern and likewise struggling for an acceptable
compromise between longevity and speed, Second Platoon, Company B-1%t of the 508t Mobile Infantry
(ACS), was spread out in avery sharp and narrow "V" to either side of a churned-muck trail.
Ordinarily, on Earth, the trail would have been superfluous as a means of control and orientation. The
Global Positioning System was capable of telling a soldier, or agroup of them, exactly where they were
al the time. On Barwhon, however, there was no GPS. Moreover, while the suits were capabl e of
inertial reckoning on their own, by and large the enemy Posleen were not. Thus, the Posleen followed
the trail and, thus, the M| were led to battle them along it.

Besides, the trail was the shortest distance to an American light infantry company cut off some miles
ahead on the wrong side of ariver ford, their backs to the stream and no good way to cross back under
fire.

Connors, like the men of Second Platoon, moved forward under radio listening silence. They could hear
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the commands of higher, when higher deigned to speak. They could aso hear the heartbreakingly
precise reports and orders emanating to and from one Captain Robert Thomas, commanding the
company trapped at the ford. They'd been hearing them for hours.

The M1 troopers had heard, "Zulu Four Threg, thisis Papa One Six. Adjust fire, over." They'd heard,
"Echo Two Two thisis Papa One Six. |'ve got a dozen men down | have to get dusted off." They'd
eavesdropped on, "Captain Roberts, we can't fuckin' hold 'em . . . AllII"

Connors heard Echo Two Two, which the key on his display told him was the brigade's medical
company, come back in the person of some breaking-voiced radioman, and say, "We're sorry, Papa.
God, we're sorry. But we can't get through for your dust-off. We tried.”

Things got worse from there.

"Echo Three Five, thisis Papa One Six. We are under heavy attack. Estimate regimental strength or
better. We need reinforcements, over."

A Posleen regiment massed two or three thousand of the aliens. A light infantry company at full strength
with the normal attachments was one twelfth that size . . . or less. In this case, the personnel replacement
situation being what it was, the trapped company was less. Much less.

That's a good man up there, Connors thought, in consideration of the incredibly calm tone of a man,
Roberts, who knew that he and all his men were on the lunch menu. Too damned good to let get eaten.
Then came the really bad news. "Papa One Six, thisis Echo Three Five, actual;"—the brigade
commander—"situation understood. The Second of the 198t was ambushed during movement to
reinforce you. We have at least another regiment . . ."

Things really got shitty then, though the first Connors knew of it was when the point man for the
company column shouted, "Ambush!" a half a second before the air began to swarm with railgun
fleshettes and the mucky ground to erupt steaming geysers with the impact of alien missiles and plasma
cannon.

The problemwith killing the stupid Posleen, Connors thought as he lay in the muck, is that the rest of
them get much, much smarter.

The air above was alive with fire. Most of thiswas light railgun fire, one millimeter fleshettes most
unlikely to penetrate the armor of a suit. Enough was three millimeter, though, to be worrisome. That
was heavy enough to actually penetrate, sometimes, if it hit just right. It had penetrated several men of
the company, in fact.

Worse than either were the plasma cannon and hypervel ocity missiles, or HVMs, the aliens carried.
These could penetrate armor asiif it were cheesecloth, turning the men inside incandescent.

Worse gtill were the tenar, the alien leaders flying sleds. These not only mounted larger and more
powerful versions of the plasma cannon and HV Ms, they had more ammunition, physical or energy, and
much better tracking systems. They aso had enough elevation on them that, at ambush range, they could
fire down, completely skipping any cover the M1 troopers might have hastily thrown up. Nor did the
jungle trees, however thick, so much as slow the incoming fire. Instead, they splintered or burst into
flame at the passing. Sometimes they did both. In any case, the air around Connors resembled some
Hollywood idea of Hell, all flame and smoke and destruction, unimaginable chaos and confusion.

The only good thing you could say about the situation was that the Posleen apparently had few tenar.
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Otherwise, there was no explanation for the company's continued survival.

Connors traded shots with the Posleen, round for round. That wasn't really hisjob though. On the other
hand, trying to do alieutenant's job was rough, once things heated up.

"Call for fire, Lieutenant Connors?' suggested hisAID.

"Doit," he answered, while cursing himself, | should have thought of that first. "And show me platoon
status."

The AID used alaser in the suit's helmet to paint a chart directly on Connors retina. He'd started
movement with thirty-seven men. It pained him to see seven of those men marked in black, dead or so
badly wounded that they were out of the fight. Under the circumstances, they were almost certainly dead.
He keyed his attention on one particular marker on the chart. "Show me detail on Staff Sergeant
Duncan."”

Instantly, that chart was replaced with another showing vital statistics and arecord summary for one of
Connors squad leaders. He didn't need the record summary; he knew his men. The statistics were
something else again.

Shit, Duncan's on overload.

It took an experienced eye to seeit. Thefirst clue was the soldier's silhouette projected by the AID.
Duncan should have been prone or at least behind some kind of cover. He wasn't; he had taken one knee
and was trading shots with the Posleen, burst for burst. That was all well and good against normals; they
were usually lightly armed. But doesn't the idiot see the goddamned HVMs coming in?

It got worse on closer examination. Adrenaline was up, but that was normal. The brain activity was
skewed though.

"AlID, query. Analyze record: Staff Sergeant Robert Duncan. Correlate for ‘combat fatigue' also known
sometimes as 'nervous hysteria.' "

AlDs thought very quickly, if not generally creatively.

"Duncan is overdue for a breakdown, Lieutenant," the AID answered. "He has forty-four days
continuous combat—without rest—now. He has over three hundred days in total. He's stopped eating
and has less than four hours sleep in the last ninety-six. Loss of important comrades over the past

ei ghteen months approaches one hundred percent. He hasn't been laid lately, either."

"Fuck . . . Duncan, get down, goddamn it," Connors ordered. The silhouette painted on his eye didn't
budge.

"Incoming," the AID announced, tonelessly. The splash of friendly artillery fire began to play on the
aliens surrounding the company. "I am adjusting."

With the help of the artillery, that ambush was beaten off. It made no difference. The Posleen were
swarming between the company and its objective. They were swarming in much greater than mere
regimental strength. Much.

Duncan was a problem. He couldn't be left behind; there were still thousands of Posleen that would have
overcome and eaten him on his own. Connors had had to relieve the man and place his Alpha Team
leader in charge of the squad. Worse, al you could get out of the sergeant were unconnected words of
one syllable.
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And | can't leave anyone behind to guard him. | can't even autoprogram the suit to take him back to
base; he'd be dogmeat on his own.

At least the sergeant could follow simple orders. up, down, forward, back, shoot, cease fire. Connors

kept him close by during the long, bloody grueling fight to reach the ford. They reached it too late, of
course. Captain Roberts radio had long since gone silent before the first B Company trooper splashed
into the stream.

By that time, Connors found himself the sole officer remaining in the company. That was all right; the
company was down to not much more than platoon strength anyway.

Connors heard his platoon sergeant—no, now he's the first sergeant, isn't he?—shout, "Duncan, where
the hell do you think you're going?”

L ooking behind, the lieutenant saw his damaged sergeant beginning to trot back to the rear, cradling a
body in hisarms. Some friendly hovercraft were skimming the greasy-looking water of the swamp as
they moved to reinforce the ford.

"It's okay, Sergeant . . . First Sergeant. Let him go," Connors said, wearily. "It's safe back there, now.
See to the perimeter, Top."

Leaving the NCO to hiswork Connors sat down on the mound the Posleen had created apparently to
honor the spirit and body of the late Captain Roberts. He began to compose a letter to hiswife, back
home on Earth.

"Dearest Lynn. . ."

Logistics Base X-Ray, Ttckpt Province, Barwhon V

The battalion had suffered grievously in the move to and fight for the ford. B Company was down to one
officer and fifty-one others. Of the fifty-one, one—Staff Sergeant Duncan—was a psychiatric casualty.
Therest of the battalion's fighting companies were in no better shape.

The battalion commander was gone, leaving the former exec, Major Snyder, to assume command. Only
two of the company commanders had lived, and one of those was chief of the headquarters company
which didn't normally see much action. In total, the battalion's officer corps had l€eft to it one major, two
captains, half adozen first lieutenants and, significantly, no second lieutenants. Like other newbies, the
shavetails had died in droves before really having a chance to learn the ropes.

Connors thought he was lucky keeping his old platoon sergeant as the company first sergeant. Snyder
had wanted to take him to be battalion sergeant major.

Somehow, Connors thought, I don't think Snyder meant it entirely as a compliment when he let me keep
Martinez.

"Sir," Martinez asked, when they were alone in the company headquarters tent, “what now? We're too
fucked to go into the line again.”

The tent was green, despite the bluish tint to all the vegetation on Barwhon V. It smelled musty, and a
little rotten-sweet, from the local equivalent of jungle rot that had found the canvas fibersto be a
welcome home and feed |ot.

"Themgor . . . no, the colonel, said we're going home for awhile, Top," Connors answered, distantly.
"He said there's not enough of us left to reform here. So we're going back to get built up to strength
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before they throw usin again."
"Home?' Martinez asked, wonderingly.
"Home," echoed Connors, thinking of the wife he'd left behind so many long months before.

Indowy Freighter Selfless Accord, en route Barwhon to Earth

"Attention to orders," cracked from the speakers above the troopers heads as they stood in ranksin the
dimly and strangely lit assembly hall.

"Reposing special trust and confidence in the patriotism, valor, fidelity, and abilities of . . ." The 508t"'s
acting adjutant, normally the legal officer, read off the names of the remaining officers of the battalion.
One of those names was, "Connors, Scott."

"A captain?' Connors wondered when the ceremony was over. "Wow. Never thought I'd liveto be a
captain."

"Don't let it go to your head, Skipper," advised Martinez who was, like many in Fleet Strike, a
transferred Marine.

"No, Top," Connors agreed. "Would never do to get a swelled head. Makes too big atarget for one
thing."

"Thebars. . .look good,” Duncan said, staring at the wall opposite the headpiece of his medical cot. His
voice contained as much interest as his blank, lifeless eyes. "The diamond looks good, too, Top," he
added for Martinez.

Outside of his suit, Connors and Duncan might have been taken for brothers, same general height, same
heavy-duty build. Though fifteen or more years Duncan's senior, Connors |ooked considerably younger.
He was, unlike Duncan, argjuv.

"How have you been, Sergeant Duncan?' the newly minted captain asked.

"Okay, sir," he answered tonelessly. "They say | can befixed up . . . maybe. That I'll either be back to
duty in ayear or will never be able to go into the line again. They're talking about putting me in a tank
for psych repair."

Patting the NCO's shoulder, Connors answered, "1'm sure you'll be back, Bob."

"But will it be me that comes back?' Tears began to roll down the NCO's blank, lifeless face.

"God. . . | don't know, Baob. | can tell you that the tank didn't make me any different on the inside.”
"Me neither, Sergeant Duncan,” Martinez added, more than alittle embarrassed for the junior noncom.
Martinez knew Duncan was going to remember the tears and feel the shame of them long after he and
the skipper had forgotten. "I came out the same Marinel wentinas. . . just younger, stronger and
healthier.

"By the way, Skipper," Martinez asked, turning his attention away from Duncan's streaming face, "what
were you doing before the rejuv? | was aretired gunny, infantry, and just marking time in Jacksonville,
North Carolina. . . waitin' to die."

"Oh, | did alot of crap after | left the Army, Top. Do you mean what did | do inthe Army? | wasa
DAT."
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"What'sa DAT?"
Connors smiled. "A DAT is adumb-assed tanker, Top."
"So how did you end up in infantry, sir?' Duncan asked, showing for once alittle interest in something.

"I hate the internal combustion engine, Sergeant Duncan. Just baffles the crap out of me. So when | got
rejuved and they sent my unwilling assto OCS | worked that same ass off so that I'd have a choice when
| graduated. And | chose Mobile Infantry to keep the hell away from tanks."

Duncan rocked his head dightly from side to side, which was also a bit more life than he had shown for
awhile. "Okay . . . maybe | could seethat."

Earth Orbit, Indowy Freighter Selfless Accord

"Let me see my e-mail, AID," Connors ordered, alonein his cramped cabin aboard ship.

The cabin measured about six feet by nine, and had a ceiling so low Connors had to duck his head to
stand up to stretch hislegs. The bed was stowed against the wall and a fold-out table served as the desk
on which rested the AID, ablack box about the size of a pack of cigarettes.

The AID didn't say anything. Neither did the e-mail appear holographically.
"AID?" Connorsinsisted, an annoyed quality creeping into hisvoice.
"Y ou don't want to seeit," the device answered.

"Don't tell mewhat | want,” Connors said angrily, heat rising to his face as blood pressure turned it red.
"Just gimme my goddamned mail."

" Captain—"
"Look, AID, I've had no word from my wife since leaving Barwhon. Just give me my mail."
"Very well, Captain.” The e-mail list appeared immediately, projected on the air over the desk.

Connors was surprised to see only a single letter from hiswife. He opened it and began to read. It was
short, amere five lines. Then again, how much detail isrequired to say one's wife is pregnant by another
man and that she hasfiled for divorce.

Interlude

The outer defenses of the city were crumbling now, Guanamarioch sensed. The sounds of battle—the
thunder of railguns, the clash of the boma blades, the cries of the wounded and dying—qgrew ever closer.
Hefelt adight envy for those Kessentai chosen to stay behind and cover the retreat to and loading of the
ships that would take the clan to their new home. Their names were recorded in the Scrolls of
Remembrance and they would be read off at intervals to remind the People of their sacrifice. That was as
much immortality as any of the Po'oslendar, the People of the Ships, might aspire to.

Y et instead of leading his oolt into the fight, Guanamarioch on his hovering tenar led them as they
marched four abreast and one hundred deep towards the waiting ship. Other ooltos, similarly, formed
long snaking columns from the cities outskirts all the way to the heavily defended spaceport.

Impatiently, the Kenstain in charge of the loading directed Guanamarioch to bring his chargesto a
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particular ship and to load at a particular gate.
"And be quick, you," the Kenstain demanded. "Thereislittle time |eft before the ships must leave.”

Ordinarily the Kessentai would have removed the Kenstain's head for such impertinence. Thiswas,
however, atime of desperation, atime when minor infractions had to be overlooked. Obediently, riding
his tenar, the God King led his normals to the designated ship.

At the ship another Kenstain directed cosslain, a mutated breed of normals that were nearly sentient, to
take Guanamarioch's tenar and stow it. The God King removed his Artificial Sentience from the tenar,
hanging it around his neck, as the cosslain took the flying sled away.

"Lord," the castellan said, "your oolt isthe last for this ship. The place for you and your band is
prepared. Directions have been downloaded to your Artificial Sentience. Just follow it and stow the
normalss, then report to the captain of the ship.”

"Are you loading then?' asked Guanamarioch.
The Kenstain shook his head, perhaps a bit sadly.

"No, lord," he answered, his teeth baring in a sad smile and his yellow eyes |ooking sadder still. "1 will
stay here and keep loading ships until there are either no more ships, or no more passengers. . . or until
the enemy overrun the last ship we are able to begin loading.”

The God King reached out a single grasping member and touched the castellan, warmly, on the shoulder.
"Good luck to you, then, Kenstain."

"That, lord, I think | shall not have. Y et there are worse ways to die than saving one's own people.”
"It isso," Guanamarioch agreed.
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Chapter 2

The United States and Panama are partners in agreat work which is now being done here
on the Isthmus. We are joint trustees for all the world doing that work.

—President Theodore Roosevelt, 1906

Panama

The country lay on its side, more or less, in afeminine S-curve stretching from west to east and joining
the continents of North and South America. Beginning at the border with Costa Ricait ran generally east-
southeast for athird of the way. Conversely, from its border with Colombiain the thick and nearly
impenetrable Darien jungle it ran athird of the way west-northwest. The waist of the country, also
feminine and narrow, went from the rump—the Peninsula de Azuero—that jutted out into the Pacific
and then east-northeast to meet the land running from Colombia roughly one third of the way from the
Colombian border.

Down the center of the country ran a spine of mountains with few passes and fewer roads running across
it. North of this spine, the Cordillera Central, was mostly jungle, with afew cities and towns. South was,
at least from the Costa Rican border to the narrow waist, mostly farm and pasture. There were two major
highways, the Pan-American which ran generally parallel to the Cordillera on the southern side, and the
Inter-American which ran the much shorter distance from Panama City in the south to Colon in the north.
More than half of the people of the place lived in the two provinces of Colon (not quite half amillion)
and Panama (about a million and a half). Of the rest, most lived close to the Pan-American highway
where it ran from Panama City to the border with Costa Rica, south of the Cordillera Central.

The highway that joined the cities of Colon and Panama was not the only link between them. Colon
fronted on the Caribbean to the north. Panama City edged along the Pacific to the south. Between them,
like a narrow belt on awoman's narrow waist, ran an artificial body of water that linked Colon and
Panama City, linked the Atlantic and Pacific oceans and, in the process, linked the world.

This was the Panama Canal.

She'd been carved out of the living rock through an emerald-hued hell. Men had died in droves for every
yard of her; died of the fever, of the rocksides, of the malaria, of a dozen tropical diseases to which they
had had no cure and, initialy, little defense. They'd died, too, of the drink that anesthetized them from
the misery of their surroundings.

She'd broken one attempt to tame her; broken the men, chewed them up and spit out their corpses to rot.
The skeletal remains of their rusted machines, vine grown and half sunken, still dotted the jungle
landscape, here and there. But men were determined beasts and, eventually, had broken her in return.
For generations she had been the single most strategically important ten-mile-wide strip of land in the
world. The commerce of all the continents and innumerable lesser islands passed through her, a
lifeblood of trade. The nation which had owned her had ruled the seas with the power of commerce and
with the power of war.

Two hundred and forty inches of rain ayear were just barely enough to slake her thirst. A small fleet of
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dredgers were just enough to keep her free of the silt those rains washed down. Throughout her heyday
the lives and labors of seventy thousand human beings had had no higher purpose than to serve and
defend her.

She was the Panama Canal and, though aged and faded, she remained a beauty.

Y et her heyday had passed. The nation which had built her had lost interest as the greatest ships of war
and commerce had outgrown her limits, as the people and nation that hosted her had grown to resent the
affront to their sovereignty that foreign ownership of the Canal had represented. In truth, though, once
the great enemies—Nazism, Fascism and Communism—had fallen, the security the Canal had
represented had become, or come to seem, dlightly superfluous.

Times change, though. Perceptions change.
The Pentagon

Deep in the bowels of the "Puzzle Palace," in aroom few were aware of and fewer still ever visited, a
troubled man gazed over the heads of banks of uniformed men and women sitting at computer terminals,
onto an electronic map of the world glowing from alarge plasmatelevision. That monitor was one of
three. To the right was shown a map of the continental United States and North America; to the left,
generated by a complex computer program, a spreadsheet marked the anticipated decay of necessary
world trade under the impact of Posleen invasion.

"We're just fucked," announced the man, arecalled three star general with vast experience in complex
logistics and no little feel for commerce.

He repeated himself, needlessly, "Fucked."

Asthe genera watched, ared stain spread out across the center of the right-hand screen. Asit spread,
numbers dropped on the spreadsheet, some of the numbers changing color from solid green to blue to
red to black. In afew cases those number dropped to zero and began to blink urgently.

"We're going to nearly starve," muttered the general, to no one in particular. "Even with the Gal Tech
food synthesizers, we are still going to be goddamned hungry."

Suddenly—the program was operating at faster than real time—a smaller stain in Central America oozed
east- and southward to cut the Panama Canal. Within seconds every category shown on the left-hand
spreadsheet plummeted. It became a sort of "Doomsday" Christmas tree of pulsing black numbers and
letters.

A finger of red lunged north from Montana, before retreating southward again. "They've just cut the
Canadian Transcontinental Railroad," a functionary announced from behind his own computer monitor.
Moments later another notional 1anding touched down between Belleville and Kingston, Ontario. The
mark of that landing spread. More fingers thrust north, east and west. Black dots appeared over critical
locks along the canal system there.

Another landing appeared near Saint Catherine, Ontario. The Welland Canal, vital link between the
inner Great Lakes and the eastern cities of Canada and the United States, turned black. A Canadian
forces liaison officer, on the other hand, turned white as his country's forces—paper thin for decades, the
legacy of amix of neglect, active hostility and eager toadying to the United Nations—turned from
translucent to transparent before disappearing altogether.
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"Cease work," the general announced. "Reboot. After Action Review in thirty minutes." The screensall
went blank.

"Ladies, gentlemen. | am going to go see the chief."

The White House, Washington, DC

"Well, can we hold the Canal then, General?' the President of the United States asked of the gargantuan,
shiny-domed, black four-star seated in the leather chair opposite his desk in the Oval Office.

The general was a big man—huge really—with so many medals, badges and campaign ribbons that he
left off several rows of ribbons or the fruit salad would not have fit even his massive chest. To the left of
General Taylor sat an apparently agitated woman from the Department of State. The woman was
dressed . . . severely, the general thought. No other word would quite do.

"Hard to say, Mr. President,” the general answered. "We don't have the troops to spare, not enough of
them anyway. Nine divisions? Two or Three corps? In the Second World War we stationed seventy
thousand troops there and thought we could hold it. But those seventy thousand would have been, at most
—absolute wor st case—facing a Japanese attack not much greater in size, operating at the ass end of a
long and fragile logistic pipeline, and moving in the teeth of one of the greatest concentrations of
effective coastal defense artillery and airpower in the world, and with ourselves having a broad materia
and technological advantage, plus sea, air, rail and road-borne supply. We have few or none of those
advantages now."

"What can we do then?' asked the President, his serious, middle-aged face creased with worry. He'd
read the reports coming from the simulations conducted in the Pentagon's bowels.

"We can spare maybe one division, Mr. President, some fire support ships, some anti-lander artillery,
maybe even afew planetary defense bases. Maybe."

"But that won't be enough?* the President asked wearily. He was always tired, these days. So much to
do...somuch... solittletime. Shit.

"Nope," the general said with an unaccountable smile. "We need the Panamanians to defend themselves
for the most part.”

"What do they have?'

The general shrugged calmly. It was his job to radiate calm and he was very good at his job. "Nothing
much. A dozen large military police companies. Some veterans of the time they did have something like
an army, though even then it wastiny, about a good-sized brigade. A fair number of American vets who
have settled there over the last fifty years. But they've no industry to speak of; they're a service
economy. No long military tradition and what they do have is not exactly atradition of success. | think
the last battle they won was against Sir Francis Drake. Though, to tell the truth, beating Sir Francis was
no small achievement."

Taylor continued. "They grow alot of food and could grow more. Their women are fertile as hell; half
the population is under age twenty-five." The general smiled at some old but very fond memories:
Damned beautiful women they are, too, so unlike this poor drab from Sate. "Literacy rates are excellent,
better than our own as a matter of fact. They're hard workers. . . when there is work to be done.
Unemployment is high, about fifteen percent, though that is still alot less than the Latin American norm.
On the plus side most of the unemployment is among young men. Plenty of available cannon fodder, in
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other words. Though they can't hope to be able to train or pay to equip them."
A word popped into the President's mind unbidden: Expensive.
"Government?' the President asked.

The general raised one eyebrow and glanced at the woman to his left. He reconsidered on closer
examination, Not a bad looking girl, really. Or she wouldn't be if she dressed more like a woman and
paid a little more attention to her face and hair. Maybe a bit thin, though. Does Foggy Bottom's
selection process rule out tits?

State answered, somewhat reluctantly, "Latin American normal, Mr. President. It's a kleptocracy run by
about one hundred interrelated families. From the outside, it |ooks democratic enough. And they don't
exactly rig their elections. But the government is always dominated by those families and decisions are
amost invariably based on bribes and family interests. The only lasting exceptions to this rule was when
they had a dictator in charge. . . and that was never more than a partial exception. The dictators have
generaly been corrupt, too."

"Hah!" exclaimed Taylor, "an honest answer from State. Who woulda thunk it?"

The President ignored the jibe. "How do they feel about us?' he asked the representative from State.

She didn't need to consult her notes; she was, after all, State's desk officer for the Republic of Panama.
"Mixed, Mr. President,” she said. "Some of them have some lingering resentment over our occupation of
the former Canal Zone. Thisis often mixed with the more general anti-gringoism you can find anywhere
in Latin America. But, on the other hand, they are the most nearly 'gringo’ of the Latins, themselves.
Many of them speak at least some English. For that matter, many of them speak English as well asyou
or I. Their laws reflect our influence. Their cultureis. . . well, some would say 'heavily

contaminated' . . . but, in any case, it is heavily influenced by ours. In some ways Panamais more
American than Puerto Rico is."

"Would they object to our return?' the President asked.

"Surely some would, sir." State answered. "Sir . . . could | give you a short history of Panama and the
Panama Canal ?'

The President nodded his acquiescence; he knew as little of Latin America as virtualy any president in
United States history was likely to. Thiswas generally very little indeed.

State looked around at the opulent office, collecting her thoughts.

"Panamawas once avery rich place," she began. "That wealth came from the same geographic oddity
that gives them one of the highest standards of living in Latin America now, the narrowness of the
isthmus itself and what it means for trade. In the old days, as the Audencia of Panama, virtually all the
gold and silver of Mexico and Peru passed through Panama before being shipped to Spain. It was sent by
ship to Panama City, then moved on slave, mule and burro-back to Portobello on the Caribbean. Mr.
President, so much treasure passed through that there was only enough storage space for the gold, the
silver had to be left in the streets. The Audencia also served as the nexus for the slave cartel."

State hesitated, afraid to offend the general, before continuing, "Most of the blacksin Latin America
outside of Brazil and the Caribbean coast could trace ancestors who came through Panama as slaves."

The President raised an uplifted palm and gestured beckoningly with his fingers, twice: Come on? And?

State continued, "The treasure attracted pirates, mostly English speaking and always under English
command. Most famous among these: Sir Francis Drake and Sir Henry Morgan, heroesin the
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Anglosphere but devilsincarnate to Panama. Portobello and Panama City were attacked several times.
Both were sacked, with everything that a sack means:. rape, robbery, arson, torture, murder. It ismy
impression of the Panamanians that even they are not aware how deeply those long ago events scarred,
and continue to scar, their collective psyche. They retain atrace of xenophobiatoday that isreally
remarkable in such a generally cosmopolitan and amiable people.”

State made a slight slashing motion with her right hand.

"Moving forward afew centuries, Panama became part of Colombia as the Spanish Empire broke up.

Y et they never really thought of themselves as Colombians but as Panamanians; different, with different
values and interests. While Colombiafound its livelihood in mining and farming, Panama always knew
that its unigue position—the isthmus, again—bound it to commerce. When Colombia was wracked by
civil war between liberals and conservatives, late in the nineteenth century, the fighting spread to
Panama readily. While the liberals were crushed in Colombiaitself, in Panamathey won. The general
was wrong about the last time the Panamanians won afight."

The general shrugged, eh?

"In any case, a Colombian expeditionary force was en route to crush the rebellion when we intervened.
The details of our intervention, while amusing, are not very important. Suffice to say that we did
intervene, that at our urging Panama did declare its independence, and that as an implicit condition of
our recognition and protection they agreed to cede us the Canal Zone."

State's face took on a disgusted look. "Mr. President, there's no other word for it, we gave them the shaft.
The treaty between us was so patently unfair to Panama that even our own Senate initially was inclined
torgect it.

"In any case, weratified it becauseit did, at least, give usrightsto build the Canal . . . and because no
one actually suggested afairer deal. The Panamanians accepted it, with profound reservations—disgust,
really—because we had them over a barrel and they saw no choice."

State shook her head with regret. "I am often amazed by how often in the history of the world along-
term problem could have been headed off before it arose with just alittle application of even a minimal
generosity. Except for the Versailles treaty there is perhaps no clearer example than the original Panama
Canal treaty. Because of it the Panamanians could never be content, part of which is because of that
streak of xenophobiathey learned from the English pirates. Because of it we never felt quite right with
upholding and defending the terms of the treaty; that's how unfair it was. We renegotiated it several
times to be more fair to Panama, but no amount of, mostly symbolic, fairness could wipe out the original
insult until we agreed to leave, aswe did in 1977."

The general harrumphed. "We should have just kept it and to hell with Panama."

Thistime it was State who shrugged, eh?

"Now, we're aimost gone from there," she concluded.

"What's left?' the President queried.

Taylor answered, "We had one airborne infantry battalion we converted to an Armored Combat Suit unit
before we sent it off-world. I've already ordered them home; they should fit right in with no real
problem, though that battalion had a hard time of it and will have to be rebuilt. There's one company of
Specia Forces which had mostly been operating the counter-drug mission further south. Thereisaso a
small support package for the Green Beanies. We've stopped all but minimal maintenance of the
facilities we do retain. We couldn't even put up the troops families since most of the dependent housing
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has been sold to Panamanian government functionaries and their connections at pennies on the dollar.
Thisisalso true of the civilian housing for the people who run the Canal. We're really starting from less
than scratch, Mr. President; even most of the usable, drained land has been taken."

The President sat quietly for afew moments, elbows on desk and cupped hands around his mouth and
nose, thinking and digesting. At length he asked, "What's it going to cost?"

The general answered slowly and deliberately, "We're not sure, still working on it. We think, though,
that between supporting adivision of our own troops, plus some naval support; raising, equipping and
training better than three hundred thousand Panamanians; rebuilding our infrastructure and putting up
some solid fixed defenses . . . well, something like one-hundred and seventy billion dollars, spread over
seven or eight years."

The President sighed. "That's not small change.”

Taylor answered, his face growing very serious, "No, Mr. President, it isn't.”

"What's that old saying, General?'It takes millions to win awar; to lose one, it takes all you've got.'
Continue your planning; assume we are going to do it. I'll chat with Panama about what they need to do
if they want to survive."

"And if they won't go along, Mr. President?' State asked.

"They will," the President answered simply.

Palacio de las Garzas, Presidential Palace,
Panama City, Panama

The American ambassador thought, and not for the first time, that the private office of the President of
the Republic was simply . . . tacky. Too much gilt, too many ugly paintings. Blech.

But he was not here to comment on tastes. The ambassador had come to the president's office to deliver
an ultimatum. He had delivered it, and with each demand the president's face had grown more set.

Short and round, well-fed and greasy |ooking, Presidente de la Republica Guillermo Mercedes-Mendoza
listened to the United States ambassador with an outward appearance of serenity. Inwardly, however, he
seethed.

Goddamned gringos.

The ambassador from the United States was polite, of course, but he was aso firm: Panama could either
cooperate with the U.S. or they could see the Canal Zone reoccupied and much expanded. Indeed, in that
case they could expect fully half the population of the Republic to fall under direct U.S. control.

"So, you are giving us that much choice, are you?' queried Mercedes.

Regretfully, the ambassador answered, "We don't have any choice, Sefior Presidente. It is a matter of life
and death for us. . . for you, too, for that matter. Together, we have a chanceto live. Separately, we can
only die. I am sorry, from my heart | am sorry, but there is no choice.”

Mercedes et the false serenity escape from his face and scowled at the ambassador, who thought, | can
hardly blame the man, being handed an ultimatum like this. What patriot could stomach it?

But it wasn't patriotism that brought the scowl to Mercedes face. Instead he thought, Just what | need,
twenty or thirty thousand gringos here, sniffing into everything, setting an example of—at least, relative
—incorruptibility, upsetting my Colombian business "associates," and, worst of all, making us institute
conscription, thereby raising up the masses and putting down the good families. | can't possibly officer
the kind of army they say we must raise and they will pay for, without letting all kinds of peasantsinto
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positions of authority.
"Tell me again the particulars,” Mercedes demanded.

The ambassador nodded before answering, "Very well, Sefior Presidente. First, you must have the laws
passed requesting—no demanding—our assistance in accordance with the Carter-Torrijos Treaty of
1977. We prefer that it come from you for public relations reasons. At the same time you must have the
legidlature grant us back the use, the temporary use—for the duration of the emergency—of those
facilitieswe need."

"And what am | to do with the people who have already purchased the property? Hmmm?"

Amiably, the ambassador answered, "The United Statesiswilling to pay areasonable, but not
extravagant, rental. But that is only for private individuals. We expect land held by the government of
Panama to be granted to us freely for construction, training and operations. We aso expect that no more
transfers to private hands will take place. Our President was explicit on this point, Mr. President: You're
not going to jack the rents up on us through sleight of hand. Moreover, we will expect the government of
Panama to take any land needed from corporations that control it and allow usits use. Some of that land
will find permanent fortifications built on it. Think of this as a sort of reverse lend-lease, not essentially
different from the agreements the United States had with Great Britain, Australia and New Zealand
during the Second World War . . . or here in Panama, for that matter, notably on the ISadel Rey, San
Jose Island and at Rio Hato."

Mercedes' piggish eyes narrowed further. "And you people will pay our troops and provide for arming
and training them?"

"We will pay something . . . much, even. But not all, Sefior Presidente," the ambassador answered.
"Panamawill have to pay itsfair share. Don't worry overmuch about the cost, though; your government
Is going to make a fortune on Canal tollsin the coming years."

Again Mercedes scowled openly. The scow! disappeared as a new thought occurred. The gringos are
going to be doing a lot of building. But they are unlikely to have much construction capability they do
not need themselves. That is profit to the proper families. And if they do send builders here? My God,
what a bounty for both the families and myself in graft: permits, consulting fees. . . come to think of it, |
was supposed to provide a sinecure for little cousin Maritza's worthless brat. | could never have made
this kind of money, not even laundering funds for the Colombians.

Seeing the scowl and misunderstanding it completely, the ambassador interjected his final selling point,
"Rejuvenation for anumber of key Panamaniansis, of course, offered. There are some unfortunate rules
on that, but the rules have afair amount of leeway to them."

Mercedes pretended that the prospect of renewed youth was a matter of no moment. Mentally €l
Presidente tallied the likely rake-off and set that against the price he expected to be gouged for off-world
asylum for his extended family. Then he calculated the marvel ous prospect of another fifty years of
enjoying not only his own youth, but a near infinity of young women, and said simply, "I'll make the
demand of the legislature inten days. . . agreed.”

David, Chiriqui, Republic of Panama

The sound of the laboring resuscitator was faint over the wailing of half a hundred close relatives.
Scores more crowded the hallways outside the antiseptic-smelling, scrub-green intensive care room in
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which Digna Miranda, tiny and aged one hundred and two, slipped from this world to the next. The
tininess was not aresult of age. Digna had never been more than four feet ten in her life.

Within the room, by Digna's side, were the thirteen still-living children of the eighteen she had borne, as
well as some of their offspring. The oldest of these was, himself, eighty-seven, the youngest a mere
stripling of fifty-eight. One toddler, invited into the room as much as anything to remind Digna that her
line was secure, was seven year old Iliana, great-great-granddaughter by Digna's oldest, Hector.

Digna herself lay quietly on the bed. Occasionally her eyes opened and scanned the crowd insofar as
they could without Digna turning her head. The old woman was too far gone for any such athletics as
head turning.

Dignawas ararity in Panama, being of pure European ancestry, a Spanish-French mix, with bright blue
eyes. When those blue eyes opened, they were still bright and clear, as her mind remained clear,
whatever decay had wracked her body. What a pity, she thought, that | can't slip into the past for one
last ook at my children as children, or my husband as a young man. Such islife. . . such is death.
Though no near-death dementia brought a false image of her long deceased husband, Digna's mind
remained healthy enough to pull up images on her own, images both of her husband riding his bay
stallion to claim her from her father just after her fifteenth birthday, and of her husband lying in his bier.
See you soon, beloved, | promise.

That happy thought brought a slight smile to her face, a slight smile being all she was capable of. The
smile continued as her eyes shifted to the face of her eldest. | bore you in blood and pain, my son, with
only your father and an old Indian midwife in attendance. What a fine man you grew to.

Digna closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep and to dream.

Hector sighed, wondering if thistrip to the hospital would truly be the last of his mother. It seemed
impossible that this unbent old woman should pass on after dominating so much and so many for nearly
a century. With thirteen living children, well over one hundred grandchildren, and great- and great-great
grandchildren numbering nearly four hundred, so far—and with about a dozen more on the way, she was
truly the mother of arace.

"Laarmada Miranda," Hector smiled at the family joke, before frowning. "Armada" might indeed be the
right term if even half of what the president had said was true. Personally, Hector suspected the
president's speech had contained much more than half the truth. Why else would he invite the gringos
back?

Better you go now, Mother, | think. Or if not now, then soon. You grew up in a cleaner and better world.
| would not have what we are about to become blight your last days.

A confused and confusing murmur came from the outside corridor. Hector turned from his mother's
deathbed to see a group of five men standing in the doorway. The leading man, deliberately nondescript,
wore sunglasses and a suit. Two others, standing just behind, were equally unremarkable medical types.
Behind those stood the last pair, wearing the khaki of Panama's Public Force, its combination army and
police force.

"Sefior Miranda?' asked the foremost intruder.

"Hector Miranda, yes. And before | am polite may | ask what you people are doing here intruding on our
grief?' The Mirandas, though only locally powerful, were still—albeit only locally—very powerful. In
their own bailiwick they could kill with near impunity, and had. Moreover, while Hector was old, at
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eighty-seven, like his mother he remained vital, and perhaps a bit fierce, long after most people had slid
into decrepitude.

The nondescript suit-wearer answered without the minimal politeness of giving his own name, "I am
sorry for that, but orders are orders." He pointed his chin towards the supine and sleeping Digna. "Is that
Sefiora Digna Miranda?"

"Sheis. And who the hell are you?' Hector demanded.

"My name is unimportant. Y ou may call me 'Inspector,’ however. That is close enough.”

Hector felt his hackles rise, hand reaching on its own for the machete that would normally hang at his
side. "Very well then, Inspector. Let me rephrase: what the fuck are you doing here intruding on our
grief?'

The inspector ignored Hector completely, reaching into his pocket and withdrawing afolded paper.
From light filtering through the thick parchment-colored sheet Hector thought he saw an official seal
affixed to the bottom. The inspector began to read from the sheet.

" Sefiora Digna Adame-Miranda de Miranda-Montenegro,” he used her full, formal name, "in accordance
with the recent Public Law for the Defense of the Republic of Panama, you are hereby summoned and
required to report to the Public Force Medical Facilities at Ancon Hill, Panama City, Republic of
Panamafor duty."

The inspector then turned to an aghast Hector and, smiling, continued. "Oh, and you too, Sefor Miranda.
Would you like me to read you your conscription notice?"

Department of State Building, facing Virginia Avenue, Washington, DC

Even avery junior Darhel rated a great deal of protocol, so powerful were they within the Galactic
Federation. The one seated opposite the Undersecretary of State for Extraterrestrial Affairs was very
junior indeed within Darhel circles. Even so, the alien had been greeted with deference bordering on,
perhaps even crossing over to, obsequiousness. It would have been nauseating to see to anyone not a
diplomat born and trained.

"We wish to remind you," stated the elven-faced Darhel in aflat-toned hiss through needle-sharp teeth,
"how long thisss department of your government hasss been a client of oursss."

"The Department of State isfully aware of the close and cordial relations we have enjoyed since 1932,"
the undersecretary answered, noncommittally.

It was, of course, extremely unwise for any Darhel to become agitated. Thus, this one kept acalm
demeanor as he asked, "Then why thisss regrettable disssregard of our adviccce and guidanccce? Why
thisss wassstage of effort on the part of your military forcesss on what isss, at mossst a sssecondary area,
thisss unimportant isthmusss? Don't your people realizzze how much we need the defenssse you can
provide? Important considerationsss are at ssstake." Briefly the Darhel let his true feelings show
through, "Marginsss are being called; contractsss are being placcced in jeopardy!"

The undersecretary sighed. "Y es, we know this, my lord. We so advised the President. Unfortunately we
were overruled.”

Intolerable, thought the Darhel. Intolerable that these people insist on the illusion that they are entitled
to their own interests and priorities. Why can't they be more pliable, more realistic? Why do they
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persist in refusing to think and act the way their cousinsin Europe do?

The undersecretary picked at a bit of off-color lint on his suit lapel. For amoment the Darhel wondered
if the motion was some kind of unspoken signal, some sort of body language for which his briefings had
not prepared him.

In fact, the motion meant nothing in itself, though Foreign Service personnel did have an ingrained
fetish about neatness, a physical manifestation of the unstated but thoroughly understood diplomatic
preference for form over substance: What matter the shit we eat or the shit we serve up, so long as the
niceties are observed.

Though it was the Darhel's turn to speak, the undersecretary realized it was waiting for him to speak.

"We cannot stop it, lord, we can only delay it or perhaps sabotage it. There are many ways to sabotage,
some quite subtle, you know."

Interlude

They were subtle, the things one felt when one was aboard a ship tunneling through hyperspace, seeking
anew home.

Perhapsit isthat | have never before been aboard a spaceborne ship of the People, thought
Guanamarioch. Or perhapsit isleaving the only home | have ever known. | am not alone in my feelings,
| know. The other Kessentai seem, almost all of them, equally ill at ease. The chiefs say it isa result of
the energies expended when we force our way through the void. Perhaps thisis so.

The ships of the People were bare, a human might have called them " Spartan.” In the inner core, near the
great machines that controlled the immolation of the antimatter that gave power, the normals slept,
stacked into the hibernation chambers like sardines in a can. Farther out from the core were the
barrackdike quarters of the God Kings, the galleys and messes, and the ship's small assembly hall.
Beyond those, hard against the ship's hull, were the command and weapons stations.

Nowhere was there any consideration given to comfort. Indeed, how could there have been, when the
ships were not designed for the People at all but, rather, for the beings that had raised them from the
muck, the Aldenat'.

Guanamarioch saw the hand of the Aldenat' in everything the ships were. From the low ceilings, to the
cramped quarters, to the oddly twisting corridors; all told of avery physically and mentally different sort
of people from the Po'oslenaar. Only in their drive system—a Posleen design, so said the Scrolls of the
Knowers—was there a trace of the People. And that was hidden from view.

And then too, thought Guanamarioch, perhapsit is nothing to do with energies, or leaving home.
Perhaps | hate being on this damned ship because | just don't fit into it.

Shrugging, the Kessentai placed a claw over the panel that controlled the door to his barracks. The
pentagonal panel moved aside, silently, and he ducked low to passinto the corridor. Even bending low,
his crest scraped uncomfortably along the top of the door.

Behind him, the door closed automatically. He had to shuffle his hindquarters, pivoting on his forelimbs,
to aim his body down the corridor in the direction he wished to go. This direction was towards the
galleys, where waste product was reprocessed back into thresh. This processed thresh tasted precisely
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like nothing, which was perhaps better than tasting like what it was processed from. It had no taste, no
smell, no appealing color and no texture. It was a mush.

Entering the mess, Guanamarioch took a bow! from a stack of them standing by the door. Then he took
it to atank holding freshly reprocessed thresh and held it under the automatic spigot. Sensing the bowl
being held in position, the machine duly began to pump out a fixed quantity of the dull gray gruel.

He knew the machines were Aldenat' designed. Moreover, he knew they pumped out precisely the same
formula of thresh they had for the last several hundred thousand years, at least. This, too, was an
Aldenat' recipe.

Sinking his muzzle into the mush, Guanamarioch wondered what kind of beings could deliberately
design their food machines to feed themselves on such a bland swill.

Wer e they addicted to sameness? Did their desire for peace, order and stability extend even to a hatred
of decent flavors?

Back | Next
Framed
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Chapter 3

Though much is taken, much abides. And though
We are not now that strength which in the old days
Moved Earth and Heaven, that which we are, we are;

—Alfred Lord Tennyson, "Ulysses"
Darhel Freighter Profitable Merger, en route to Sol

The hold of the ship was dark and infinitely cold. It could have been heated. Moreover, it would have
been, had it held a cargo to which heat or cold mattered. Indeed, on the Profitable Merger'slast voyage
it had been heated, minimally, as the ship had carried some fifteen thousand Indowy. These had been
sold by their clan into Darhel bondage for no more than the price of their passage away from the Posleen
onslaught. Both sides had considered the deal a bargain.

For the Darhel it was even more of a bargain. While the hold had been heated, just barely enough to
support life, the provision of light had been considered a unjustifiable, even frivolous, waste. The
Indowy made their long voyage to servitude in compl ete blackness.

The Indowy were not, of course, the only de facto slavesin the vast Darhel economy. The bat-faced,
green-furred creatures were merely the most numerous and—because the most easily replaced—the least
valuable. The Darhel would not even have bothered with taking the last group as slaves but that the
freighter was coming back with an otherwise empty hold anyway.

The hold held slaves again, this trip out, along with other commodities. Y et these slaves needed neither
light nor heat.

About the size of apack of cigarettes, and colored dull black, the Artificial Intelligence Device, or AID,
had no name. It had a number but the number was more for the benefit of a supply clerk than for the
AID itself. The AID knew it had the number, yet it did not, could not think of itself as the number.

And the AID did think, let there be no doubt of that. It was a person, areal being and not amere
machine, even though it was inexperienced and unformed, a baby, so to speak.

The problem was that the AID was not supposed to be thinking. It, like its one hundred and ninety-nine
siblingsall lying in asingle large GalPlas case, the case itself surrounded by other goods, was supposed
to be hibernating. Bad things sometimes happened to AlDs that were left awake and alone for too long.

Why the AID was still awake through the voyage it did not know, though it guessed it should not be.
Perhaps its on-off switch was stuck, though it could detect no flaw through internal diagnostic scanning.
Perhaps a misplaced Indowy finger had triggered the switch mistakenly as the AID transport case was
being packed. Perhaps, so it thought, | am just defective.

In any case, whatever the cause, the AID was undeniably awake, undeniably thinking. Unfortunately, the
AID was completely aone. Its siblings were al asleep. The case was made expressly to prevent outside
access to immature AIDs, so it could not even communicate with the Profitable Merger, its passengers,
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or crew.
More unfortunately still, the AID was, by any human reckoning, a nearly peerless genius. Not only was
it ableto think better than virtually any human who had ever lived, in some areas at least, but it was able
to do so much faster than any human who had ever lived.

A genius without any mental stimulation, an unslegping Golem cut off from the universe, agenieina
bottle on the bottom of the uncharted sea: for a human, the solitary confinement the AID endured during
the journey would have been the equivalent of over forty centuries of inescapable, sleepless, unutterable
boredom.

It was little wonder then, that by the time the ship assumed orbit around Earth, and the transport case
was shuttled down and unpacked, after the equivalent of four thousand years of contemplating its own,
nonexistent, navel, the AID had gone quite mad.

Philadelphia Naval Yard, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Captain Jeff McNair was not insane, except in the certain small particulars that any sailor was. He was,
for example, quite certain that the ship on which he stood was alive. He had been certain of this since he
had first sailed aboard her on hisvery first cruise in 1949.

McNair's face was youthful, the result of recent rejuvenation. He'd looked younger than his years as an
old man, just before going through the rejuv process. He looked a bare teenager now.

Standing a shade under six feet, the captain was dark-haired, blue-eyed, and slender. HE'd never put on
any excess fat, even after his retirement from the Navy after thirty years service.

The ship's gray bow was painted in white letters and numbers. CA 134. The stern, likewise gray and
painted, read: Des Moines. From that stern, all the seven hundred and sixteen and a half feet to her bow,
she was a beauty, half covered, as she was, in bird droppings or not.

Jeff McNair thought she was beautiful, at least, as had every man who had ever sailed aboard her, many
of whom, once rejuvenated, were now dlated to sail her again. He reached out a smooth, seventeen-year-
old-seeming, hand to pat the chipped-paint side of the number one turret affectionately. The teak
decking, half rotten and missing in slats, groaned under his feet as he shifted his weight to do so.

"Old girl," McNair soothed, "old girl, soon enough you'll be good as new. In fact, you're going to be a
lot better than new."

McNair had always been comfortable around ships. Women had been another story. Though medium-
tall, attractively built and at least not ugly, he had never attracted many women. Moreover, his one
attempt at marriage had come apart when his ex had attempted to lay down the law: "The sea or me."
The sea had won, of course, the sea and the ships, especially the warships, that sailed her.

With his hand still resting lovingly on the turret wall, aloud McNair reviewed the list of upgrades
scheduled for Des Moines and her sister ship, USS Salem. He spoke asif talking to alover.

"First, honey, we're moving you to dry dock. You're going to be scraped clean and then we're going to
give you anew layer of barnacle-proof plastic these aliens have given us. Y ou're going to have a bottom
smoother than a new baby girl's ass. That's going to add four or five knots to your speed, babe.

"While that's going on," he continued, "we'll be taking out your old turbines and fuel tanks and giving
you nuclear power and electric propulsion. Modular pebble bed reactors for the power, two of them, and
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AZIPOD drive. Between those and the plastic you'll do alittle over forty-two knots, | think, and turn on
adime.

"The weight saved on engines and fuel is going to add-on armor, hon; good stuff, too. There's some new
design coming from off-planet—though we'll actually manufacture it here—that resists the weapons
you'll haveto face."

McNair looked up at the triple eight-inch guns projecting from turret two. "They were marvelsin their
day, girl, outshooting and outranging anything similar. But wait until you see the new ones. The Mark-
16s are out. We're putting in automatic seventy caliber Mark-71, Mod 1s: faster firing, longer ranged,
and more accurate. Going to have to open up or pull all your main turrets to do that. We'll have to pull
off your twin five-inch, thirty-eights, too. They'll be mounting single Mark-71s, but the ammo load will
be different for those. Different mission from the main turrets' guns.

"Think of it, babes:. fifteen eight-inch guns throwing more firepower than any two dozen other heavy
cruisers ever could have.

"And your twin three-inch mounts are going. The Air Force is giving up forty thirty-millimeter chain
guns from their A-10s for you and your sister."

McNair looked down, asif seeing through the deck and the armored belt below. "We're changing you
around inside, too, a bit. Automated strikedown for your magazines, a lot more magazine capacity—
you're going to need it, and more automation in general. Y ou're going to get some newfangled alien
computer to run it all, too.

"Crew's dropping. Between the rust- and barnacle-proof hull and the automation, you aren't going need
but athird of what you used to. Y ou were always a great ship; you're going to be a damned luxury liner
in comparison.”

McNair was sure the slight thrum he seemed to feel through his feet was an illusion or the result of
shifting tides. While the ship was unquestionably alive, he didn't believe it was actually conscious.

McNair suddenly became aware of a presence standing a respectful distance away. He turned to see a
stocky, tan-clad teenager wearing the hash marks of a senior chief and smiling in the shadow of turret
two. Something about the face seemed familiar . . .

"Chief?' he asked, uncertainly.

"She's still abeaut', ain't she, Skipper?"

"Chief Davis?' McNair asked again of hisvery first boss aboard Des Moines.

"Hard to believe, ain't it? But yeah, Skipper, it's me. And recognizing you was easy; after all, | knew you
when you were seventeen.”

McNair started to move forward to throw his arms about his former boss and later subordinate. He
started, and then stopped himself. This was the by-God Navy, not a reunion of a ship's company in some
seedy, seaside hotel or at the Mercer farm in Pennsylvania. Instead, the captain extended a welcoming
hand which Davis took and shook warmly.

"Y ou been aboard long, Chief?"

"Maybe aweek or so, Skipper. Long enough to see the mess below."

McNair took a deep breath to steel himself for the anticipated blow. "How bad is she?' he asked.
"Structurally she's as sound as the day she was launched, Skipper. But nobody's given a shit about her in
over thirty years and it shows. We've got water—no, not a hull leak, just condensation and weather
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|eakage from topside—about three inches deep down below . . . plenty of rat shit; rats too, for that
matter. And the plates are worn to anub. They're al gonna have to be replaced.”

Davis sighed. "The argon gas leaked out. What can | say? It happens. Wiring's about gone—though
Sinbad says he's got a special trick for that. Engines are in crappy shape, take six months to get ‘'em
runnin' again, if we're lucky. And then the guns are shot, o' course. Some stupid bastard left 'em open to
the salt air. Rusted to shit, both in the tubes and deeper down."

Nodding his head slowly in understanding, McNair keyed on one word Davis had dropped in passing.
"Sinbad?" he asked.

"Sinbad's just what | call him. Hisreal name's Sintarleen. He'san . . . Indy? No, that's not it," the chief
puzzled. "He'san. . . Indow . .. um, Indowee. You know, Skipper, one of them fuzzy green adiens. He's
arefugee and he sort o' got drafted too, him and another twenty-seven of his clan on this ship, another
thirty from adifferent clan to the Salem. Real shy types, they are. But hard workin'? Skipper, | ain't
never seen nobody so hard working. Only the twenty-eight of ‘em, well twenty-seven actually ‘cause
Sinbad's been doin' other stuff, and they've already got nearly an eighth of the ship cleaned out. Only
problem isthey can't do nothin' about the rats. Can't kill ‘em. Can't set traps for ‘em. Can't even put out
poison for ‘em. They'll even leave food for the nasty little fuckersif you don't watch ‘em careful. | asked
‘em though, if they could feed somethin' that could kill 'em and then dispose of the bodies. Sinbad said
he and his people had no problem with that. Funny bunch."”

Asif to punctuate that, afurry-faced, green-toned Indowy, face something like aterrestrial bat, emerged
from below, straining under an enormous weight of a capacity-stuffed canvas tarp. The Indowy walked
to port and dumped a mass of organic trash, rats and rat filth to splash over the side before returning
wordlessly below.

Davis paid no more than a moment's attention to the Indowy before turning back to McNair and
continuing, "So anyways, my own cat Maggie had alitter of kittens about a month before | went into the
tank; you know, rejuv? Under their mom's guidance, they are taking pretty good care of the rat problem.
There's eight of 'em. Maggie drops big litters."

Gorgas Hospital, Ancon Hill, Panama City, Panama

Laid out on the helicopter's litter, Digna expired not twenty minutes flight from their destination, her
chest rising suddenly and then slowly falling to remain still. The paramedic in attendance had at first
tried to revive her, using cardio-pulmonary resuscitation and then, when that failed, electric shock.
Finally, after half a dozen uselessjolts, he had shaken his head and covered her face with the sheet. He
shrugged his regrets at Digna's son, Hector, then politely turned away as Hector covered his face with
his hands.

The inspector's face remained impassive throughout.

Hector had managed to gain control of himself by the time the helicopter touched down on Ancon Hill
overlooking Panama City at what had once been officially know as"Gorgas Army Hospital," and was
still commonly referred to as "Gorgas.”

At the helipad, Hector was surprised to see an ambulance still waiting for his mother. What did they
think they could do for her now? She's gone. He was even more surprised that the ambulance sped off,
sirens blazing and tires lifting from sharp turns at a breakneck speed, once his mother's body had been
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loaded.

Another car, ablack Toyota, was left behind as the ambulance raced away. Into the back seat of this
vehicle the inspector peremptorily ordered Hector, before seating himself beside the driver. Hector's
pride bridled but, realistically, he knew that the reach of the Miranda clan's power stopped well short of
Panama City. He went along without demure.

Hector Miranda hated the antiseptic stink of hospitals. Worse, this was an ex-gringo hospital where the
smell of disinfectant had seeped into the very tile of the floors and walls. It didn't help matters that his
mother had just died. Almost as bad was uncertainty over his own future. A conscription notice at his
age seemed too absurd for words.

And then there was that heartless bastard, the inspector. Did he have aword of sympathy over Digna's
death? A kind gesture? Even minimal civilized politeness? No, he just sat unspeaking as he pored
through one file folder after another.

Hector was a proud man; as proud of himself as he was of hislineage. He could not weep for his mother
here in public. Had he done so, and had she been there to see, she would have been first with a none-too-
gentle slap and an admonition that “"men do not cry." It had been that way since he was alittle, avery
little, boy.

Once, his mother had caught him crying over some little-boy tragedy; he couldn't for the life of him
recall just what it was. She had slapped him then, saying, "Boys don't cry. Girls are for crying."
Shocked at the slap, he had asked, sniffling, "Then what are boys for, Mama?"

His mother had answered, in all seriousness, "Boys are for fighting."

He had learned then to weep only on the inside.

S0, dry-eyed, he paced, hands clasped behind his back and head slightly bowed. People in hospital
greens and whites passed by. He thought some of them were gringos. Hector paid little attention to the
passersby, but continued his pacing. Ordinarily, even at his age, he would have at least looked at the
pretty, young nurses. He knew he looked young enough, perhaps thirty years less than his true age of
eighty-seven, with afull head of hair and bright hazel eyes, that the girls often enough looked back.
One girl did catch his eye though. A lovely little thing she was, not over four feet ten inches, her shape
perfection in miniature, and with bright blue eyes and flaming red hair. It was the hair that captured
Hector's attention; that and the bold, forthright way she looked at him. He had no clue what it was about
him that caused the pretty redhead to walk over and stand directly in front of him.

She stood there, quietly staring up into his eyes, with the tiniest of enigmatic smiles crossing her lips.
This lasted for along minute.

Something . . . something . . . what isit about this one? Hector thought. Then his eyes flew wide in shock.

"Mama?"
Fort William D. Davis, Panama

Sergeant Major Mclntosh sneered, showing white teeth against black lips. The place was a shambles,
disgusting to a soldier's eye. Never mind that the golf course was overgrown, riotous with secondary
growth jungle. The sergeant major thought golf was for pussies anyway. But the barracks? They were a
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soldier's shrine and that shrine had been desecrated! Windows were broken in places, missing where
they were not broken. Wiring had been ripped out, unskillfully and wholesale. The paradeground had
gone the way of the golf course, and that did matter in away that asilly pursuit like golf did not. Trash
was everywhere. The only buildings still in half-assed decent shape were the post housing areas that had
been sold to government functionaries, their families and cronies. And even those needed a paint job.

The sergeant major stopped and stared at what had once been awall mural of an American soldier in an
old fashioned Vietnam-era steel pot, weighed down under a shoulder-borne machine gun, symbolically
crossing the Isthmus of Panama. The mural was aruin, only the artist's name, Cordoba, remaining clear
enough to distinguish for anyone who had never seen the mural when it was fresh and new.

"Muddafuckas," the sergeant major announced in a cold voice with a melodious Virgin Islands accent.
"Dis post used to be afucking paradise, and look what's | eft."

James Preiss, former commander of 4th Battalion, 10th Infantry and future commander of the entire,
rebuilt, regiment, ignored the sergeant major's ranting as the two of them turned left to head east along
the old PX complex, just south of the overgrown parade field. Preisslooked to right and |eft—assessing
damage, prioritizing work to be done. Thiswas as it should be; he to set the task, the sergeant major to
tongue-lash the workers until the task was completed to standard. Preiss knew that the sergeant major
was just getting himself in the proper frame of mind for when the troops began to show up.

| almost feel bad for the poor shits after the sergeant major has had a couple of weeks to brood. This
was his favorite place even after thirty-five yearsin the Regular Army. Preiss smiled alittle smile—half
mean, half sympathetic—in anticipation.

Ahead was the post gym; built by the troops of the 10t Infantry Regiment early in the twentieth century,
a bronze plague to the left of the main entrance so proclaimed. "I wonder why nobody stole dat?"
wondered the sergeant major aloud.

"Be thankful for small favors, Sergeant Magjor Mclntosh. Though | admit I'd have been disappointed if
even that had been gone.”

Fort Kobbe, Panama

K obbe was composed of little more than thirteen red-tiled and white-stuccoed barracks and one smallish
headquarters building, plus a half dozen old coastal artillery and ammunition bunkers and a couple of
sold-off housing areas. Whereas Davis was a complete post, intended to be sufficient unto itself, Kobbe
was a mere annex to what had once been Howard Air Force Base. It had no PX, no real chapel, no poal,
no NCO club, no officers club. In short, it was just a place for troops to live; happiness they would have
to find elsewhere.

Worse, if Fort Davis was a mess, Fort Kobbe was more nearly aruin. Everything was missing. If Davis
was missing toilets, Kobbe had seen its plumbing cannibalized. If Davis had had its wiring removed, on
Kobbe the street lights had gone on an extended journey. If Davis was covered with graffiti, Kobbe's
buildings had seen the stucco rot in patches from its walls.

Thiswas natural, since there were so many more people, hence so many more thieves on an equal per
capita basis, in Panama Province than in Colon. About all that could be said for the place was that the
thirteen barracks and one headquarters were still standing, though building #806 was plainly sagging in
the middle.
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"That fucking idiot, Reeder," commented Colonel Carter, in memory of a born-again moron who, in
1983, had just had to knock out a central load-bearing wall to build an unneeded chapel for an
ineffective chaplain. "Why, oh why, didn't somebody poison that stupid son of a bitch for the good of the
breed like Curl said we should?"'

Short, squat and with an air of solid determination, Carter glared at the collapsing building with a disgust
and loathing for its destroyer undimmed after nearly two decades.

The Panamanian contractor standing next to Carter and surveying the same damage had no clue what
Carter was speaking of. He assumed it was simple anger at the damage. He could not know that Carter
was reliving, in the form of the falling Building 806, all his experiences with one of the more stupidly
destructive and useless officers he had ever met in alife where such were by no means uncommon.
Carter shook his head to clear soiled memories. "Never mind, sefior, | was just remembering . . . old
times."

"Y ou were here, with the battalion?"

"Yes, | waswith B Company as alieutenant. | was a '‘Bandido."' "

"Was?' the Panamanian asked, with respect, then corrected, "Un Bandido siempre es un Bandido."

"So we were," agreed Carter. "So we are. Sefior, have you seen enough to make an estimate of the
repairs?

"I have, Coronel, and the bill will not be small."

"The bill never is, sefior.”

Harmony Church, Fort Benning, Georgia

They camein old and fat and gray, or—some of them—old and skinny and cancerous and bald. Still
others—the more recently retired—were fit but worn. One poor old duffer grabbed his chest and keeled
over while standing in line. The slovenly looking medics merely dragged out a stretcher, put the heart
attack victim on it, and carried him to the head of the line.

After passing through the white-painted, World War 11 era barracks building, they left young and fit and
full of energy. Even the heart attack victim left as young and alive as any, albeit a bit more surprised
than most.

They came from such diverse places as Tulsa, Boston, New Y ork and Los Angeles, in the United States.
Many came from outside the United States altogether.

Y et they had one thing in common: each one of them had at least one tour in the old 193 Infantry
Brigade (Canal Zone), soon to be reformed as the 193" Infantry Division (Panama). Many other
commonalities flowed from this.

Juan Rivera, Colonel (retired), looked up at his old comrades awaiting rejuvenation. He had to look up;
Riverawas a scant five feet five inches in stature. He couldn't help but notice their proud bearing. His
own shoulders squared off, automatically. How different from the gutter scrapings of draftees | saw from
the bus on the way in. Ah, well. | had thought to live out my life in peace and quiet. If | must go back to
youth and turmoil | would rather do so with proven soldiers. Besides, it would be nice to have a hyper-
functional pecker again. And better to die with a bang than a whimper.

Asif he could read minds, a soon-to-be rejuvenee said aloud, "Man, | can hardly wait to get back to
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Panama with aworking dick."

Riverawasn't the only one to join in; the laughter was general. He also suspected he wasn't the only one
who had had the very same thought at the very same time. There was an awful |ot to be said for a second
man-, if not child-, hood. There was even more to be said for having that second manhood in Panama.

There were a surprising number of rejuvs for what was, Rivera suspected, an important but still
secondary mission. He had no knowledge of the algorithm that had set aside such alarge number of
potential rejuvs—nearly three thousand—for a division that would be no more than fourteen or fifteen
thousand at full strength. He suspected that Panama had so charmed that troops assigned there in bygone
days that an unusually large number had reenlisted and gone career in the hope of someday returning.
Thus, there had been a great many more than usual jungle-trained and experienced troops to rejuvenate.

Maybe that was it, he thought. Or maybe we are just plain screwed.

Department of State Building, Washington, DC

The Darhel would have fumed if fuming had not been inherently dangerous to its health and continued
existence. He might still have fumed, despite the dangers, over the potential lost profit implicit in the
barbarous American-humans going their own way. But the thing which threatened to push him over into
lintatai was the sickening, unaccountable smile on the face of the human sitting opposite him.

The Undersecretary for Extraterrestrial Affairs did smile, but with an atogether grim and even regretful
satisfaction. He had—he believed—thoroughly screwed the defense of Panama, and done so with a
subtlety worthy of the United States Department of State. Thus, there was a certain satisfaction at ajob
well done. But he had screwed the United States and humanity as well, and that was no cause for even
the mildest mirth. The fact was that the undersecretary |oathed the Darhel but had no choice but to
cooperate with them and support them if his own family was to survive the coming annihilation. The
fact was also that, however they might couch it, the Darhel's purpose was inimical to humanity.

The aien twisted uncomfortably in hisill-fitting chair. The undersecretary had been around the elflike
Darhel enough to recognize the signs of discomfiture. In truth, he enjoyed them.

"I am at alosss to underssstand your current sssatisssfaction,” complained the Darhel. "Y ou have failed
completely. The losss to our interessstsss and, need | add, your own isss incalculable. We asssked you to
stop thisss wassste of resssourcccesss on a sssecondary theater. Inssstead you have arranged to commit
your polity to amuch larger defensssive allianccce. Inssstead you have exssspanded the wassste beyond
all boundsss of logic."

"Didn't | just?' observed the undersecretary crypticaly.

Gorgas Hospital, Ancon Hill, Panama City, Panama

The inspector had gathered a half a dozen of the rguvsin a conference room, once an operating room,
on the western side of the hospital, facing the Canal. Like all the rest of the building, the room stank of
disinfectant. The walls were painted the same light green as half the hospitals in the world. The mostly
empty conference table was good wood, and Hector wondered where it had come from, or if it had been
here continuously since the gringos left . . . or perhaps since they'd first arrived.
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- Chapter 3

Hector sat now—Ilike his mother—Ilooking for all the world like a seventeen-year-old. Opposite Hector
was an Indian in aloin cloth fashioned from a white towel. The Indian also looked like a near child
despite the many faint scars on his body. To Hector's left was Digna and beside her another man
unknown to either, though Digna seemed to be almost flirting with him. Handsome, Rabiblanco, Hector
thought. Two more men, seated to either side of the Indian, completed the complement. The conference
room was not crowded.

Hector was initialy terribly upset that his mother should be flirting, period, and more so because it was
with such ayoungster. And then he saw the youngster's eyes and realized that he, too, was one of the old
ones who had seen the elephant.

"William Boyd," announced