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To Robert A. Heinlein,
in hopes that we can pay the debt forward.

Chapter 1

The assembly room of the Degp Reconnai ssance Team was as utilitarian and sere asthe team itsdlf.
Thewadlls, floor and ceiling were amatte-gray unmarked plasted, blank of lockers, tables or any other
appurtenances of human existence. There were two doors on opposite walls, both made of heavy
plasted like abank vault. The materials were as much amatter of safety as security; power packs and
ammunition bins did get damaged, and accidents happen. And when accidents happen with the power
packs, catastrophic was the mildest word possible.

Nobody wanted the accidents to happen to the troops, either. But better to lose aDRT than a
base. Or, at least, that was the opinion of the rest of the base.

Ferret was thefirst onein the room, carrying a snubby punch gun. Four others followed with
grav-guns and assorted persona wegpons that were officialy unauthorized, but few people wereinclined
to dispute their right to carry them. Pulsers predominated. There was an extragrenade launcher and a
couple of large-cdiber pistols aso. Dagger camein lagt, easly swinging his sniper-spec gaussrifle.

They were bantering asthey entered, Ferret laughing at Thor for taking on Dagger in a shoot-ouit.
"What, you thinking of trying out for the Olympics?' He laughed again as Thor winced.

Thor's account was lighter by five hundred credits. He'd beensure that with standard weapons he
could outshoot Dagger. After dl, the sniper'srifle was ahideoudy expensive and custom piece of
equipment that took hours of tuning to set up properly. He would be chagrined at the outcome for days,
and could expect to hear it bandied about forever.

Dagger had used a standard grav-rifle, as requested, to put ten roundsin the X ring at five hundred
meters asfast as he could pull the trigger, then ten more at athousand meters nearly asfast. Hed had
oneflyer at that range, just out of the five and into the four ring. Hed barely taken timeto aim, it seemed,
and had turned and |&ft the firing line the moment hislast round wasfired, before any tally showed onthe
screen. Hisfeatures hadn't moved until he heard about the flyer, and then had sneered in disgust a
himself. The man wasinhumanly accurate. It showed in his movements. They were fast but smooth and
with never aclumsy bump. Sniping involved stalking aswell as shooting, and he was as good at both
skillsas humans came.

Thor winced again asthe rest chuckled. Finally, Gun Dall chimed, "Okay, thisis getting boring,”
and they took the hint and changed subjects.

Dagger il didn't say anything about it as Ferret hit aswitch and a set of tables and sests extruded
out of thefloor. They were stexile gray, just like everything ese. Gun Doll eased her lanky frame up
againg thewall and hit aswitch with her e bow—as her hands till cradled abulky assault cannon—and
throbbing music camefrom al sides. It was one of the abrasive dance tunes she liked, but the volume
was quiet enough to prevent complaints. Holograms on the wall flared up, too, displaying unit murals.
One of them showed a garish swath of destruction, smashed hovertanks, bent rocket howitzers, crushed
combat bots. It sarted on the | eft at an insertion pod and terminated on theright at a huge, chiseled
NCO wearing the black beret of aDRT commando. His caricature had aheavy grav-gun in his hands,
an automatic grenade launcher over one shoulder, alight mortar over the other, knives and haichets all
over his combat harness and ateddy bear sticking out of one pocket. It was captioned, "Excuse me, just
passing through.” Another showed a drop gone horribly wrong with shattered combat armor scattered
al over it, smashed shuttles, artillery il splashing rings of dirt and small killer bots svarming
everywhere. At the center was aguy wearing mgjor's tabs, tapping on along-range communicator.
Caption: "l love it when aplan comestogether." At that, the artwork was tame compared to pieces that
drifted around the nets and were posted on screens here and there, many of them making light of the
acronym DRT . .. "Dead Right There." Or sometimes, DRTTT: Dead Right There, There and There. Or



the DiRTies. Though few people would say thet to onein abar, unlessthey werevery good friends.
M asochism was the prime requirement for recon in nasty territory, so DRTs could take alot of damage.
They could also dish out their share and a bit more.

The chat dulled dightly asthey start laying out their weapons and stripping them down for cleaning.
The team was filthy with mud, swest, grime and assorted shredded greenery; the weapons were merely
dirty from use. Good troops took care of their weapons because their lives depended on them. Between
pirates, ferd Podeen still romping around from the war that had dmaost wiped out humanity, and the new
Blob menace, these troops expected to see action at any time. The weapons were cared for because
they were the difference between life and a cold e-mail to their survivors.

The weapons receivers were coated with a chameleon surface that assumed the colors and pattern
of anything in the vicinity. Asthey werelaid on the table, they shifted to match, becoming dl but invisible.
Ferret cursed and said, "The surface stays active damned near forever, even when there isn't enough
juicel€eft to shoot with." He pressed the surface switch to drop the weapon to neutral gray.

Gorilla, being one of the technical specidigts, said, "No, it won't last forever. It will last awhile,
though. The surfaceis small and the environment in here doesn't take much shifting. But | wouldn't try to
get that long out of an intruder suit. Otoh, it's easier to detect.”

Ferret replied, "Teach your granmato suck Podeen; 'The expert scout uses guile and deception
rather than relying on technica devices' " Shrugging his shoulders he turned back to his wegpon.

Thetroops sure fingers handled the parts without effort, asthey would even in the dark. The dull
coated barrelswith their internal grav drivers and smdl bores were shoved to the middle of the table and
the recaiversto the edge, in astandard layout. In the frame of these, smaler parts, trigger assembliesand
sghtswere sat in positions persondized by years of practice. The punch gunswere rather smple: an
energy unit that did out and wasn't to be messed with and the frame. Each soldier had hisor her own
favorite layout, but al were clearly the product of the same basic training. Dagger sat off at atable by
himsdlf, his sniper rifle being cared for by hands that amost caressed it. Dagger was like that. Always
part of the team, aways aone.

Thor pulled the breech of hisgrav-gun and stared into it while waving his glowing light ball across
the table and down to illuminate it from the bore. As he inhaled the astringent tang of burned metal
wafting from the tube, he cursed a what he saw. The main problem with the weapons was that the
ammunition they had used was substandard. The factory-recommended ammunition was depleted
uranium coated with a carbon-based witches brew and charged with atiny droplet of antimatter. The
antimatter droplet was released by ashot of power and then the charge was scavenged from the AM
disntegration. However, the Idendian Republic did not have the facilities to produce such sophisticated
ammo, so the grav-guns were driven off externa packs and most of the rounds used were smple
depleted uranium with agraphite coat.

The problem wasthat at the incredibly high speeds of the rounds, the carbon and then the uranium
sublimed and coated the breech and bore of the rifle with a substance that was damned near
uranium-carbon aloy. And nearly ashard to get off . . .

Thor reached into hisruck for abulb of sodafrom his"emergency" rations, and paused. "What the
hell?" he muttered, finding something hard and not bulb-shaped. He grasped it and pulled it out. It wasa
rock, about five kilograms worth. Just arock.

"Yourat bastards," he said disgustedly. It was arunning gag. Every time they came back from a
mission or afield exercise, some jackasswas able to dip aloca boulder into hisgear. He must have a
pile of forty of the damned thingsin the corner of his barracks room now. No one knew why he kept
them. Neither did he, except that they were mementos, sort of. He even had one from Earth.

Everyone laughed aloud, except Dagger, and even he snickered. Gorillasaid, " Another rock for
your collection, Thor."

"Y eah, yeah. Rocks, concrete core samples from the engineers, aways something. Sooner or later
someone's going to get me busted for smuggling a Rumakian Sacred Piece of Granite or some shit. And



I'll make you guys cough up the duty."

"You'd haveto," Ferret said. "Dagger would have al your cash." Everyone laughed at that, even
Dagger.

The hazing about the shootout picked up again.

" 'Hi, my nameis Thor, and | can't hit the broad side of awarehouse." "

" 'Dagger, shoot me now before| try to beat you again.' "

" 'Duh, me Thor, me think me shoot straight.’ 'Dat's okay, said the young maiden,’ not wanting to
embarrass him, 'I'm thoretoo!" "

Dagger said nothing. He didn't need to. Thor said nothing, trying to make them pick something else
by being boring.

Ferret made asingle comment and shut up. "Y ou better be able to shoot better against the Blobs
than against Dagger,” which let the conversation segue into adiscussion of what the next mission might
be. There was no question that the next mission would be against the Blobs. There were few other
threats currently, and none that required the specid skills of DRTSs. The question was whether it would
be araid, arecon, another casualty-racking attempt at a snatch or some new vac-brained plan from the
whiz kids on the Strategic Staff.

The so-called Blobs, the Tdek, were arecent enemy to the loose federation of planets that made
up the Idendian Confederation. They were dark, soft creatures with no fixed form, that extended
pseudopods for manipulation. So far, not many humans had seen aTdek up close. At least not to report
back afterwards. Severa remote colonies had been logt, their administrative centers smashed into
incandescent vapor by what were reported as kinetic weagpons but seemed to pack more energy than
samplerock fals. Aswith nukes and antimatter weapons, such devices were forbidden among the
civilized races, epecialy among humans. The shock of the attacks had rippled through space with the
first reports. Reconnaissance and specia operations craft had been sent out to determine the nature of
the threat. Some had come back.

The Tdek occupied an undetermined number of planetary systems near the fringe of human
exploration. So far the humans had only found one planet that had aBlob “civilian" presence. Or at least
amoderatdly large presence, because it was difficult to tell the difference between Blobsthat were
military and civilian. The human task force commander had dropped aseries of kinetic strikesin
retdiation and retrested. At the moment the situation was something like a*phony war" with both sides
probing forward. One could get just as dead in a phony war as areal one, though. The front was
insubstantia and shifting, but very redl.

So far the Blobs had gotten the best of it; the frontiersin that direction had been hammered with
millions of dead colonists asaresult. If, or more accurately, when a Blob raiding force got through to the
more heavily populated worldsthe civilian casuaties would be enormous, on the order of billions.

There were indications from scouting shipsthat the Blobs were planning on attacking towards the
Core worlds with alarge flegt. The humans were grudgingly willing to accept the casuaties that came
with this; the normal technique wasto let agroup attack then dash in behind them with light forcesand
sever their supply lines. But the line of advance was the question. While Earth and the Core might not
care, the Idendian Republic didn't wish to be the route used.

The Blobs apparently had the same needs as humans: hydrogen to refud their ships, spare parts,
oxygen and water and fresh food. They aso used the same drive systems as humans, the low energy
"valey drive" that would take shipsfrom system to system along "valeys' between stars caled trangt
lanes and the "tunnd drive," originaly introduced to the humans and their alies by the enemy Podeen,
which a enormous energy cost could "tunnd™ a hyperlumina speed through any region of space. This
meant that from time to time they had to resupply with hydrogen for their valey drives and antimatter for
their tunndl drives, besidestaking on other consumables. Some of that could be brought forward by
resupply ships. But some of it, fuel especidly, was more efficiently gathered dong the way. It till made
more sense to have ships resupply on food rather than "grow their own"; plants took up space that could



be used for anmo and "legs’ and weren't as efficient at cleaning the air asrecycling systems.

For al these reasons the Blobs were going to need an advanced base on their line of march. It
would have certain requirements: it would have to have more than one good trangit lane, it would need a
Jovian-type planet for fuel and it would probably possess aterrestrial planet with sgns of Blob
agriculture.

The Blobsdidn't gtrictly need a system with an Earth-like class planet, but that was the way to bet.
Not only did it permit areas to grow and process food without the expense of domes and other
necessities on moons but it permitted crew rest in decent conditions. The biosphere also wasa
remarkably good cloaking materid for al the norma methods of detection; it meant atmosphereto
deflect particles and other life Signs to disappear among.

The Blobs did not appear to be stupid and they seemed to use the same generd logic system as
humans. That meant that they were as aware of the needs as the humans. And they would guessthat the
humans would know this. So they were probably prepared for areconnaissance of some sort.

The missonsrelated to thismight be very nasty, brutish and short. The team knew this, and tried to
avoid admitting it by joking around the subject. Any mission could be their last, and current events were
lessthan promising. A couple of teams had disappeared lately. Nobody knew where they went, or what
had happened; they weren't on the need-to-know list about other team missions. They smply received
the bald reports that team such-and-so was "missing; presumed lost.”

While the team discussed missing comrades, the team commander showed up. Hewas afamiliar
enough sight, working with them daily as he did, and standing orders were not to waste time sauting
unless afield grade officer was aong. They were forma enough for discipline, relaxed enough for
camaraderie. What made the team stiffen their postures and grow ingtantly quiet was the strange cresture
accompanying the captain. It was aght dmost never seen to human eyes. aDarhel. In uniform.

The group indinctively bristled. Even after dmost amillennium of contact the Darhel were not
popular. They had once been virtud davemasters of the human race. They still had the reputation of
being dishonorable, untrustworthy Shylocks. The few humanswho dedlt with them found them to be as
shifty as sand and mean as rattlesnakes; they seemed to take great pleasure not just in making money but
in screwing people while they did so. While none of the team had dedlt directly with Darhdl before, they
al knew the sories.

Bringing warnings of the Podeen, voraciousinterstellar beings who stripped planets aslocusts do
fields, the Darhd had provided technology and wegpons to humanity in exchange for human strategic
expertise. That technology had been rationed out in such afashion that, while the Podeen had been
stopped, casualties among the inadequately equipped human forces had been horrific. The Darhel
awaysinssted this had been unavoidable and dueto logigtical issues, but no one could missthat the end
result was aloss of eighty percent of the human race and nearly acentury of the remainder being used as
mercenaries and pawns, while those "relocated for safety™ during the war had wound up as scattered
refugees assmilated into dien societies, with anear totd loss of their human thought processes. The
Darhd, of course, had gracioudly hel ped humanity rebuild and resettle Earth, at "reasonable cost,” said
cost being set by the Darhd. It was not a history to inspire trust. Nor had they actualy shared technology
—most of what humans had acquired had been reverse engineered from the little that had survived the
war.

In the end, of coursg, it had turned out to be a grievous mistake on the part of the Darhd. They
should have ether left humanity to its own devices or dedt with it fairly. When it became clear that they
had done neither, humanity's response had been . . . human. Some of the Darhel had survived the
sporadic programs of extermination practiced by the survivor states. Some.

This Darhel was pale and tranducent of skin with cat-pupilled eyes. Most had green or purple
irises, thisone'swere purple with abare turquoise tinge at the edges. Hisface wastypical of Darhdl,
narrow and reminiscent of afox's. Hishair resembled that of humans and was the usua silvery black
rather than the metallic gold tones seen morerarely. "Gold" and "silver” regarding Darhel hair meant
exactly what the words said; the hair was not blond. Darhel had pointed ears that tended to twitch under



gress, and sharklike teeth. They didn't smile much. They looked, in fact, like classical fantasy Elves. This
onewasn't twitching in stress, and bore a practiced closed-lip smile of greeting. By itseyes, the smile
could mean anything . . . or nothing.

To make mattersworse, the Darhel wore gunny's stripes. The question was, had he earned them
from politicking, asareward to his Shylock skills, or the hard way, from operating in the field? Almost
unnoticed amid the other shocks, he wore the badge of a sensat above his|eft pocket.

After thousands of years of gtriving, humanswerefindly starting to make actud stridesin
extrasensory perception. The military, especialy, had started using them for avariety of purposes. Very
few could "read minds' but many of them could sense emotions even at adistance. A few could get a
vague sense of the future.

There were the expected prejudices against them. Despite the fact that few could sense, much less
decipher, actua thoughts, everyone feared them for that potentid ability to delveinto the private
recesses of the mind. Every sentient being that the humans had met had thoughts that they preferred not
seethelight of day. Thus, most found sensats uncomfortable companions. Most sensats, in fact, could
just barely sense emotions and occasiondly very strong and focused thoughts. They might get avision of
thelast thing adying person saw for instance. That didn't make people any happier.

A few were found on the Deep Recon teams. Generally they were empaths who could do things
like spot an ambush by the "lying in wait" emotions of the attackers. The Blobs were detectable by the
sensats. Indeed, because sensats could detect a Blob kilometers away, the Tdek apparently used
extrasensory perception asanorma means of communication.

"Welcome back. | hope it was agood exercise?' the captain greeted them. There was an
automatic but hafhearted flurry of mumblesand "sr"sastheteam al but ignored him to stare a the
Darhd.

The captain had been prepared for that response, and rather than waste time, said, "L et me
introduce Tirdad San Rinta." The Darhd nodded at the introduction and waited patiently. "Tirdd isa
limited empath, a Class Two, and has completed the qual coursefor DRT sensat with asecondary skill
of medic. He will be accompanying you on the upcoming mission.”

There were mutters and barely audible comments, which reached the surface when Dagger said,
"No offense, gr, Tirdd"—with afaint nod a the Darhel —"but we've been ateam for along time and
operate well together. We don't need unfamiliar personnel in our ranks at the start of amission, with no
prep or training time. It'smore likely to screw things up than help.”

The captain fixed Dagger with agtare. "Y ou think so, do you? Y ou know what the missioniis,
then?' Before Dagger could even shake hishead, he continued, riding over any other arguments that
lurked benegth the surface. "Well, herésthe facts. We have awarning order for an insertion on a
possible Blob planet, to recover intel and possibly artifacts and prisoners. Theonly team that ever made it
back from one of those had a sensat dong. So we are taking asensat. Period. Tirda isavailable, trained
and has Leved Four sensat scores. He's going with us. Isthat dl right with you, Sergeant?’ Hisemphasis
while staring at Dagger made it clear he wastiring of Dagger's questioning on every mission order. The
man could shoot like nobody's business, and outstalk a cheetah, but his regard for authority left much to
be desired.

Dagger stared back, firmly though not obvioudy defiantly, and said firmly, "Understood, sir. Tirdd,
welcometo the team.”

At that, Tirdd findly betrayed action, stepping forward to shake hands. "I greet you, Dagger. I'm
sure we can work together.” His voice was sonorous and deep and his grip solid as Dagger took it.
Then it was more than solid, astrong, crushing grasp, accompanied by aviolet and cyan stare that
locked with his eyes and seemed to look through them into the brain behind.

Dagger pressed down on the hand, hard. Besides being a multiplanet-classed shot he was one of
the strongest men on ateam of very strong men. But he couldn't budge the Darhe's grip. After amoment
hefdt the Darhd start to press down and it waslike having his hand in the grip of amechanical press.



After amoment's struggle hisfacefinaly betrayed aflicker of pain and the Darhel, smiling again, faintly,
released the pressure.

Dagger didn't betray any surprise outwardly, despite what hefdt insde a Tirdd's disturbing
presence and strength. ™Y eah, no problem,” he muttered, trying not to shake his hand in reaction to the
pain.

"I look forward to working with you," Tirdal said with anod, his vertical-pupilled eyes never
leaving the face of the sniper.

The others shook hands and introduced themselves. Tirdal nodded to each in turn, saying dmost
nothing d<e.

Chapter 2

The premission briefing bore no shaitering surprises. There was fuzzy vid from a probe flyby, with
scientific data on geology and meteorology, botany and zoology. They were fuzzy because the probe
wasthe size of abasketbal and had whisked through at meteoric velocities, then done a datadump;
anything larger or less covert would have given away the fact that someone wasinterested in the system.

Mission gear was listed, some as required, some optiona. Another list had forbidden items. No
shocksthere, either: nothing that could give away thelocation of an inhabited planet, no tech gear that
didn't include a self-destruct, nothing persond that was indicative of culture or language, etc. Also
tedioudy routine for the team was the Stuation: Enemy forces: unknown. Friendly forces: none. Attached
assets. none. They were needed at once and had only minima prep time. There was never timeto
rehearseit properly, but there was always time to waste ateam or two. They would at least get two
daysto shake down with their new member. The military was generousin its own way. Day Onewas
today, dl talk. Day Two would be afield exercise.

"The planet isquite Earth-like," the team commander, nicknamed Bell Tall, sad. "Climateis
temperate and moderate. | hate to sound too cheerful, but atogether it looks like awak in the park
compared to our usud missons."

"How do weinsert?' Gun Doll asked.

One of theintel weenies briefing them replied, "A stedthed survey ship found an open tunnel to the
system. It was quite unlikely, but there it was. The system they found contains both multiple Jovians and
thishigh-quality planet. Sensor bots were dropped for their usua sweep, when faint energy emissons
and hyper tracks were detected. The bots performed a cursory biosphere sweep and localized the
emissons”

"It'sour job to do adrop,” Bell Tall continued, "move to the area and determine, hopefully without
detection, if thereisor isnot aBlob basein the area. Theressomething there, but it could be Blobs,
free-colonizer humans or pirates. Or even another, unknown, race. It's up to us to determine which. And
for that well need our sensat.

"Tirdd, attention, please," he asked, and Tirdal snapped upright. "Tirda's been in service for quite
sometimeasan intd analyst and interrogator. HE's only recently been through the DRT course, but has
some experience and timein grade, so, by the chain of command, hewill be third in line of command,
after meand Shiva. At ease, Tirddl.

"Class Two, for those of you who dept through al the training sessions, means he can detect
emotions and thought processes, but not reliably acquire actua thought symbols. Level Four meanshe
can detect out to avariable but undefined range greater than Level Three. HE's going to be one of our
early warning systemsto keep us from walking into atea party of Blobs. Also, if he can pick up any
sgnsfrom adistance, we may not haveto goin asfar. I'm sureyou al gppreciate the advantage of that."
They did. Brave fronts aside, anything that reduced mission risk was agood thing. Everyone took
another look at the Darhdl, looking as cool as an Oort planet in his brand-new uniform. Most of the
stares were curious, but a couple were cold. He didn't seem fazed.

"With dl that said, are there any questions not addressed in this briefing or your packets?' There



were not. All the questionsthat the team wanted to ask were on the unofficia forbidden list. "Why are
we doing thisshit?" "Are we actualy expected to survive?' "Isthisagood timeto ask for atransfer?”
Questions that flashed through most of their minds, at least from the second mission onward, but could
never be spoken. They were DRT and they hadn't gotten thisfar by quitting.

"Then you had better get last minute stuff fixed up and check your gear. Zero seven hundred start
tomorrow. Theinitia oporder will be Thursday at zero nine hundred. WEII probably lift sometime
around seventeen hundred to nineteen hundred hours. That'sal. Tirdal, follow me," hefinished with a
point of hisfinger. He knew better than to leave the Darhel done for now. The team was till unwinding
from their last exercise and wouldn't react well to the stress of an incoming alien sensat. He could
aready hear the grumbles.

Despite shorter legs, the Darhel strode easily down the duraplast hallway alongside the captain,
feding the human's conflicting thoughts. Benegth the turmoil, there was order and confidence. Even more
than regular troops, sensats needed to know their commanders were prepared to deal with issues. Tirdal
felt the coming question arising before Bell Toll opened his mouth. " So what do you think, Tirda?"

"Of the stuation, Captain? Of the team? Of the preparations?

"Of the team, for now."

"I don't think they like me much,”" Tirdd said dowly. He said everything dowly. Hisvoice wasn't
taciturn or filtered to be deep and empty, that was just how Darhel spoke. His only expresson wasaflip
of hisright ear.

The picturesto either side of them were more forma, line drawings and holos of baitles and
locdes. Bell Toll gppeared to study them as he walked, though he'd no doubt seen them thousands of
timesbefore.

"They may not likeyou," the captain said, frowning. "Y et. But small teamsrequire trust and
teamwork. Since you're new and haven't been with the team in their exercises, or missionsfor that
matter, you're naturally going to experience abit of standoffishness. Thisisjust the nature of being new
to ateam. Don't let it worry you. Do your job and everyone will forget thet . . ."

"That I'm ashiftless Darhd freak?' Tirda supplied with an ear flick.

"If you take that point of view thingswill be very rough indeed,” the captain said, stopping to lock
eyeswith the Darhd. "And | won' tolerate discrimination.”

"Yes, gr," Tirda agreed, tasting the forceful honesty in the statement. For awonder, the team
commander seemed to accept him at face value: asa"newbi€e" team member, not aDarhd, not an evil
demon Shylock. Still, the captain was keeping him separated from the rest of the team at present. Tirdal
partly appreciated that because there was less stressin their thoughts when he wasn't around, but it
wasn't agood sign. They'd haveto learn to be comfortable to function.

"But you gtill have to respect their unity and work to earn their trust,” Bell Toll said, asifhe werethe
sensat. "If you try to mess with the experienced members, they will go hard on you, trust me. You'rethe
new boy, learn to dedl."

"Yes, gr. I'm prepared for that.”

"Good. They're—we're—going to give you the respect due your rank. But it is up to you to prove
that you're worthy to be here, not up to usto prove that we are.”

"Yes, dr," Tirdd said asthey reached the captain's office.

"I'm sure you've got your own preparations,” Bell Toll said as heturned at hisdoor. "Oporder for
the exerciseis at zero nine hundred. Same briefing room.”

Tirdd flicked his ear again, then left as Bdll Toll closed the door.

Back in the team's briefing room, the NCO in charge had just returned. He'd arrived late and | eft
early to ded with details, and no one had had a chanceto talk to him, yet. Shiva, as he was known,
walked in to the middle of the heated discussion about the Darhel. It was rather vehement, and he'd not
even sat down before Thor confronted him.

"We gotta goddamned Darhel sensat dumped on us, Sarge," he complained without even anod of



gredting.

"I know, | was here" Shivasaid. He was cam. Shivawas always cam. Congdering the missons
and the troops, it was agood attribute, and hed madeit aslong as he had and to hisrank because of it.

"Good. What are you going to do about it?" Thor asked.

"Nothing," Shivareplied. "Nothing | can do, and he's the sensat welve got. Sorry, Thor, you'll have
to get used to him."

"They probably let the little shrimp ghost Q course,” Gorillaput in. "They dways go easy on
sensats.” Hisvoice was degp and gravelly to match hishuge size.

"Think s0, huh?" Shivaasked, turning toward him.

"Yeah, an| wrong?'

"Wadl," Shivadrawled, afaint smile of amusement spreading across hisface as he soread across
the chair in agtretch. "He gpparentlymaxed the course. Not 'exceptiond,’ but 'maxed.’ | called Roy over
at Course and the ingtructors were impressed. And most of 'em hated his guts. So there was no
favoritismthere”

"It's probably just like the way chicks get treated,” Gun Doll said. "There's so few of us, ill, that
we stand out. Everyone assumes that women, shrimps, diensand civvy speciaists get specid trestment.”
Shelooked over at Dagger, who'd hazed her mercilessy upon her arrival, before grudgingly admitting
sheknew her job. "Right, Dagger?"

Dagger was putting away finetoolsfrom his cleaning and maintenance kit. He was forever tinkering
with hisrifle, and carried extratoolsto that end. It was probably unauthorized for him to do depot level
adjustments, but he shot well enough that no one would dare complain. Helaid down a probe and
shrugged very dightly.

"l put him where | put everyoneelse. If he does hisjob, | don't have aproblem. If Shivasays he
maxed the course, I'll assume he can keep up, keep quiet and back us up.” Closing thereceiver on his
gaussrifle, he cycled the mechaniam, pressed the stud, and listened to the snap of theignition circuit. "If
he screws up, it'll make more work for me. Then we have a problem.”

Gun Doll, Gorillaand Shiva stared momentarily at each other, not at Dagger. Dagger wasn't paying
attention to them. At least not outwardly. It was probably part of hisact. Heloved to play the cold killer.
It was annoying, but it was how Dagger was.

"Dammit, why did it have to be a Darhel? Why not a human sensat?' Thor groused.

"Because we don't have enough,” Shivareplied. Human sensats were not only rare, but were
needed to produce Ga Tech materials, because the only way anyone had figured out to produce most of
the gear at that level wasthe way the Indowy did it—by "praying.” Actudly, it wasacomplex ritud of
meditation and thought, but it was very intensive and those doing it were not generdly available nor
disposed to lugging huge rucks through dangerous wilderness. The MichiaMentat, the largest school of
the sensory arts, kept pretty much to themselves, and had since the Idendian Republic had split from the
Solarian Systems Alliance some hundreds of years before. They'd served morein adiplomatic role
between the Fringe and the SSA, and part of the treaty had been written to keep them out of military
matters. They'd sat out the rebellion, their focus being within, but everyone knew how badly Earth and
itsalieswould have fared had they been involved. "Don't see you going to sensat testing, Thor."

"Could beworse. It could be an Indowy sensat who wed literdly haveto carry,” Gun Doll said.

"Well manage," Dagger said and snapped hisfiring circuit again after hislast round of adjustments.
It couldn't be coincidence thistime. Everyone stared at him.

"Right," Shivasaid, breaking the tableau. "If you plan on drinking, getting laid or anything else
tonight, get your crap squared away now. If you don't make excuses, | won't have to make
explanations, and well al be happier. Were departing straight after atwo-day run through. So liveit up

It waswell after 1700 hours when the prep work was done. Shivawas sill doing administrative
stuff, which never ended—the troops had to be certified as to range time, medical appointments and the



other minutiae of military life. Bell Toll was scrounging data, trying to wheedle afew factsthat could give
his people the edge in this op, aswell as drafting the orders and acknowledging briefings. Thisop was
going to play hell with their training schedule for the Readiness Standards Evauation, which sincethis
wasnt, yet, a"declared war," had to be met. That was the military; stick you out on the raw end one day
and put you through chickenshit the next.

Thor appointed himsdlf patrol leader of the bar crawl, and proceeded to prod the others. Hefirst
cornered Dagger in hisroom, who replied, "Thanks, but if I'm going to be shooting, I'd liketo be as
sober aspossible” His expression wasn't exactly condescending, but Dagger was very much the
psychoatic loner. He dmost turned into a cloistered monk before a mission, and wasn't much of apartier
afterwards. He'd been known to have three beers, once or twice. He'd even had an expensive shot of
Earth whisky once. He wasn't cheap, he wasjust apurist.

Tirdal was next, and |ooked somewhat confused. Behind him the lights were dim. His desk had
been cleared and set with asmall candldike object, abook and some other items Thor couldn't identify
from the door. They were some kind of religious or persona gear, and Thor didn't pry. It wasn't
politeness; he was embarrassed. To hisinquiry about joining the entourage, Tirdd replied, "Y ou wish for
usto appear in public asagroup, then attempt to find private entertainment, then return to little deep?”

"That's sort of it," Thor agreed. "It's supposed to be fun and help take the edge off."

Tirda appeared to consder it for amoment, then replied.

"My presence would creste a disturbance among others that would not be hel pful to you, | think.
Therewill be nothing for meto do privately, and if left donein public, there could beissues. Asto
'taking the edge off," | will meditate most certainly, and review recent events. | aso need to study more
of both human interaction and technical matters. So | think not. But | do thank you for the invitation.
Perhaps when thisis over the timing would be more appropriate.”

"Well," Thor said, "if you want to observe human interaction, thiswould be thetime.”

"I'm aware of that, and theideaisintriguing,” Tirdd replied. "But other considerationstake priority.
| hope, however, that everyone has a good time on your ‘bar crawl.' "

"Thanks, then,” Thor said abit avkwardly. "I hope your meditation goeswell.” It seemed the polite
thing to say.

He knocked on Ferret's door and found the speciaist leaning back in his bunk with hisfingers
interlaced behind his head.

"Bar crawl time," Thor sad.

"I'monit," Ferret said, rolling to hisfeet and dipping hisfeet into ship-boots.

"Glad to hear it," Thor said, with fedling. There was nothing londlier than a single-handed bar crawl.
"The sarge can't make it, we don't want the captain dong, Dagger's being himself and Tirda doesn't
seem to understand the concept.”

"Just aswell," Ferret had told him. "Either of them would scare chicks awvay, and we don't need a
fight tonight, either.”

Thusit wasthat Gorilla, Ferret, Thor and Gun Doll went looking for distraction before their
appointment to spend two months in space and muck. They met right outside the base gate, where
everything ahomesick young troop could yearn for was available.

There was the branch of "Fedlings, Inc," acompany which had staked out space near every base
on three planets, to sal cheap trinketsto soldiers as "fine jewelry" for their loved ones back home,
wherever home might be. The prices were not cheap.

A vid arcade clattered and dinged, lights flashing through the door. Every machinein the place was
cranked to maximum difficulty. Entertainment equipment could be rented at stiff fees, the purveyors sure
of their income because troops 1D numbers could be called in to the base if funds were tardy, to be
forcibly secured from said troops while their commanders wrote them up for failing to be responsible
and for disgracing the service. Only the former mattered to the businessin question.

An old dectronics storefront had been converted, the sign out front proclaiming "Bambi's Lingerie."



It had once added "private showings available" until some wiseass had changed the marquee | ettering to
read "Assand head," which had likely been true, Bambi's having been shut down weeks before by the
local mayor and police, concerned about the moras of their town. That emphasis on old Solarian
"moras' was quaint and hickish on aplanet like Idendia.

However, that concern for morals didn't extend to the rest of the strip of small establishments
determined to find some way, any way, to liberate dl the cash soldiers and spacers might have.
Everyoneloved the military, aslong asthe military had cash to burn. After that, they were freeto piss
off, or go back on base and quit whining, or spend a complimentary night in the town lockup. The
screwing of soldierswasn't amora concern, aslong asthat screwing involved their time and money but
not sex. Unless, of course, that sex followed a spending spreein the " Short Time Saloon,” the areas only
redl bar.

Not being homesick young troops, and far more savvy and sophisticated than anyone might think at
their ripe ages of twenty or so, they walked right past Soldier Row and paid no attention.

"Dancing," Gun Dall ingsted. She was made up in dectric blue, including adye for her bobbed
hair. Shewore along overtunic to hide her shoulders and hips. It wasn't that she was unattractive, but
her proportions were unusud, with her height and solid skeleton. Men were intimidated, and even more
so0 when they found out shewasaDRT. It was exasperating, and shetried to play it down. Instead she
played other things up—the garment was dit down to below her navel.

"Drinking," said Gorilla. It was along-standing argument between them. He wore ajacket and tie
over hisshorts, trying to look casua from hislofty height. Gorillanever wore makeup, because hefdt it
looked stupid on his craggy face.

"Drinking and dancing, and lots of chicks,” Thor said. Thor had strange styles of fashion, wearing a
synthleather jacket at least ten years out of date over striped tights. His bulging thighs and broad
shoulders were obvious, he hoped.

Gun Dall said, "Drinking and dancing, hold the chicks."

"Oh, I will," Thor agreed, grinning.

Ferret, wearing jeans and cutaway tunic to show off his pecs, made up lightly and relaxed as
aways, asked, "Same place as last time, or someplace new?'

"Who got laid last time?* Gorillaasked.

"I did," Gun Doll admitted, "but | had to pimp mysdf to do it. How about somewhere |ess shooty ?*

"Yeah," Thor agreed, "somewhere where well be recognized for the cold, caculating killersand
human sex machinesweredly are.”

"So, Thor wantsto go to Fantasyland.” Ferret grinned, elbowing him.

"Y eah, whatever, therédsabus,” Thor said, pointing. "We can get swesty after we find the chicks."
They boarded the busjust in timeto be hanging at the door asit sought cruising dtitude of ten
meters. Thedriver gave them adirty look, because they were violating the law and it would be his assiif

anything happened to them. It was obvious from the clash of stylesthey were military. Their casud
attitude about the height said they were some kind of commandos, as did the cropped hair and thick
necks and shoulders. Already they were getting looks, and that suited this group fine.

They didn't care about ugly looks or amused glances. All they cared about was attention from other
young people, preferably attractive, though "attractive’ was adippery term when acohol or other
intoxicants, their other desire, entered the picture. And al of it would make for great stories|later.

Asther profession required utter secrecy and low profiles, they made up for thelack of attention
when not working. They were loud and brash on the trip, and though they gave no details, that being a
prudent standard, there were enough varied commandos stationed there that no one had any doubt they
were some of them. That, and the heavier than usua sdearmsthey carried.

While having gunsdidn't of itself attract favorable attention, competence combined with them did.
When afera Podeen might trot down any street, suddenly charging to the attack if the urge and
voracious gppetite tickled its semisentient fancy, the presence of professond killers was awelcome



thing. The troops were therefore popular, no matter their young, smartass attitudes. None of the
passengers complained about the noise, and afew kept close. Idendia might be urban and modern, but
Idendiawas aso raw and savage. It had been wrested from the Podeen at great cost, and scars across
the landscape and crashed Podeen landing craft attested to a generous use of antimatter weapons, when
the human settlement had been reinforced.

Being fecund egg layers, the Podeen had been defeated but not wiped out. They camein two
classes. "Normas' were semisentient, just bright enough to swing arock, or, if so equipped, pointshoot
awegpon. "God Kings' were larger, sentient and scary. Each God King could control up to fifty or sixty
normds, running them around like tabletop gaming counters through a handful of Superior Normals.
Podleen were parthenogenetic carnivores that looked like a cross between centaurs, crocodiles and
ponies. Thelir defining attribute was their voracious appetite. Their enemies and prey became sushi and
jerky in short order.

When they'd arrived in the sector, armed with star drive and advanced weapons, they'd proceeded
to wipe out every planet they cameto, like locustsin afield. Then they'd met humanity. Most of the
human race had not survived, but, on the other hand, most of the Podeen advance hadn't either. And as
the old joke said about "the unstoppable force hitting the immovable object” there had been alot of sde
effects. Onewas "tamed" Darhdl. Another was the Tular Podeen.

The Tular Podeen were asettled, trustworthy race who only rarely ate sentient creatures, and even
then only other Podleen, and kept to their own planets. The feralsleft behind on ahundred planets were
smply ravening beasts to be exterminated. And anyone on such a planet who didn't carry awesgpon
stayed close to those who did.

That had been part of what pushed Idendia, her thirty-odd republic planets and smilar number of
colonies over the edge to rebellion. Earth had wanted to resume the strict weapon controls and
environmenta standardsit had been working on before the Podeen invasion. At which the blighted and
struggling worlds of the Fringe had screamed bloody murder. Not drain aswamp because it might
"damage the naturd baance," when such balance was dready screwed by the presence of Podeenin the
bog? Not bloody likely. And suggesting one seek permission for an Al guided autocannon with
antimatter shellsto ded with said Podeen, just because some Earth bureaucrat thought they were
"ingppropriate’ for civilians wasn't a concept to win the hearts and minds of the Fringers.

Which was why there was now an Idendian Republic. And arump group of worlds, old,
sophisticated and highly developed, seething in the background.

The bustrip wasn't long, only about two hundred kilometers, through the light of afdling sun and
then into the domed warren of the city proper. Idendiawas actually an Earth-like moon of amonstrous
gas giant, debatably abrown dwarf, that had been christened Juliana. Julianawas coming into full phase
aslsd, the sysem's sar, sat, the planet afluffy wash of colors on the horizon, seeming to stretch
endlessly. Julianawould rise to show dun and ochre bands punctuated by bright red roils of reacting
hydrogen. Itsring formation and myriad satellites made it arare Sight for those tourists who could afford
the steep trangit fees, and the complex rotation of it and Idendiaaround Isdl led to very strange day
cydes.

Thetroops paid little attention. Not only had they grown up with that tangerine monster hanging
over them, they'd seen far more exciting things, from their viewpoint, on other planets. Dagger wasfrom
far out on the Fringe, and would likdly find it interesting, if he were dong and if he were disposed to
admitting to a human esthetic weskness. They, who had traveled far, kept their attention focused down
at the seething fleshpots below.

The fleshpots were another of Idendias appealsfor the prudish but wealthy residents of the SSA.
The lax laws and taxes of I1dendiahad permitted the relatively poor former colony to build a hefty trade
surplus with the more settled inner worlds. Tourigts, however, were becoming less common as Earth and
its leechlike dependents became more insular.

Something was happening to the inner worlds, something that was rarely spoken of and poorly
understood. The vigitors, generation by generation, were becoming less and lessinterested in " Fringer”



delights and more and more introgpective and studious. On the other hand, that was also easing the
political tensons.

The buskept itsdtitude dl theway in, coasting between ever taler buildingslit in varying colors.
The older ones had plain illumination. The newer oneswere lit with panels of color and images, turning
them into three-dimensiona artwork that rose for dozens of meters above the traffic. The advertisements
rose higher than the buildings. Despite the domes and a ate-of -the-art defense grid, large meteors were
acommon occurrence on Idendia, because of the nature of the Juliana system, and a
twenty-five-megaton blast in the stratosphere instead of on the surface was il bad for structura
integrity. None of the buildings rose above thirty stories. It wasn't common for domesto crack, but if
they did, the same shockwave would tear the edifices apart. Hence, most activity was indoors and
underground, despite the complications of building down instead of up.

The driver landed them atop a platform in front of acomplex, still agood ten meters up. The four
were aready crowding the door before it opened, and erupted as they would from an assault pod under
fire, swarming out and toward the broad, anachronistic stairs descending into the Sector A club, itslights
dim red to match the décor.

Thor wasfirg, flashing an ID and waving his card at the sensor. He dowed just enough for the dye
marker to dap coldly againgt his hand, and was aready reconning the place as he passed insde. It was
fortunate they were sober, asthe flashing lights and shifting holograms made visibility an iffy proposition,
and it was hard to tell substance from image. That was part of Sector A's apped. He decided on an
empty corner booth, and arrived there at arun, beating another man who looked annoyance at him but
didn't dispute his claim. The booth was one of many set high on the wall, approachable from below only
by aladder, but low enough for "vertical envelopment™ of the floor below. Thor scrambled up the ladder
with therest of the team following.

"Herewe go!" Ferret called as he arrived behind Thor, taking the side seat. " A good, clear field of
fire"

"For you to puke?' asked Gorilla, whose height gave him an even greater view from the booth's
position high on thewall. His back wasto that wall, too. The others couldn't see past hisimposing bulk.

Thor said, "Ferret, don't get usthrown out by tossing beers, okay? Even if it'sa charitable thing to
do, it'smessy and pisses off the goons.”

"Back soon!" Gun Doll yelled cheerfully, as she swung over the railling and dropped. One of the
security goons started yelling at her as she bounced across the floor to join aman who was dancing by
himself. She made a hand gesture in the goon's direction that was at |east as old as starfaring mankind
and grabbed the dancing man by the elbow. At first surprised, he smiled shortly and they melted into the
growing crowd.

Gorillasaid, "Score one, Gun Doll. Arewe going to hit on chicks? Or drink first?"

"Drink first," Thor said. "That way when Ferret gets usthrown out it will hurt less”

The place hadn't filled to capacity before they grew bored and |eft. There was no time to develop
animage or arelaionship. Their needs were immediate, and constant movement the chosen means of
finding company. That it was neither efficient nor cost effective didn't enter into the picture. They'd hit
club after club until luck, boredom or morning did them in. Any of them could have explained thefally in
their gpproach, had they stopped to think, but thinking was to be avoided for the moment.

From Sector A they went to Eden, aclub lit only by UV lights. Couples and small groups made out
in the near-black corners and nooks built in for that purpose. The building was a converted police
command post from the early days of 1dendian colonization, and had numerous closets, lockersand
offices, most now converted into open space, some left aslockable cubbies for trysts.

"Hey, look at the diplopukes!” Ferret said, abit too loudly. "They're wearingsuits !"

Gun Dall played off it. "Hush, it's not polite to sare.”

The diplomats appeared to be from somewhere in the Solarian Systems Alliance. It was dways
amusing to see daid, conservative representatives saring in awed embarrassment at painted men and



women swesting off their lusts. They arrived expecting yokels. Everyone from their planetsknew the
Idendian Republic was populated by gun-toting, backwards farmers. Y et those farmers had a deep
understanding of sexudlity, and adevil-may-care attitude. Tomorrow might bring ameteor too large for
the defense net, aferal Podeen to rip one'sleg off, or worse, a port God King leading an oolt of fifty of
the damned things to eat a school. So why not eat, drink and screw today, if the work was done and the
bills paid?

Therewasavivid liveinessto the confederation that was missing in theinner worlds. Although the
inner worlds were far more technologically adept, it was the Fringe that produced the poets, artists and
actors who created the entertainment the inner worlds craved. The daily dramaof surviva, the
life-and-death nature of life on the Fringe seemed to bring out far more artistry than the placid, safe, lives
of the Core.

Whatever the case, the "hicks’ were both more aive and more sophisticated than the Core
worlders and that life and sophistication was aways hard for the Core worldersto fully grasp. Often
they saw only abarbaric spectacle, but that spectacle held far more beauty than could be found from
Earth to Antares.

Edenled to Mac's Place, to four or five others they wouldn't remember, but would track by the
stamps on their arms. On the street somewhere between Sudsy Capone's Laundromat and Bistro, which
rated highly for itsorigind theme, and The Orbital Room with its drunken young women and screaming
music, Thor was struck by philosophy.

"lan'tit odd," he said, "how we, young, strapping, desirable hunks of flesh, Gorilla excepted, of
course, on the prowl and itching to get blown, laid or whatever, have some of the poorest luck?

"Speak for yoursdf,” Gun Doll snickered. She twirled aman's underwear around her finger. "'l had
aquickie at Edenwhile you were busy being hosed by that blonde. And | think that wasaguy intrans,
ayway—"

Thor interrupted with, "I assure you she wasfemde. Very femde, and—"

"Y eah? So where's her panties?' Gorillaasked. "Y ou know the rules. No souvenir, no score for
the board."

Sighing, Thor continued, "No, we didn't get that far. My point is, we seem to manage less action
than the soft businessmen.”

"They've got more money than you ever will," Gun Doll said. "Besides, where's Ferret?' she asked
rhetorically.

"Still a Sudsy's" Gorillachuckled. "Last timel saw him, which iswhile Thor wastaking that tumble
inthe air dryer, he was sneaking behind the machines with something that was very probably femde."

"Yep, saw that," she agreed. " So there goes your profound theory, Thor." Her tongue tripped over
the phrase. Sheld had afew drinks, too. "The score is one, Ferret and me, hdf point for you for style
because we're being generous, and Gorilla has none yet but the night isyoung.”

Thor pointed out, "It's three ayem and we've got an oh seven hundred formation.”

"Y ep, young," she agreed. "'l think | can score two tonight." She was eyeing aman outside a bar,
holding adrink and leaning casudly againgt thewall. "Target acquired, firefor effect,” she said. Her voice
was sultry and seductive and so out of place with her normal personae and the comment.

Thor and Gorillachuckled. "Goodnight, Doll. See you in four hours."

She waved her fingers behind her back as she sidied up to the stranger and smiled a smile that
promised him alot of intense, if brief, fun.

Chapter 3

Gorillahuffed as he rose and ran. Oh seven hundred had come too early. His oh six hundred darm
cal even earlier. He wasn't hung over, but he was cranky and fatigued even after ashot of drugsto
wake him and stabilize his metabolism. He'd known better than to go drinking before an early cdl, and



he'd done it anyway. He promised himsdlf hed never do it again, and knew hewaslying. It wasa
character flaw in an otherwise very strong personality. He hadn't found awoman, though he did just
often enough that he'd keep abusing himself like that for the unlikely chance of doing so.

So hereit was, not yet noon and he was sprinting uphill, in assault suit and extraarmor, humping a
blocky pack full of killer bots and sensor bots, a sharp rock in his boot top stabbing his calf and swesat
greesing him.

A warning flashed in hisvisor, and he dropped, skipping behind athick bush and dodging whipping
thorns. To hisleft, Gun Doll opened up with her assault cannon as she took a position behind arock.
The noise had three frequencies—the basso roar of the firing, the harmonic note of the rapid rate of fire,
and the hypersonic cracks of the projectiles. Under those was the whine of the mechanism, barely
audible, and the pitch shifting caused by the recoil mechanism varying dightly. The wegpon wasn't as
accurate as Dagger'srifle, but then, at twelve thousand rounds per minute at full rate, it didn't need to be.
She ducked again to confuse anyone as to her whereabouts.

Gorillasnapped aball from hiskit, tossed it gently out in front into the matted grass on the dope
and ignored it. It unrolled into alarge insectoid bot and crawled forward. He didn't need to seeit; held
seen thousands of them. It ran awire behind itsalf, so he could read its sensors with less chance of
detection than viaa beam. Meanwhile, he was programming killerbiobots because he knew they'd be
needed.

Massivefire sounded right after that flash he'd gotten, ranging from pops and cracksto outright
roars, screams and booms. A warning flashed across hisvisor. "ALARM TRIGGERED. RED TEAM
GYSGT TIRDAL. ASSAULT REPULSED, FAILED. POINT BLUE TEAM.."

"Oh, blast the little freak," Gorillamuttered under his breath. He got another message,
"CONTINUE WITH EXERCISE FROM FAILURE POINT." He nodded. There was no point in
stopping; they were hereto learn. They'd pretend nothing had gone wrong, move forward and keep
trying. Asthey'd have to evade the Blue Team defenders, now that they, the Red Team aggressors,
were positively located, it would be that much harder. Blue was likely to score several more"wins' as
the scenario adapted, before final no-joy was called. And at a case of beer per point, it was going to get
expensve.

"That clumsy Darhel can buy the beer,” Gorillamuttered.

Anincoming message from Shivasaid, "Gorilla, can you get us some digtractions, please?' Shiva
was gill calm, even in the face of incoming swarms of dumb and seeking projectiles and "smulated”
explosonsthat till shook the ground and dapped at the air.

"Way ahead of you, Sarge," Gorillareplied. Heinhaled a deep breath, smelling scorched earth and
metallic explosive resdue, got agood map image and pressed akey.

Four of hissmal killerbiobots charged forward. Each was|oaded with akilo of hyper explosive
(smulated). Hetook in his split screen in aglance, panning across dl four "eyebals' in the drones. They
darted and bounced through the brush just like rabbits, which was no surprise; they'd been genetically
engineered from that form. Asthey hit the five hundred meter mark from the defenders, he cut them
loose to seek their own martyrdom and launched three flyer forms. Engineered from Idendian
peregrinches, they flew out from him in three directions, and at randomly selected moments erupted
sraight up. They headed over the enemy and stooped into steep dives. Each wasrated at .5 kilosand
had afour shot canister wesgpon that fired a swarm of self-seeking flechettes. That done, he glanced
again at the sensor bot he had trundling under it al and dugged its eyes image to the rest of the team. He
turned back to his controls and aimed the already orbiting swarm of killerbeesin on terminal, acrossthe
line that was the best guess for enemy troops.

His screen was twinned in miniature to the captain and the sarge. They could see what was
happening if they chose or if their Al decided the info was important, or as, now, when Gorilla pinged
them with ared flash. He had two more bots approaching the line and "created adigtraction” by the
sample expedient of blowing them in place. Asthe enemy shifted for cover, the sharp sensorson the



flyers caught the movement. The swarm was dower, asit had to buzz the information eectronicaly
around its collective intellect.

It worked, sort of. Interdiction fire ripped the flyers from the sky. Thekillerbees took damage, but
each "death" only dowed their thoughts, not stopped them. Two of the rabbits disappeared under fire,
but the third "exploded” mightily. If all waswell, at least two Reds were casudties.

Then an darm shrieked in Gorillas ears, ashock tingled his spine, and he said, "Aw, shit," and
joined the Darhel, who had dready been hit again, in smulated deeth. He'd been too busy running
dronesto move. Five secondswas dl it took sometimes.

But his distraction had worked; the rest of the team had moved and gotten hid again. Now Gun
Doll was hammering away, Thor was providing cross fire with his grav-rifle on full, punctuated with raps
from the underdung grenade launcher asfast as he could trigger. Hisfire sopped ashe "died,” but Shiva
and Ferret were around the other flank. One of Dagger's seeker rounds ripped into a grav-boosted dive
over arock, and the captain tossed some cover fire around it.

The Blue Team fire was much reduced. They were definitey taking casudties. Shivadied, which
left Dagger asNCOIC.

Dagger, being Dagger, didn't bother with hisremaining team of Gun Doll and Ferret, but just kept
shooting. It was good shooting. Still. "Dagger, what do we do?' Doll asked.

"Keegp on'em," wasthetaciturn reply. It was encouraging, but not very informative.

Gorillasghed. Hislast two bios, both rabbits, were bouncing easly astargets. Before he "died”
he'd been hoping he could backtrack the shots that would inevitably kill them.

It sort of worked. One was shot, Dagger counterfired, and another Blue died. The other bio was
ignored. The Al deemed its blagt insufficient for the cover involved. Gun Doll laid down ablanket of fire
until she got swatted. Anincoming flyer nabbed Dagger, which left the captain with apunch gun and
Ferret with agaussrifle againgt fortified troops with support weapons and drones.

"l cdl! Bdl Tall sad. "Wadll, that was succulent.”

Dagger was tdking at once, which was an indication of just how angry hewas. "Tirdd, you ever
take a step without tripping something?" It had been the second exercise of three today where the
Darhel had blown their cover. The third time held been dow to return fire.

Shivasad, "Dagger, did you forget you were Fireteam Leader when | bought it?" His voice was
dill conversationd.

"Enough, everyone,”" Bell Tall said. "Let's go watch the after action. And don't swest it. We
worked well asateam, at least. Up until closeto theend.” He didn't mention Dagger, but the thought
was clear to even non-sensats. "And even with that, we inflicted one point Six to one casudtiesagaingt a
defended position.”

A bounce pod arrived to pick them up, dropping down on Shiva's beacon. It descended fast, adot
in the sky becoming an inverted cone that seemed to crash to the ground, its recoil mechanism
preventing it from bouncing. They clambered aboard the shelf around the bottom, each backing into a
hollow that mostly fit their gear. Gorillawastoo tal and had to squat, knees bent. Hed ride it that way
the entiretrip, swearing colorfully about the machine,

Tirdal waslagt, attaching the harness across his chest and | etting the molecular weave bond with
itsalf. The hardware behind his helmet snaked forward to provide commo and oxygen. There were
minor sighs at histardiness, which ended as the pod abruptly sprung off. Gs rose heavily to more than
tripletheloca levd.

The ground shrank below them, the pod reaching amoderate dtitude of three thousand metersin
about seventeen seconds. It seemed to loiter at thetop of its parabalic trgjectory, then it began its
descent.

The designers of the bounce pod had been clever, but not very military minded. With very few
exceptions, bouncing high over a battlefield was suicida. With even fewer exceptions, rear-echelon
personnd didn't like speed and dtitude, especialy when strapped to the outside of said conveyance



("vehicle' being too kind aterm for the thing). The craft wasn't practica for combat, and terrified the hell
out of support troops so they'd refuse to board. Other than avery few specific rescue operations—in
deep gorges, for example, and even that was dangerous with protruding shelves of rock—the only use
was for getting around a practice range. How the hell the damned thing had made it through sdlection in
thefirst place, and who the hell had made abuck off it, and which masochistic sons of bitches actualy
enjoyed pogoing around with their lunchesin their throats were long standing topics of bull sessons.

The pod was descending. It was dropping like arock. Bungee jumpers thought they knew what
adrendinewas. If they had any idea. . .

The ground came up fast. Faster. Despite familiarity, everyone except Dagger and Tirda clenched
and gritted their teeth. Dagger was a sociopath about such things, refusing to flinch, and Tirdal didn't
have a human perspective on dtitude asit became height and then " Oh-shit-we're-going-to-die.”

The pod hit the ground, their somachs dropped into their boots, then they were heading up again,
brainsrattling in their heads as blood was pulled out of their brains.

Luckily, it was only two bouncesin to range control.

Ration packs were the rule for exercises, 0 the same for practice. Never mind that they'd be
"practicing” with them for the next severd weeks. It was SOP.

"Hell, | can't eat after that," Thor said, looking abit green around the ears.

"Yeah, let'sjust st for abit firgt," Gun Doll agreed, panting. They both sought seats on the hewn
wooden benches available under a shelter roof. Tourists would have found them rustic. To the troops, it
was smply an indication of the military's chegp attitude about them. Why spend money for the grunts,
when there were conference rooms that needed shamogany tables? They collapsed, still staggering, and
dropped their harnesses behind them. Wegpons sumped across knees or down to lean against the
bench, but till controlled and with muzzles away from each other. An accidentd discharge, even with
the practice projectiles that evaporated upon hitting armor, would be messily lethal at closerange.

Soon, they were dl seeted, Bell Toll up front with the range instructor, a hologram building
between them. "Tirdd," Bdll Toll said.

"Sir," the Darhel acknowledged. He and everyone else knew what was coming.

"Y ou've got the dexterity of aherd of goonyaks." The captain's voice wasn't mean, but certainly
had aring of disgust toit.

"Sorry, Sr," Tirdd replied. There wasn't much he could say against the charge. It was ahuman
metaphor, and he had been clumsy.

"Dagger," Bdll Toll said asheturned.

"Yo," the sniper replied around amouthful of ration packaging.

"'Yo,dgr ,"if you don't mind." Without waiting for aresponse, he said, " 'Keep on 'em," isnot avery
practica order, would you agree?'

"Ah, hdl. I'm sorry, Sir. But | was getting good shots and we al knew we were screwed anyway.”

" 'Screwed anyway.' " There was amoment's pause and the captain said, "If you have that attitude,
yes. But look here." Heindicated the holo and waited until he had everyone's attention. It only took a
moment; they were fundamentally good troops, if high-strung. "Had you paid attention to anything other
thenyour shooting, you could have had everyone suppressfor Doll, and had her lay fire from here" he
waved a pointer into the image, sending minor ripples as he disrupted the transmission, "and then the rest
of you could have closed. Think you might have done more damage that way?"

"Yes, dr," Dagger agreed, chastised.

"Good shooting, yes. Keegp an eye on other things, too. Gorilla.™

"Sir," the hulk replied. He knew it was about not moving enough.

"If you want to sit fill and be atarget, we can arrangeit.”

"l know, Sir. Overeager on the task."

"Yes, and it cost you. But that was one hdll of ajob with the critters," was the admission, with a



grin. "Can you do that on the run?"

"I can, Sr. And will."

"Dall .. ."

They ae, they waiched themsalves screw up dl over again in the holo, and afew snide comments
flew at Tirdal, who had made more than his share of mistakes, being the new guy. But he/d aso moved
fast on the assault, and gotten into good cover. He had some raw edges still, but was no douch and the
rest of them knew it. He said nothing. Neither did they, after theinitia cracks.

"Okay, ontop of dl that," Bell Toll concluded, and everyone focused, "theincidentswith fera
Podeen are up sixty percent. Three God Kings came trotting into Bergen over the weekend, as you may
have heard." There were nods. The three had come in as a coordinated attack, in fact, with dmost two
hundred normals under their control. They wielded primarily sticks and stones, with a couple of
scavenged shotguns and some flammable fluids, but it had taken most of an afternoon for the town miilitia
to round them up and exterminate them. Damage had been described as "moderate,” but that included
destroyed buildings and forty casualties. At least Six casudties had been fatal so far, with otherslikely to
die from their wounds. "Well, Governor Generd Sunday is not happy, and we're about to start a series
of patrolsto crop the damned things again. So as soon as we're back from this misson, you can plan on
some hunting." To the enthusiastic response he said, "'l knew that would make you happy.” It didn't
make the captain happy. It would play even more hell with the evauation schedule. But the troops would
et to bresk things and kill Posties, which wasthered point of having them.

"So, dl indl, we know what we did wrong. And | let it go wrong, to see how things would play
out. More practice would be good, but it's what we've got. And we should be avoiding contact on this
mission anyway. Well do one more this afternoon, asneak instead of acrash. Tirdd, stick closeto
Ferret and learn how to be quiet. Then welll dog off and pack for lift."

Tirdal nodded, the others murmured, and lunch was choked down in ahurry at the prospect of
wrapping up.

There were gill mutters about Tirda. There would be. But they'd disappear if he worked out to be
as quiet as he was determined and stoic.

Chapter 4

The stedlth insertion ship was cramped. No nicetieswere put in for the psyche of the crew or
passengers. It wasn't likely the ship would ever see passengers, except perhaps a courier. Commando
teams were regarded more as cargo than passengersin regard to transit.

Pipesran along bare overheads, lockers lined the bulkheads and passageways, and structura gear
poked from every possible bare spot. Therewas astink of burned metal from welding during
maintenance, atang of ozone and amusty, sweaty smell of age and dust that hadn't been precipitated by
the environmenta systems. Everything was plain white, though dightly faded with age despite regular
cleaning and maintenance. The only spot of color was the garishly bright safety-red airlock. Another
hatch led to the crew's section of the ship. It was crowded in the compartment, the team crushed close
together, with Gorillahunched nearly double with the barely two meter height of the overhead. "Wish
they'd build one sized for norma people,” he groused. Redlly, though, he was used to it. Hisentire life
had been spent in acrouch, he often felt. And the ship was close around everyone, he smply fdt it more.

On the deck at their feet was an open hatch through which bright white light streamed from the
huge warship they were docked with. The two shipswere inverted in relation to each other, G fieldsin
opposite directions and the null-G of the airlocks making trangt tricky. The reason for the open hatch
was the young navy sublieutenant stlanding in front of Bell Tall, the stedlth ship's copilot and officia
liaison for the "supercargo.”

"Our end iscovered,”" he said. "We've had what looks like ether piracy or commerce raiding aong
the route, especialy the approach systems; there's been some ships disappearing in the area. When
we're cruising we stand out like a sore thumb and there's not much our popguns could do againgt a



commerce raider or agood pirate ship. Since they're running trade escort, we've smply docked to the
Zivotinovich for the duration. Well piggyback with them until we make minimum gpproach, then
continue from there. It'll actualy save about Sx daystranst.”

"Sounds good, Lieutenant,” Bell Tall replied. "The sooner we get there, the better.”

"That was what we figured,” the navy officer said, nodding. Not that he had any redl choice, and
not that the Army could do much except bitch through the generd staff if they didn't likeit. ™Y ouwant to
get comfy aboardZiv ?'

"No thanks, son,” Bell Tall said with agrimace. "We're trained to pesk at the moment; I'd rather
hibernate and come out fresh than have us get fat and flabby on adamned cruise ship.”

"Sure, | figured,” the lieutenant said. Damned Army grunts, he thought. Alwayslooking for rocksto
put in their bunks. They weren't happy unless they were wet, sore and eating dop. "But | wastold to
extend theinvitation."

"Oh, it's gppreciated, and we probably will on the way back, space permitting. But not now. We're
used to mud and cold and need to stay that way," he said, ironically echoing the copilot's thoughts.

"What'sZiv doing on thisroute?"' Ferret asked. Hed managed to wedge hisway past Gorillato the
scout craft's crew locker. He shrugged out of his pack's straps and started stowing it and his other gear.
"| thought they were acting as flagship for Second Fleet."

"They got pulled back for afusion bottle problem,” the lieutenant said from behind him. Ferret
hadn't known he wasthere.

"Great," he said, with anod, abit startled. "L et's hope they fixed it properly, or this could be avery
enlightening trip."

The lieutenant haf-smiled, half-scowled and said, "Wéll, let'sload you below and get moving." The
joke wasn't new, and the grunt likely had no ideawhat could happen. Adjustments to fusion containment
fieldswere fairly common, and there was a broad range of operation that required ayard to adjust and
posed no danger, but smply reduced efficiency. And if there was aredl breach, it might be aloss of
containment, with contamination of the engineering space, which was annoying but not serious. In the
exceedingly rare case of acompression inthefield and arupture, it would be over so fast no one would
notice.

Bell Toll shook Tirdd's hand as he came aboard from the cutter. It was strictly show, to make sure
the scout's crew knew he was officidly accepted. See the Darhel with the human commander? Must be
some kind of consultant. That was the desired effect, and rumor control should have it through the ship
at dightly lessthan lightspeed. Tirdal secured his gear and watched the others board and load.

Entering was awkward. There was anull-gravity zonefilling the hatch. The troops stepped off,
spun and drifted down, fast at firgt, then dowing as they reached the deck, until they touched without
impact and walked away. The field was computer controlled and managed everything in it asdiscrete
packets so each person in the field moved at his own rate. Exiting would be done by jumping up lightly
and being carried up and out. Turning to account for the opposing field wasthe only real complication.
Theinterior of thelock was actudly low enough that jumping down into it and even crawling out would
not be an issue. But the field was there anyway, to help with cargo and inexperienced personnel.

Theinterior of the bay they'd use for the trip was even more crowded than the compartment
"above." One or at most two people could move around init. To that end, they loaded one a atime.
Theinterior was merely a corridor with two tiers of bunks bolted in on either Sde that were currently
configured into G couches, legs raised dightly and the backs at a shalow angle. There were four right by
the hatch and two each forward and aft. With them ingtalled, the aready tight corridor was narrow
enough that Gorillahad to turn sdewaysto fit down it and aso bend double. So he took the couch
nearest the hatch. His gauss rifle/grenade launcher was secured in arack on the hull side above his head
and he was wearing his combat harness with ammunition, water, holstered pul ser, combat knife and
other accoutrements. He didn't notice it as a hindrance because he wore it like underwear, taking it off
only to shower. He even dept in it most of thetime.



Gorillawas not happy in the enclosed space and everybody knew it.

"Nice and snug, Gorilla?' Thor asked. "Need ateddy?' It did ook vaguely like a crib, oncethe
safety rail wasup.

Padding flowed up from the couches followed by hard memory plagtic as reinforcement, fully
cocooning the team members and leaving only their heads and necks exposed. Gorilladid not likethis
procedure ether; it was a bit nightmarish for a paranoid claustrophobe. Thor was still kidding him about
it asit sealed around his neck. "Maybe the captain can untuck you abit.”

Gorillasaid, "On thetrip back I'm going to make sure to hide afew bugs and snakesin your couch,
Thor."

Thor shut up. He hated snakes.

Masks descended and automatically snuggled for agood fit over the team's noses asthe JG and a
femde corpsman (SBA) from theZiv injected the troopersin their necks. As each wasinjected, he or
she became very till and waxy and pae of skin. It wastypica of Hiberzine. The corpsman finished up
by touching a control and the memory plastic flowed up and over the exposed part so the team ended
up disappearing in their cubicles, so many lumpsof dull, gray plastic. Between the Hiberzine and the
encasing, the troops were effectively in sasis.

Tirda was still watching the procedure. The medic turned and asked him, "Areyou going to take a
bunk now?

Tirda flicked hisear and said, "I am not. Hiberzine doesn't work well on Darhel. The sde effects
are unpleasant.”

"That seems srange,” the medic said with afrown. "1 thought the Darhel invented Hiberzine for
yourselvesfirg, then adapted it to humans.”

"No," Tirda said with adark but bemused look. "It was invented for use on humans, by the
Tchpth, at the request of the Darhel, about four thousand of your years ago." He turned and jumped
expertly up the hatch and headed for the dreadnought.

Ashisfeet disgppeared, the SBA looked at the injector and then at the JG. "I thought we only ran
into the Darhd athousand years ago?"

"Sodidl." Thelooksthey swapped were confused and faintly disturbed.

Chapter 5

Thor opened his eyesto see the Darhdl as the cocooning materia retracted. He sat up and
stretched but it was more psychological than because of areal need. To the team no time had passed at
al. Hiberzine suppressed dl activity at the cdlular level. There was no fatigue or strain.

He saw Tirda waiting, looking pretty much as he had before they went under. The JG and the
medic, however, were jumpy. The medic was administering the Hiberzine antidote while the JG made
sure everybody was recovering well. It was merely ritual; Hiberzine never had any mgor side effects.
However, its process was still not understood, it not being a human creation, and it was dways sudied
and regarded with abit of awe.

The others opened their eyes and looked around, taking only amoment to place themsdlves. Asfar
asthey were concerned, nothing had happened. The only real reaction was from Gorilla, who seemed
more than glad to be out of the cocoon. He rolled his feet to the deck and sat on the grated floor, just to
be out of the bunk.

Bell Tall checked theinterna chronometer in the nanocomp in his head and frowned. They'd been
"down" for three months and the voyage was supposed to be a month and a half. What had been the
delay?

"What the hell happened to the schedule?' he demanded.

"Things with the Blobs have heated up,” the pilot said with aworried frown. "There's been another
big clash in the sector and high command redlly wantsto know if thisisamgor staging zone. Because of



the fighting we were unable to use the intended system for ajump and had to do anon-tunnel jump, then
refuel before doing a second jump. There was anest of pirates there, which we cleaned out. Busy
around the Fringe here," he added with agrimace.

Bell Toll didn't speak; he just grimaced back.

"For loca information,” the pilot continued, "well be checking out an anomaly around the second
gas giant while the team is on the planet, and another stedlth ship is on the way in support.”

Bell Toll nodded but didn't ask questions. The probability wasthat at least atask force was
following the second stedth ship and for dl he knew there might be adozen stedth shipsin the system.
But he didn't need to know anything else, just who was available for pickup. Nobody was sureif the
Blobs interrogated prisoners, or even took them. But operationa security was till astandard
watchword. What you don't know, you can't tell.

The JG added, "There's a mission update and a standard news update available to you. | flagged it
attention to you if you want to plug in and download it. I'm going to check on the insertion.”

"Thanks," Bell Tall said to his back as he headed forward. He redized the pilot was another navy
type who couldn't or didn't comprehend Army thought processes and didn't want to be around them.
Well, the discomfort was mutud.

The team started checking some of the headlines they'd missed over aquarter of ayear as Tirdal
settled himsalf in hisdrop couch. Bell Tall noted the sidelong looks the medic was giving Tirda and
decided that stepping out of the compartment to inquire about that in private was caled for. He waved
to Shivato keep everyone elsein the smal ship, received anod, and stepped up the bounce field to the
deck above.

The sublieutenant was nervous and looked around alot, asif expecting eavesdroppers.

"What'swrong?' Bell Toll asked him.

"Well," hereplied, "it's not going to be on either download, but the Republic lost alot of shipsin the
last clash. They held on with fighters but the Blobs really kicked our asses. If the Blobs ever overcome
the fighterswe are going to be in deep shit."

"That bad, huh?' Bell Toll scowled. Why couldn't he get good news on thistrip?

"That bad," the lieutenant agreed. "Also, the Darhel was acting redlly weird. Did you train with him
beforeyou left?!

Bdl Tall shook hisheed. "Only briefly, why?"

"Just weird," The JG replied. "Kept to himsalf mostly, worked out in the dreadnought's gym. He
didn't even interact with the dreadnought's security team except to show 1D, but they definitely were
nervous around him, and it got worse astime went on. The first day one of the spacerstried to pick a
fight withhim."

"How'd that turn out?' Bell Toll asked, his nervesjumping. He didn't like the possible outcomes.

"Heavoided it," the pilot said. " Just ignored the insults and the shove and walked past him.”

"That wasit? No follow-up?' Hed expected the Darhel to fight. A human DRT would. It was
disturbing in away that no retaliation took place.

"Wadl, not exactly. He walked over to the weights, set up the stack, and bench-pressed nearly five
hundred kilos. Like it was nothing. Rep after rep. Everybody got red quiet and just moved away. That
wastheend of it."

"Goddam,” Bell Toll replied softly. HEd had no clue.

"That'snot dl. After that, hewasrarely in the gym at the same time as others but when he wasit
was adways like that. He worked out in two point five gravities, had to turn it down even when heavy
grav personnel turned up, and dways pushed five or six times what anyone could bdlieve. It just had
people spooked. | mean, none of us had any idea how freaking strong the Darhdl are.”

"Neither did 1," Bell Toll replied, surprised himself. He turned and headed back down to the team.
That was definitely something to keep in mind, and to ask about when the time was right. Dammit, no



one knew enough about the Darhel. They could teach Intel branch about secrecy.

As hereentered, he asked, "What's new in the news?"

"Besdesthe military stuff,” Shivasaid, "which the press got wrong as usud, the Solarian Systems
Alliance are going off into philosophica lotudand. It's not that they don't recognize the threst from the
Tdek, it'slikethey just don't care. Their ambassador has been expressing distress, but he's quite
adamant that the SSA isn't going to become involved in‘aregiona war.' We could just let the next thrust
through to teach them alesson.” He was sprawled for comfort, but still stuck in the small berth.

"| often wonder if the SSA are humans or Indowy," Bell Toll replied. The Indowy were aharmless,
endearing race of scientists who were inoffensive and had no concept of fighting at al. They'd been being
obliterated by the billions when humans were brought into the war. And gtill they had anoncombetive
attitude. It was genetic.

"How'sthat?' Tirdal asked.

It was one of Tirdd'sfirst questions, and with the tension regarding his presence, Bdll Toll was
grateful for the chanceto talk. Not to mention the impending boredom of the metal and plastic walls.

"What do you know about human history since we—" he paused knowing that he couldn't say,
"threw you Darhel bastards out"—"secured our place as agdactic race?

"Vey little" Tirdd replied.

"Oh," Bl Toll said. "Wdll ... let me synopsize.

"Yes, gr," Tirdd nodded. He appeared ready to hear anything and remember it al. Maybe he was.
It was one more creepy measure of him.

"Earth and Barwhon were able to destroy the entire Podeen incursion. They had sufficient
population to comb the surface and wipe dl the ferads out. And it didn't take them long to get back up to
populationsin the billions. Most of the Fringe worlds were cut out around the main wave of the Podeen.
Remember that we stopped one small advance of them; there werertrillions of others going in other
directionsat thetime."

"Yes," Tirda agreed. "We gave you the technology we couldn't use, to wipe out entire star systems
asameans of eradicating them.”

"Yes" Bdl Toll sad. "And the Fringe—specificaly the Federation—was secured from those we
captured, which are now a buffer zone between the SSA and the Tular Podeen, who were the only ones
who came to reason, after we killed enough billions of them.

"Anyway, after Earth recovered, they wanted to resume businessas usua.”

"Businessasusud?' Tirda asked.

"Yes, sop fighting,” Bdll Toll said. "It'snot naturd to us, so they say."

There was amoment's pause, and when Tirda answered he sounded more distressed and
confused than he had since they'd met him.

"Not naturd for humansto fight?Y our seven million years of evolution has been one long, bloody
battle. Y ou had aggressive animals, short supplies, little technology for food and horrible means of
communicating. The century before we introduced oursel ves a one you exterminated over forty million of
your own species. Y ou exterminated over fifteen million of my racein the Dead Y ears.”

"Oh, s0 you did know something about us when we met," Shivamused, ignoring the other
comment. "We dwaysthought s0."

"Weve never denied it," Tirdd said.

"No," Shivasaid dowly. "But you never admitted it, either.”

"Anyway," Bdl Tall continued, "Earth and the SSA aretrying to, have been trying to, go back to a
mode ahit like the Indowy. No violence, pretend that technology isjust atool, and concentrate on
philosophy. What's our term—?"

"Arigoteian," Shivasupplied.

"Thanks," the captain said with asmile. "And on the Fringe, we face fera's and potentid dien



threstslikethe Tdek."

"So you'retwo distinct culturesin onerace?" Tirda said.

"Morethantwo," Shivasad. "We have dudities about everything."

"Interesting,” Tirdd said. They waited for afollow-up comment, but he resumed hisreticence.

Bdl Tall sad, "And that'swhy we split off, and why the Michia Mentat were busy producing
wespons against the Podeen, and didn't get involved in the rebellion. A good thing, too, because that
would have scared Earth into dragtic action, instead of just deciding we were expengve distractions.”

"Which iswhy we don't have enough sensats of our own,” Shivasaid. "The Mentats are il
remote, till concerned with personal development and growing technology, not concerned with the
mundaneworld of carnivores and nukes."

"l would like them,” Tirdd said.

Everyone dselaughed. Tirdd did not.

"So," Shivasad, "'l expect thiscoming war will be us, possibly the Tular, possbly some Darhd, dl
againg the Tdek, while Earth sitsfat and happy and triesto undermine our culture from the rear.”

Gorillaasked, "Y ou think it'sthat bad, Captain?’

"l do, Gorilla" hesaid. "I cantell by the pricking of my thumbs. Unless something comes dong to
tip the balance in our favor, the Tdek are going to serve us up like Cram on toast. Oh, to hell with that.
How are the Greenwood Grendels doing in desthball?"

Shortly, it was time to move from the scoutship's personnel bay to the drop pod. The smdll,
sphericd craft would have theteam in acircle facing inwards, their G couches contoured against the
sdes, packs and weapons between and underneath them. They were re-stowing gear, ensuring it was
secured very tightly for the pending screaming drop through the atmosphere of the target planet. The
commander followed them down, shouldering his gear on the way.

Tirdal was closest to him, following everyone el sg's lead and fastening his ruck and wegpon, a
punch gunin hiscase. Bell Toll glanced a him as he finished and snugged into his drop harness. What
else was there about the Darhd that he didn't know but should? He was redlly starting to wonder about
them. All he or anyone else had to go on was Tirdal's performance in the Qual course, which was
impressive enough. And could they trust him?"*We never denied it." "No, but you never admitted it
either." What other secrets were hiding behind those gold-flecked eyes? But without the sensat they
were surdly in deep shit.

Everybody else was dready in position and arting to strap down as Bell Tall locked hisown
equipment in place. He checked everyone's gear as he strode around thering, al five paces of it, then
did another circuit and checked their straps. Nodding to himself, he dumped into his own padding and
started buckling in. When done, he plugged awire into hishelmet. "Filot, we're secure and ready to
drop.”

"Acknowledged. All stations secure,” wasthe reply. The hatch dropped, clanged and sealed with a
hiss. Whatever happened, they were now committed. It was probably psychosomatic, but Bell Toll
awaysfdt asif the atmosphere grew stuffier when that hatch sedled. It certainly had its own plastic and
chemica smdll that one never got used to.

The stedlth ship was on abdligtic track mimicking acomet or other piece of degp-space debris. It
had avery effective near black-body exterior and the entire system was made to absorb or deflect
detection systems. The target planet had one large rotationaly locked satellite, like Earth and the Moon,
and the plan was to do ahard break in the shadow of the satellite, relative to the planet, then whip past
the planet at alower speed, catching another dingshot to push it back outsystem. If any of the trgectory
was detected it would look like a very low probability meteor pass. Immediately after the braking
maneuver dl sysemswould shut down and they would become a hole in space. Thiswould leave them
inmicrogravity but everyone had trained in it before. The microgravity portion would last about aday
and then they would be inserting through alow-orbit zone of the planet. The main ship would drop the
pod and continue on the way while the pod did asmal retro burn, then used atmosphere to brake.



There were some dangers. If there were sensors on the "back” side of the satellite they would
detect the braking maneuver. Also, if they had been tracked on the way in, the changein trgectory
would be obvious. The only way they would know wasif one of the ungodly fast Blob missiles headed
their way. At agood fraction of the speed of light it wouldn't take long.

The enemy might shoot the pod down as a precaution. If they weren't worried about getting
detected they would shoot down every meteor that had the potential to be an insertion team. But the
Blobs had as good an appreciation of tactica silence as humans. So far the technique had worked al the
other timesit had been used. So far asthey knew, anyway. There were dways teams and craft that
disappeared without anyone knowing why.

Thefal into the system was tedious as nothing else can be. Someone once described combat as
"Long periods of boredom punctuated by moments of sheer terror.” Whiletrue, it doesn't relay the
underlying tension of that boredom, hoping for action to stop it while hoping not to have any action. The
sheer hell it playswith one's nervesisindescribable. Any action at this juncture would mean instant,
unfathomable death. The boredom was preferable.

The best thing to do was deep. However, one can only deep so long, especialy in microgravity.
Each human figured to nap for about four hours of the duration, leaving close to twenty with dmost
nothing to do but fret.

Gun Dall listened to dance music, her hemet display providing her alight show. That wasdl she
apparently needed to keep her in a haf-aware trance. Ferret and Shiva muttered and shook their heads
at each other. Strange chick. Ferret would watch news and movies, switching between the two as he got
bored with ether fantasy or redity. Shivawould tear through documentary shows from a dozen planets,
absorbing history, biology, art and culture at an amazing rate. He retained it al, too. His breadth of
knowledge was staggering.

Dagger smply stared at nothing. It was another part of hisact or his personaity. No onewas sure
which, and no one wanted to or dared ask. Dagger was as strange as Gun Dall, in his own freakish way.
Hell, they were dl strange. One couldn't be aDRT and be normal. The only thing they dl shared wasa
high tolerance for pain and abuse.

Gorillakept full surround video and audio going. He wanted nothing to do with redlity while
cooped up in the bal-shaped coffin. Why anyone with his phobias had ever volunteered, no one would
ever know. But he handled it every time. Next to him, Thor read books the really ol d-fashioned way—
text on ascreen. Higtoricd fiction, fantasy, travel, romance, adventure, geekpunk futurefic and anything
else he could get hold of . Bell Tall often felt Thor would be amuch broader troop or even qualify asan
officer if he'd read some nonfiction now and then. The man had a voracious appetite for words, but
everything he read was escapist. Still, if that helped him cope, the captain wouldn't complain. No matter
how removed from redlity the man was here, in the field his senses and instincts were good and he could
shoot well. He might not fit into ajob in the city, but he wasjust finein the weeds.

Tirda wasthe unknown quantity, and everyone except Dagger took surreptitious glances at him.
He seemed absolutely calm, staring dead ahead as Dagger did, right at Dagger, right through Dagger. It
wasamos asif nothing werein front of him and he was staring into the stars. Thefaint, enigmatic,
amost foxlike smile he bore didn't do much to reassure people. Was the Darhd totally flipped out?
Meditating? Dead? No one wanted to ask. Dagger was staring back, staring through Tirddl. It wasa
creepy tableau.

That just left Bell Tall to keep busy, worrying about his troops, the mission, the upcoming
Readiness Standards Evaluation that had to be done, war or no, and little things like his chances for
promotion or survival. Hismind ranin loops, barely able to concentrate, until he redlized he was
rehashing the same haf-thoughts over and over again, with no conclusions reached. He knew he
wouldn't be able to deep, ether. It was awonderful start to the mission.

After severd eternities of Sghing, twitching, moaning, frustrated exclamations, stretching and
amlessmentd drifting, he heard the pilot calling orders through the intercom. " Everyone makefind
check and confirm gear secure. Stand by for braking maneuvers and microgravity.” The cocoons came



up, much asthey had before, but thistime everybody was awake.

Decderation hit like a hammer as the ship struggled to take off the velocity it had built up dropping
in. Actua decderation was nearly six hundred gravities but gpparent decel was only around six. The
compensators were being strained even to accomplish that, and al the DRT troops crunched like
atmospheric fighter pilots. The G couches helped compensate, fluid pressurizing limbs to keep blood
flowing inthe core and brain.

Thor made alaconic comment in an attempt to hide his nervousness. "Not so bad. Remember the
drop on Haley?' Hisvoice was ahit tight from the pressure.

"Wasthat thefirst or second time you tossed your guts?' Ferret asked back. He, too, wastrying to
sound casud and not succeeding.

Gun Doll said, "Ferret . . . didn't you puke. . . sohard . . . you splashed me. . . on that drop?’
The G was harder on her; it often was on women. But she'd never once thrown up on adrop that
anyone could recdll.

Straining dightly, Bell Tall asked, "Tirdd, how are you managing?'

"Fine" Tirdd replied. "How long isthis phase?' Therewasno drain at dl in the Darhd'slow,
steady voice.

"About another nine minutes," he replied, while pulling up the physiologica monitorsfor the team
and glancing at them. Everyone was stressed and elevated. Gorillawas doing his usua confined spaces
panic: Pulse, 125, respiration 41, al other readings showing clear pain or stress. It wasn't pain. But
Gorillawas used to it and knew how to manageit so Bell Toll paid no further atention. The Darhd's
readings were aso very high but they werein the clearly marked "norma™ zone. Heartrate was 186 and
that was considered "low normd." Hisaphaswere. . . redly strange. But also considered "normal.” If
those were normal, then Tirdal wasn't the dightest bit bothered. Or maybe Darhel didn't react
physiologicdly. That had to beit. No creature could suffer through such an unnatura state and not react
somehow.

Without warning the braking thrust ended and they were in microgravity. The cocoons retracted to
the standby position again and everybody except Tirdal moved around within their couches. The
couches flattened and conformed to the sitter and Ferret brought up an entertainment package that
involved, based on the sound escaping from his helmet, lots of loud shooting and screaming. Gun Dol
started nodding her head and making other movements, some of them atad suggestive, as she twitched
to her music. Shivawondered, not for thefirst time, if she'd aspired to be a dancer before her body
grew too tal and rangy. She wasn't bad looking, but with her height she'd never have the balance to
dance—too much hip and shoulder for those long limbs. She obvioudy found the couch confining.

"Watchareading, Thor?' Shivaasked, needing a bresk from the silence.

"Devi Weaver's new one,Dust of Success ," Thor replied enthusiagticdly. "Intergal actic space fleet
warfare. Nationa poalitics, unit wrangling, assorted government idiocy and exploding spaceships. Some
of it's based on Napoleonic nava warfare and World War 11 from old Earth.”

"Youlikeit?'

"Generdly,” Thor said. "The politics | cantake or leave. But | like exploding spaceships.”

"Ever read about the ancient Greek sea battles with rowed ships?' Shiva asked.

"Nah, sounds boring,” Thor said.

Shivasighed and tried to think of another tack. Asthe only two readers, they should have some
common ground.

Even Dagger gave up hisblank stare and brought up a shooting game. Hiswas different from
Ferret's, the shooting being more deliberate and more widdly spaced. The screamswere just asugly,
and Dagger had agrin on hisfacein short order. Hiswiry body tensed occasondly, unconscioudy
working the muscles for acrouch or arun, but they were barely perceptible. He moved very little
without conscious thought.

There was no set schedule here. The troops needed time to flake off and be ready for whatever



followed, s0 they napped as they wished and sucked paste medsin their couches. Latrine facilitieswere
plumbed into their suits. The routine was practica, covered the essentials and was mentaly draining.

"Shiva," Bell Tall sad, interrupting histhoughts, "let's run through the scenario again, then the troops
can look at the maps as we get them and prepare to unload.”

Glad of something to do besdeswait, Shivasaid, "Yes, sir!™ and brought up atactical screen.

Tirdd smply waited, asheld donefor hours so far.

Sometimelater, after the troops had reviewed rough maps built from flybys and everyone except
Tirdal had complained, the ship came round on its second pass, ready to drop them onto the planet. The
pod was in alauncher that was mounted perpendicular to the "line" of the ship's movement. The pilot cut
in on everyone's screen and gave them atrgectory chart, with the release point marked with aclassic
red X. The closure was shown by ablue dot on a curve, while the upper right corner of their visors had
acountdown running. The couches enveloped them again, and everyone tensed up. Almost everyone.

Asthe ship came opposite the insertion point, breaths were held and muscles were taut. There was
no real significanceto this stage of the insertion, but it was a vector change, and thus of noteto the
human mentality. And, of course, an error would cause them to crash or whip past into nothing.
Recovery in thelatter case wasiffy. In theformer, impossible.

Asthetimer hit zero and the blue dot hit the X in the display, aWHUMP! sounded through the
pod as compressed hydrogen and magnetic flux tossed them from the stealth ship onto anew trgectory
toward the planet proper. Thefelt Gs were extreme but brief, perhapsten G for two seconds, then
microgravity returned.

The pod entered an dliptical orbit that should coincide with aproper entry angleinto the
atmosphere, a which point flight could begin. Until then, there was nearly an hour of microgravity.
Games and music resumed with varying amounts of attention paid to them. No DRT troop would admit
to being scared on an insertion, but most were.

Thefirst touches of atmosphere whispered threateningly againgt the field around the pod, and
insertion proper began. The flight through atmaosphere was the kind to cause newbiesto wet their pants.
Even experienced troops found them disorienting. Because of the need for stealth, no powered
maneuverswere alowed. The result was aliteral tumble through the atmosphere, the forcefieldsin close
to protect the ship and within the atmospheric plasma caused by friction between the craft's " surface”
and the rarefied atmosphere. From outside, the craft resembled ameteor. From insdeit wasaroller
coagter crossed with a nape-of-the-earth flight by an insane pilot on drugs. The pod flipped from side to
Sde, barrdl-rolled, pitched and cocked in various attitudes and at differing speeds. It tumbled, rolled like
adie and occasiondly bucked. Theinterna temperature rose steadily as they dropped deeper, since
there was no way to radiate the incoming energy. The occasiona dense pocket of atmaosphere caused
jarring, teeth-clattering jolts. Space insde was at apremium to start with, and the maneuvers made
helmets bash into bulkheads and knees into gear. No one spoke, though there were grunts and other
utterances at the painful jolts. Occasional curses shot out. The troops mostly kept their eyes closed, not
from fear, but to reduce the disorientation. It was the type of ride adrenaline-junkie civilians would pay
big money for, and experienced professionals could take or leave, preferably leave.

But it was nothing compared to thefinade.

Below the cloud layer, the "wings' melted out and back into brakesto dow the vehicleto a
"reasonable”’ speed. Wereit not for theinertia dampers, the crew would have been squashed by the
violent deceleration. Asit was, only long practice prevented them from heaving their somachs. It wasa
harsh change of orientation, the pod being upside down and rolling at better than five thousand meters
per second, then suddenly nose down and steady at barely sub-Mach speed for the local environment.
The pod was above ocean, and splashed into wavesin an angry hiss of steam. It was not alanding per
e, but rather acontrolled crash and abig splash.

The brakes shifted again in their forcefields and became small fins, and low-power impdllers started
up. Most of the remainder of the insertion would be under water, and dow. The processwas



semiautomatic, Bell Tall indicating aroute and the craft's Al handling the trip from there. That saved
having personnd pilot the craft, to beleft stuck during the mission, or having to risk a takeoff and
another landing. Besides, most of the procedure was ether too complex for ahuman pilot—Ilike the
insertion and braking—or too smple and boring to bother with a pilot.

The pod wasn't streamlined, though it could morph quite abit. Itsforcefields could assume any
shape needed. That wasn't an issue. But the speed of sound is much lower in water than in air, and sonic
shockwaves under water arerare and aimost never anatura phenomenon. Stedlth predicated dow,
cautioustravel. After crossing light-yearsin days and thousands of kilometersin minutes, thelast leg
would be hundreds of kilometersin long hours.

Specid warfare troops get long, boring training followed by long, boring practice in the art of
staying sane while doing nothing. Each has his or her own particular coping mechanism. Good teams are
those in which the members have learned not to drive each other to violent rage with annoying quirks,
like breathing in an unpleasant fashion or shifting aleg in that manner that makes another want to crack
his head after the ten thousandth time. Tirda was the odd troop in this equation, and the others shifted
unconscioudy in dight but red bother at the disruption of their familiar relationship.

The pod used propulsion that was as close to sllent aswas possible for Republic technology. As
the ocean grew shalower and the coast approached, the speed would dow even more and even dight
noises would become more of arisk. To that end, silence reigned until everyone had triggered isolation
circuitsintheir helmets. At thispoint al talk was through an intercom circuit, connected by wires, not an
RF net, to further reduce stray emissions.

Tak picked up, everyone glad that particular ordedl was over, and wishing to escape from
considering the pending risksfor at least afew moments.

Almost everyone. Dagger and Tirdd were silent.

"Weredown," Gun Dall said.

"Cheated death again,” Thor added.

"Yeah," said Gorilla, his pulse dropping below 120. With a screen before him not showing the
confines of the pod, and voicesin his ears backed up by natura sounds, he could handleit. He could
adso handleit insde abox if he had to; he had in training. But if the technology was availableto beless
uncomfortable, he'd useit. "We got a count on how long to shore, Captain?’

"Thirty-seven hours" Bdll Toll replied. "Heresthe map,” he continued as he displayed it for Gorilla
and left the link open for anyone ese. "We go down around this peninsula, up into this bay and get out
near the river delta. Hopefully, it won't be too swampy. Well move around to here, upriver about twenty
klicks, and that's where we start working." The site in question had been known beforehand, but the
exact gpproach hadn't been decided until they were in-system and could get agood view of the terrain.

"Lotsof walking,” Thor said. It wasn't acomplaint, merely an observation. "Gorilla, can you handle
that crate of botsfor that far?'

"Sure," the hulking troop replied, unconscioudy flexing hisrock-hard shoulders. The bots weren't
light, and were bulky, but hisload would decrease as they traveled and the 'bots were deployed.

"Who's on point?' Gun Doll asked. She always asked for detalls.

Shivareplied, "l figureto put Ferret up front again, to cover Tirda in second, you behind him for
firepower, Gorilla, the captain, Dagger, me and Thor watching our asses.”

Therewere murmured assentsand a"Yes," or two.

"Okay," he continued, "I'll hit you up with individual notes. Fed freeto talk anongst yourselves.”

Moments later, his voice came through Tirda's earbuds. "Tirdal, you hear me?"

"l hear you, Shiva," hereplied. "What do | need to know?"

"A lot. Kegp in mind, you're number three in the chain of command. If | go down, you take my
dot. That's not going to be easy with this audience.”

"Asaspecidigt, I'm not usualy oneto take an active leadership role,” Tirdal said. Hisvoicewas
even more inhuman and sonorous through mikes and filters.



"Y ou've got the rank, you've got thetraining. Y ou'd better be able to take that role,” Shivasaid
urgently. He didn't need the damned Darhel wimping out on them.

"True. | can handleit if they can,” Tirdd said. It wasn't exactly an accusation, more of acaution.

"They'll doit,” Shivasaid, hoping Thor and Dagger wouldn't cause any hasse. He made anote to
remind them. "'If we lose the captain, too, you haveto run the misson.” It was clear from hisvoice he
wasn't very happy with an unknown, an dien, aDarhel in that position. But redigtically, none of the
others would be better. Gun Doll wasasocid flake, astechnically competent as she was. They wouldn't
listen to her. Dagger was anutcase, or at least pretending to be. He'd scare the troops worse than the
Blobs. Thor and Ferret |acked the experience and Gorilla had the bots to worry about.

"If | haveto, I'll doit," Tirda reassured him. "I know al the basics. Tactics. Gear. Leaders should
be sdlf-secure and give orders, not take votes. | did take the NCO leadership course.”

"Y ou maxed that, too, right?" Shiva asked.

"y es"

"Wdl, maxing the course doesn't indicate talent or experience. So review anything you need to now
in case you're needed.”

"Yes, Sergeant,” Tirda agreed.

"One other issue," Shivasaid, grimacing to himsdlf. Thiswasn't an easy oneto broach. "Darhel
don't think like humans™

"Wedon't," agreed Tirdal. "What are you referring to?"

"Humans and Darhel have coexisted for athousand years, and in that time, we've learned amost
nothing about you," Shivasaid, warming up. "We were damned near your davesfor ahundred years.

Y ou're generaly much more mercenary and individudistic than humans, correct? And we don't get dong
well. No insult, just an observation.”

"That'sgenerdly correct,” Tirda agreed, hisvoice even flatter.

"What you haveto keegp in mind isthat were running this on human terms” Shivasaid cautioudly.
"Y ou haveto try to operate as we would, not asa Darhd."

"What specificaly?" Tirdal asked. It sounded like he was probing.

"Ah, hdl, | can't find adiplomatic way to say this. . . our experience saysthat Darhel are more
willing to draw back when things get tough.” He didn't use the word "cowardice" but the thought hung in
theair. "Darhel don't risk themselves for the group. Darhe aren't willing to go the last yard unless
something isinit for them. For humans, when we'rein the bad and the scary, we do it for each other.
So, I've got to ask: What are you going to cling to when the lives are flushing down the disposal chute?”

"l am herefor amission. | will dowhat iscalled for for that mission,” Tirdd said. If hewas
offended, hedidn't let it dip into hisinflection. "It ishard to explain to ahuman. For Darhel, to beina
place such asthis, doing this, isaphilosophical choice. If | was capable of turning against that
philosophy, | would not be herein thefirst place. | am not here for you. Nor for Gun Dall. | am soldly
hereto perform themission. And | will do that to my utmogt.”

"Good," Shivasaid. "And it'snot just you I'll be addressing. Everyone else has to understand that
bugging out isafast way to die. They should al know that, I'll remind them anyway. Thet leadsto the
point.”

"Yes?' Tirdd asked. Hisear flick wasinvisbleingde the helmet.

"Who cdlstheball?" Shivaasked. "For the pod to lift, it hasto have the command to do so. In
redlity, theré's dways a chance of someone wetting pants and running. If they get into the pod, that
leaves the rest stranded. | don't know about Darhel, but it is part of human nature, abad attribute that's
too common and hard to suppress. That's why only the commander can call the ball.”

"l understand,” Tirdd said. "Humans have two sets of attributes; those they use outwardly and
display, those insde they fear and can't control. By not discussing those negative attributes, they are
subject to aloss of control and reversion to ingtinct. You really aren't as developed as you'd like to think
you are." Hisvoice wasn't accusatory, exactly, but it hit Shivahard. So much for diplomacy.



"That's good enough for our discussion,” Shivagrudgingly admitted. "What that meansis, the pod
will not respond to anyone who's not ranking. It will make periodic contact with our medical sensors,
and will only depart if the senior member ordersit. Junior troopswill beignored. And sometimes. . . the
fact that ajunior troop isn't on board hasto be ignored, too. If the mission calsfor it. So anyonein
charge may have amorae problem squared if thingsgo to hell.”

"Isthisawarning or an order?' Tirdal asked.

"Both," Shivasaid. His expression wasn't visble through the helmet, either.

* % %

Tirdal wasthefirst one Shiva spoke to. Dagger was second. Nobody liked Dagger much, either.
But he was very good at hisjob. He was just creepy in demeanor. Nor was he enthusiastic. "The
goddamned EIf is number threg?"

"Enough of that, Dagger,” Shivawarned. "Y ou know this. Ded withit. And it shouldn't come up,
anywey."

"No," Dagger said, "Unlessthings go in the toilet anyway, in which case we can just assume were
dead."

"Dagger, ded withit,"” Shivawarned again.

"Oh, I'll dedl withit," he promised. "Maybe well get lucky and the Darhe will diefirg."

"Dagger!" Shivasvoice was sharp.

"Oh, relax, Sarge. I'm not going to gap him. I'm just pondering possibles.”

"Hell do hisjob. You do yours. Capiche?!

"No problem.”

That was alie, Shivadecided. Dagger was aways potentialy a problem. But he could do hisjob,
and did, even if heran command ragged in the process.

Shivaspoketo the rest of theteam in turn. Gorilladidn't seem worried. But then, hewasa
specidist himsdf, and only dong for ajob in hisown mind. Gun Dall just said, "Well, let's hope it doesn't
cometo that. And that he's as good as he appearsto be."

Thor and Ferret just grunted. They knew they were low men on the pole anyway. Once done,
Shivareported to Bell Tall. "Spoketo everyone, sir.”

"Yes, | ligened in," wasthereply.

"Think it'sokay?"

"Yes" Bdl Toll said. "Dagger'sjust nervy and trying to put aface out. The rest aren't aproblem.
Tirdal sounds asready as anyone.”

"Well, it'sthe Stuation we have, sr. It just haveto do.”

"It befing" Bell Tall assured him.

"Yeah. Sowhy am| jittery?"

"You'renervy, too."

"Yeah, that must beit. Think I'll read abit whilewetravel, gir," Shivasaid. He was never jittery.
He'd made his career on being cam and collected.

"Fine, Sarge. Well review intel again after we deep, say from oh two hundred to oh seven
hundred.”

"Yes gr. I'll tdl them.”

Even Dagger was playing games now. Thetrip was too long to keep up hisfront. Thor and Ferret
started ajoint shooting game of some kind. That was to be encouraged, asit required coordination
between the two. It wasn't asgood asatraining Sm, but it was till interaction. Gorillakept his screens
up, looking at anything rather than the tight quarters. Gun Doll was dternating map games with music.

Tirda appeared to be meditating. His bio readings were at the very low end of Darhel normal. No
programswere running in his helmet. Three hoursinto it, Gun Dall saw him through her visor while
switching from her game back to music. He had alimp look that didn't match the natura body tension of



agame. But his eyes|ooked to be open and dert behind the dim red glow of the pod's lighting reflected
off hisvisor.

"Whatchadoin', Tirda?" she asked on the common freqg, curious.

"Takingtowhdes" Tirdd said, turning dightly in her direction.

"Very amusing, Tirdd," Shivamuttered. "I didn't know Darhd understood the human sense of
humor." He was on the public channd, too.

"Only incompletely,” Tirdd replied.

"Well, no matter. But if we're going to work as ateam, you need to work hard on fitting in with the
rest of us. If it's some private thing you're doing, say so. If nat, tell usthe truth. We need a handle on you
as much asyou need one on us.

"Sowhat isit you're doing?'

"Meditating, mostly,” Tirdal said without pause. "1t helps me focus on the mission. Otherwise,
my...Sense...isdert for Tdek." It was mostly atrue statement.

"Hear any?' Shivagrunted.

"Not so much hear, asknow. Theré's no senseyet. When | get one, it will be just agenerd fedling.
Imagine you seecity lightson the horizon . . . it'sthat kind of awarenessuntil | get close enough for
details"

"Hell, Tirda," Gun Doll put in, "we can sense that much.” She sounded rather disgusted.

"Of courseyou can," Tirda replied, hisvoice still degp and dow, unstressed. "When we get closer,
however, thelocd life and environment will cloud your senses, whereas mine will get clearer. I'll find
individuds, and be ableto tdl their mental state, asclearly as| can fed your physiologica frustration
over not getting 'laid' the last night before we left.”

There was amoment's pause, then an embarrassed chuckle al around that shut off quickly asthey
each redlized how open they were to the Darhdl's powers.

Thor changed the subject quickly.

"What'sthelocd gravity, Sarge?’

"Er ... one hundred and twelve percent of Earth normal, Thor," Shivareplied.

"Guessthat explainsit. It feds about like home."

"You'refrom Ridloe? Y eah, | guessit would be."

"Remindsmeof Tdin," Gorillacommented.

"That's where you won that pig screwing contest, right, Gorilla?" Ferret asked.

"Pigwredling," Gorillacorrected him.

"Sure. | know what | saw." He made a squealing sound. There were more chuckles.

"You cantry it next time, Ferret,” Gorillasad, easily. It was an old joke. "Those genetically atered
razorbacks are vicious."

"Nah," he replied, no witty answer coming to him. It had been amean pig, and Gorillahadn't even
been drunk. Hed just decided to try the loca entertainment and after afew muddy rolls and grapples
had tossed the pig against the wall, stunning it and making people leap back, beers doshing. Even the
locas had been impressed.

Tak tapered off again. No one asked Tirda any more questions. They were afraid of the answers.

Oh one hundred was officidly lights out. Gun Dall and Gorilla stayed awake abit longer, but the
others started closing their eyes and trying to deep right away. The process was made harder by the
tight quartersthat allowed no movement, the mostly upright position that was not comfortable nor natural
for humans, and the lack of activity so far. Spasmic twitches betrayed bodies that were not fatigued
enough. Still, rest of some kind was necessary. They'd be going for hours, perhaps days once ashore.
Fitful deep was better than no deep, even if annoying.

There were various drugs, systems and training techniques that had been used over the yearsto
"induce’ deep, not to mention ones that obviated the need for it, removed "boredom” reactions,



removed such problems as claustrophobia and otherwise reduced the strain of DRT travel methods.

The problem with most of them, the exception being Hyberzine, was that they had long-term
deleterious sde effects. By and large the DRTs avoided the pharmacopia available to them and just
"toughed it out." And they only took Hyberzine during the extended travel involved in moving from star
system to Star system.

Maybe some of the pharmacopiawould have been appropriate, but there were too many horror
stories of drugged trooperslosing it on missonsto be willing to take the chance.

Chimed tones woke everyone at 0700. Shivafollowed them with hisown gravelly cdll.

"Rise and shine, boys and girls. It's another spiffy, action-packed DRT day. A day without painisa
day without sunshine! Firgt, well start with arousing breskfast of eggs Benedict and CdebesKados
coffee—"

"Ah, hell, Sarge, giveit abreak!" Thor snapped. Hed finaly gotten to dleep about 0400, tossed
and turned in hisliteral rack and was not fedling rested. He wanted more degp and wasn't going to get it.

"Everyone acknowledge and I'll stop. Dagger?'

"Yo," wasthereply, sounding abit strained.

"Gun Dall?!

"I'm here," she said, following it with ayawn. It was dmost sultry under the rasp.

"Ferret?'

"Yeah, if | haveto."

"Gorilla?!

" hear you."

"Tirdd?'

"I am awake," hereplied. He sounded as dert asever.

"Okay, wdll, we don't have eggs Benedict, but we do have hot chow, and we won't be using any
once on land. So dig in while you can. Only twenty more hours of plastic chow and comfortable racks."

" 'Comfortable,’ the man says," Ferret griped. "1 think there's a conspiracy between the Army and
the Navy to make these damned pods as painful as possible, so well be glad to get out of them even if it
meansdying."

"So the secret's out,” Shivareplied. "Guess well haveto kill you on thismission to keep it under
wraps."

The usual complaints continued as each pulled a"rat,” or ration pack, from hisor her ruck. Once
opened, the med s were sdf-heeting, acatayst in the pouch warming the surface. With alittle ftirring, the
contents were piping hot. If abitching troop is a happy troop, morale was high indeed.

"Anyone want to swap for tunawith noodles? Anything?' Gun Doll asked.

"| got chicken withrice," Gorillareplied. "That work?'

"Please" she sad, relieved. Tunawith noodles was appropriate for interrogating prisoners. It
wasn't food for people. She could smdll Gorillas revolting chamomile tes, too, but said nothing. If it
hel ped him relax, that was good, and she'd tolerate it. What kind of masochist drank chamomile tea?

Tirda had Darhd rations. The packaging was obvioudy different.

"Darhe can't eat human food, Tirda?' Bell Toll asked. Hed thought they could.

"Wecan," Tirdd said. "Theres afew enzymes we have to avoid, but most of what you et, | can.”

Thor asked, "So why the specid rats?"

"It'sdesigned for high energy and isstrictly vegetarian,” Tirdd replied. "We avoid mest.”

"Can't? Or won't eat it?' Dagger asked.

"l can and have, but prefer not to,” Tirdal said.

"Afraid to hurt an innocent cow?' Dagger pushed, gpparently wanting areaction.

"Hand me your mesat patty,” Tirda said in response. He clearly intended to take up the gauntlet.



"Sure," Dagger agreed, tossing it. Tirdd caught it and, after abrief meditative pause, took abite.
Hisface as he bit was as expressionless asthey had ever seen it but his teeth were obvioudy designed to
cut flesh; they sheared effortlesdy through the unrehydrated patty, rather than ripping it like human
canines. He chewed dowly, swallowed, and tossed the rest back to Dagger. " Satisfied?”

"No problem," Dagger said. "Just wondering." He hadn't been the only one. One of thetraining
segments for DRTswas asurviva course where one ate bugs, snakes and anything el se that happened
acrossone's path. If Tirda couldn't or wouldn't eat meet, he'd skated the course no matter what his
records showed.

But Tirdal had clearly been distressed by the act. Or at least it was clear to Dagger. He wasn't sure
who else had caught it. Useful to know. It went dong with that story that Darhel couldn't kill. Thet'swhy
they'd blackmailed humansinto fighting the Podeen for them. No matter what anyone said, the Darhel
was a second-rater.

"Comeon, Dagger," Gun Dall put in. ™Y ou know | can eat anything you put in front of me. | just
don' like the taste of mammals. Icky."

"Just wondering," Dagger said again.

No one commented on the huge volume Tirdal packed away, like ateenager with late-night
munchies. Perhaps he ate fewer but larger meals, or smaller daytime meals. Perhaps he was nervous and
egting to compensate. It might be that he had a higher metabolism; he had mentioned that the food was
"higher energy.” Or maybe he was just apig. It wasn't anything important, and no onefdt friendly
enough to inquire, especidly after Dagger's hazing made everyone fed awvkward.

The team spent the morning reviewing their dataand doing isometric exercisesin place. The pod
wastoo small to alow more than two troops to move around at atime, and even then, there was too
little room to do anything other than walk circles. The cramped confines were one of the thingsthey'd
trained for. That didn't make it pleasant. They were only too glad to walk those circles, around and
around in front of teammates who either ignored them or stared through with dopey eyes, seeing but not
noticing. After lunch, most of them brought up displays of open space to fight the growing claustrophobia
one couldn't avoid after hoursin acloset. Gorilla had even kept his screens up while eating and deeping.

Bdl Tall said, "We're heading north on our last leg, if anyone'sinterested.” Everyone clicked over
to the map to see. "The bay isaglacia formation, which isinteresting aswere at the thirty-seventh
latitude. There's some odd climatology here. It's degp and narrow, and theriver deltaisfairly solid and
not marshy once we get inland. It shouldn't be hard to walk. | can't get agood image on the shore, yet,
s0 well assume heavy growth. If it'snot, we're lucky."

"So with that in mind, everyone get some deep,” Shivasaid. "Well wake, eat and run ashore.

Locd dark iswhen, Sr?"

"Actudly,” Bdl Tall sad, "that will put us ashore right about loca dark, if we get Sx hoursrest and
alow two hoursfor eating and prep.”

"Y ou heard theman," Shivasaid. "Nighty-night.”

Chapter 6

The wake-up chimeswere drowned out by Shiva's strong voice singing, "OH! What a beautiful
morning!" followed by even louder bitching from Dagger, Thor and Ferret.

"It'stime,” Shivareminded them. "Grab your last, hot, home-cooked mesdl, kiss your screen of your
mama goodbye and get ready to suck mud.”

The meal was abbreviated and interrupted by the sorting of gear. Rucks, harnesses, helmet displays
and clotheswere dl checked, with Shivaand Bell Toll scanning atroubleshooting program to seeif the
troops missed any problems. Gorillahad calmed down and seemed almost cheerful. He most of all
would be glad to get out of the ball and on land, even if it was hostile land. Conversely, Gun Doll and
Ferret were tensing up abit more than the others, but no more than they had on previous operations.
Tirdal was il physiologicaly norma. Hisdphahistory didn't seem to match up with him getting any



deep, but the Darhdl were so thoroughly nonhuman in character that it wasimpossible to say.

"Feet Dry," Bdll Toll announced asthey reached a depth that would allow no further submerged
progress. "Vent and unplug.” Everyone took onelast opportunity to relieve themsealves, then
disconnected the equipment that made that possible. The Darhe's anatomy was strange, but it wasthe
type of event that no one wanted to discuss, so no questions were asked. Wiped off with towelsin lieu
of showers and fastened into assault suits, everyonetook alast bite or two and squatted with their gear.
That made the center of the ball a packed, elbow-to-elbow mess.

"Tirdd, do you sense anything?' Bell Toll asked. He felt stupid saying the words, they sounded
overly melodramatic, but there wasn't any other way to put it.

"Animasof somekind,” Tirdal replied, not bothering to comment on the captain's evident
discomfiture with the request. " Primitive thoughts regarding hunger and pain. Nothing else. Nothing
sentient nearby with the exception of the team.”

"Thanks. Gorilla, go."

At asignal from Gorilla, the first robot was released from aside hatch. It floated clear of the pod
and swam quietly acrossthe choppy surface trailing ahair-fine control wire, its progress dowed by the
shore currents. Its paddielike legs propelled it, and after an impatient time it reached the pebbly beach.

This bot had been chosen for its unobtrusiveness. It looked like agiant pill bug. Whileit was
convenient that it was|ow to the ground and matched many fauna, it was aso acompact and efficient
design. Once it touched land, its "antennag" made a sniff for chemicals, sounds and motion. Sensing
nothing, it shifted itslegs from paddlesto tractioned feet and trundled up the rocky terrain into the
nearby weeds.

The camerafeed came on at once, visible on everyone's visor in any part of the spectrum they
choseto look at. Gorillasaid, "Infrared Three appears to have the best image,” and there were grunts of
acknowledgment as people sought that view.

"Temperate forest?' Gun Doll asked, examining the dark patches of growth.

"Sort of," Bell Toll said. "I'm not sureif those trees are actudly deciduous. Cycad or palmlike. The
undergrowth isheavy." It was. The screens showed athick, tangled variety of bushes. Over the bushes
loomed broad, spreading trees reminiscent of pal mettos and rubber trees. Above them weretal, spindly
forest giants, with leaves spiny like cacti. The vegetation was packed in at the shoreline where accessto
sunlight was the greatest. The ground was thick loam with much rotten vegetation, riddled with holes
made by animas. A molten sun was dropping behind the trees, in apink and blue mura of sky.

"Therésan animd," Dagger said, his eyes dways sharp for movement.

"l seeit," Gorillasaid, and adjusted one of the camerasfor acloser view. The controller on the
front of his harness was set up for fingers or voice, though voice control wasrarely used. If he wastoo
busy shooting to have afree hand, then hed shout orders, but that wasto be avoided. "That isthe
biggest freaking cockroach | have ever seen,” he said, bringing it into sharp focusfor everyone.

"Morelikeatrilobite or slverfish,” Bdl Toll sad.

"Whatever. It'san insect,” Gorillasaid. "If you're afraid of bugs, yourein trouble.”

"Aren't you afraid of bugs, Gorilla?' Thor asked, pushing awfully closely to Gorillasred phobias.

"Only fromtheingde," Gorillasad, diciting chuckles. "Which might be possible here. Theré's
another one, different species. It gppearsinsectoids are the dominant animal form around here.”

"Likely, but let's not assume too much,” Bell Tall put in. "There could be monstrous birds who eat
thosethings.”

"Good point, Captain.”

"Holy crap, look at the jaws on that bastard!" Ferret said. Helit the creaturein question with a
CUrsor.

"Those are some serious mandibles,” Shivaagreed. The bug in question was shearing through plant
stalks about ten centimeters thick. The stalks didn't look like spongy weed, but appeared to be rather
woody, like bamboo. Asthe plantsfdl, the bug handled them with lobsterlike pincers, feeding them into



itsmouth as akid would French fries. They disappeared about asfast.

"Question is, does anything prey on that?' Ferret asked.

"Will it reassure you if | say that the bot found fecal matter and determined it to contain meat
resdue?’ Gorillasad.

"No," Ferret admitted with a shiver.

"l sense no carnivores at present,” Tirdal said. "If there are any nearby, they are not conscious or
sdf-awvare”

"Mammaoid!" Bell Tall said. "Therel™ A circle glowed around thet part of the image, and Gorilla
zoomedin.

"Looksabit like acapybara,” he sad.

"Capybara?' Tirdal asked.

"A large rodent cresture from Earth.”

"Thank you."

"Therésasmdl flyer," Shivasad, spotting flitting movement.

"Whoa, too fast! Hold on," Gorilla protested, sequencing the images and numbering them for
review. He brought a close-up image of the flyer up for everyone.

The flyer was dso mammdian, abit like abat but with alonger snout. It and the capybaraanaog
were both shaded from yellow to brown. Their clawswere long but curved.

"Herd," Gorillasaid, shifting the image in ablur to the south. The browsers were bugs, and huge, a
least ameter tdl at the "shoulder.” Their cargpaces were striped for camouflage, and they flickered
through the darkening shadows, seeming to phase in and out.

"No sgnsof Blobsor other intelligent life? No technology visble?' Bl Toll asked.

"Nothing, sir. Rats, bats and bugs,” wasthe reply.

"Go ahead, then," Bdll Toll said, ordering the next step.

"Yes, gr," Gorillareplied, thumbing another control. The wireto thefirst bot was severed, giving it
easer range of movement. Four more bots kicked |oose, swam ashore and trundled into the weeds.
Behind them, the pod extended two tubes just below the choppy waves, their mouths sealed by
forcefidds.

Asthe bots moved ashore and spread their eectronic sensesfor threats, the team shifted and
prepared to debark.

Ferret wasthefirgt up, shoving hisgear into one tube before diding himself into the other. He often
wondered if thiswaswhat ababy felt like at birth. The passage waslong, dark, confined and made it
hard to bresthe. The traction field grabbed him and drew him up until his hands reached the lip. Drawing
adeep breath, he dipped up into the chill water. Reaching into the other hatch, he grabbed his punch gun
firgt, then hisruck, which was surrounded by aflotation jacket. The near one hundred kilograms was too
much to swim with. Gingerly, he let his helmet break the surface with a soft ripple, then rose with gentle
frog kicks until hisnogtrilsjust cleared the troughs of the choppy waves.

What the sensors had filtered out and not bothered to mention wasthat it wasraining. Rain
interfered with vid image, and it wasn't heavy enough to be consdered aterrain threat. It would give
cover to both them and any threats. It was one of those cold, constant rainsthat fit the term "a greet day
for DRTsand ducks."

"Pouring cold rain, but no immediate threats," he reported back in awhisper, the sensors of his
helmet deducing the voice as atransmission.

"Understood, break," Shiva said from below. "Tirdal, you're up. Stand to and stand by."

"Yes, dr," he agreed, repeating Ferret's procedure with the tubes.

"Go," Shivasaid afew moments|ater. Tirdal felt thefield grab him, and he was drawn up the tube.
Hetook a breath as he passed through the forcefield, then he was in water. He grabbed his punch gun
and ruck and surfaced near Ferret.



Ferret wondered how Tirdal was doing. Tirda's breath sounded strained and he was paddling hard
to stay afloat. Moments later, he seemed fine, and his motion dowed to near nothing. Some mod of his
suit was handling flotation. Was swimming that tough for Darhel? Ferret wondered. Perhaps he was
denser than humans. Or maybe he lacked the proper angle to his limbs. No matter. He seemed fine now.
But damn, did he glow on infrared. Either he was strained, or that was some metabolism he had.

With anod, Ferret swam forward, low in the water, towing his ruck. He couldn't fault Tirdal for
being strained. Thiswas one bitch of a swim, through chop, loaded with gear and, he found out as he
neared shore, through muck and weed. Regardless of the local weather, that water was cold, too. He
made adequate time: five minutes for ahundred meters, riding up and down in the waves, dunking
occasondly. Months of training had taught him to throttle his breething at the first splash of water in his
nose. It itched and dripped horribly, but he'd take care of that upon landing.

As he neared the breaker line, he began crawling through the shalows. The suit was tough enough
to beabadligtic shield, but it was thin and the pressure of sand and gravel through it chewed his kneesto
raw mesat that stung in the salt water now draining out. In theory the suit could be sedled asan
impermesble membrane. For cold climate that was fine; in thiswesther they wanted ventilation and
drainage. Asthe waves dropped below historso, he drew hisruck up next to him. He deflated the
cushion, which had four more gas cylindersto inflateit, should they need to cross more water. A few
seconds of wriggling got the ruck onto his shoulders, with him sitting. Ralling to hisside, thento his
abused knees, he rose to alow crouch and shimmied up into the shore weeds, cleared his boot soles of
gunk, then edged into thetaller grassfor cover. A quick glancein hisrear view showed Tirdd halfway to
shore, Gun Dall afloat and dmost invisible behind him. That confirmed, he kept his eyes open in front for
any possible threats. The hissng waves of rain damped sound, especidly on the water.

And Tirda was good, much better than he had appeared in training. Wereit not for the rear image,
he wouldn't have known the Darhel wasthere. Tirdal dipped to hisleft about five meters and hunkered
down, his punch gun trained outward but his expression seeming to be turning inward. Ferret took that
chance to blow his nose, afinger over one nogtril to concentrate airflow. Snot, salt water and sand
spewed from one side, then the other. He kept it quiet and low to the ground, wiped off on hisdeeve
and rose back to alow crawl below the grasstops.

Gun Doll was ashore on hisright momentarily. While large for awoman, indeed larger than Ferret
or Dagger, she was much smaller than Gorilla, and her load was almost as huge. Besides her tribarreled
support cannon, she had power packs, ammunition and some of the commo gear. The sheer energy put
out by her more massive weagpon meant high-capacity heet sinks that added to the mass she carried. She
moved dowly, sinking into the muddy sand as she humped up the beach.

The three moved cautioudy forward into the drooping forest edge, nerves reaching out for any
threat, as Gorillacamein behind. He had an oversized ruck stuffed with technical gear. Added to his
huge bulk, it forced him to lie down to minimize his profile. The captain was next, then Dagger. Again
they shifted forward, then Shivaand Thor brought up the rear.

Gorillasent asignal that ordered his bots ahead. Sowly, they clambered through the growth. Their
brainswere sufficient for most terrain problems. Occasionaly, onewould pause when it could find no
clear or quiet path, and await a nudge from Gorilla, who was watching miniature windowsin hisHUD.
The team dithered along behind the rolling perimeter, dert for anything the broad senses and limited
mentation of the bots might miss.

A hundred metersin, one of the bots was attacked by an insect form asit extended the perimeter.
The segmented, clawed carnivore grasped the bot in an embrace similar to that of apraying mantisand
tried to bite through its cargpace just behind the head, mandibles skidding off the tough molecular
surface of the bot. The bot reacted as programmed, extending monomolecular spikes that shredded the
abdomen of the predator. Everyone paused as the attacking insect twitched and wriggled in death. The
bot then dragged the dead body off under abroad, feathery bush to conced it before resuming its
position for the march.

"I'd hate to see an aquatic version of that," Ferret commented in awhisper. "The Loch Ness



Lobgter.” There were snickers from Shivaand Bell Toll in response. The rest hadn't been to Earth and
likely didn't get the reference. Tirdal dmost certainly didn't, and who knew what he would laugh at?
Dagger may have gotten it, but loved hisicy fagade. Still, two chuckles on an obscure reference wasn't
bad.

Behind them and forgotten for now, the ship dowly sank benesth the waves and retreated to the
depthsfor camouflage. Later, it would moveto aready point near the extraction zone and await their
return. If no message reached it after two weeks there, it would move to a different extraction point
farther south for ninety-six hours. There was atertiary position to the north for emergencies that would
be available for ninety-six more hours; everyone hoped to avoid that, sinceit would mean mission failure
and hiding near what would probably be a Blob military installation with their presence known. If none of
those plans worked, the pod would assume the team dead and follow the planned escape route to try to
get the information back to the Republic.

Bdl Tall referred to the maps on the helmet systems. They'd be traveling for about ten days, over a
smdl range of hillsor low mountains, then to an overlook point. From there, whatever they found, they
would take adifferent route back to the new pickup point.

"Anything?' he asked Tirdal. Their helmets used acomm system, origindly developed by the
semimythical Aldenata, that was understood to be impenetrably secure. Still, it was dangerousto
encourage excesstalk and a habit one should not develop, asit would carry over to those timeswhen
onewasn't using commo. And since no one knew how the damned thing actualy worked at the scientific
level, most troops didn't redlly trust it.

"| don't believe | sense any Tdek, but the background from thewhole.. . . lifeweb . . . makesit
awkward to tell," the sensat admitted. "1 can only sensefor acertain distance.”

"How far?'

"Not very. Severa kilometers at most. The emanation is not 'attenuated' by distance but nearer
thoughts, fedlings, are clearer, morein focus. Depending upon the amount of life, beyond acertain point
everything isasort of gray background hum, like light on asnowy day. | do not explain it well, but this
forest isteeming with animd life. There are no Tdek near. Beyond that | cannot say.”

"Good enough,” he said. Transmitting to everyone, he ordered, "Forward. Nav pointsare
highlighted on your maps."

Ten daysof infiltration isnot like ten days of camping. All night, they moved through the drenching
ran asit ranin rivulets down their necks and into their suits, dragging divers of plant and muck with it. It
stung at the scrapes from theinitial crawl and irritated every bruise and scratch taken en route. The bots
moved ahead, the troops followed, those in front cautioudly, those behind dert for any threet from the
rear. Roots reached out to trip, rocks to mash, rough grass and leaves to saw and cut bare flesh. The
gravity was dightly higher than Earth normd, but they were sirong. What was moretiring than the
additional weight was the change in inertia and balance the unfamiliar field caused. Quite often, their
route would force them to a crawl under choking vines or over boulders and it was then that the gravity
pulled at them. The air was strange and humid, redolent with rot and growth, with afaint bite of sat from
the ocean.

Rations were cold, chewed as they marched, the trash carefully stuffed into gear to take aong.
Litter in camp attracts pedts. Litter in thefield attracts enemy stalkers. Here, it could do both. They
paused every two hours and rested, shaking mud and sharp sticks from boots, thorns from clothing and
wiping grime from necks and faces. A quick check al around and afew swallows of water, then the
pace would resume. They urinated in ajug brought for the purpose, so asto reduce the chance of a
chemical trace. It would be emptied when they camped and the contents properly buried. The only
advantage Ferret had on point was that he didn't haveto lug thejug. A disadvantage was that while
crawling, hewaslikdy to, and occasiondly did, dide ahand forward into a cold, greasy pile of animal
droppings. The insectoids | eft feces that resembled a cross between worm casts and lizard goo, in piles
aslarge asthat from cows.



Bdl Toll wasimpressed by Tirdal. Hed understood Darhel were very urban, their planets mostly
citified and commercid. If so, Tirdd had learned well, as he moved quietly and with economy. He
certainly seemed as strong as was rumored, and traveled easily whether at an erect stride or bent low for
concealment. It was obvious that he was following Ferret'slead, though, and he didn't seem to be paying
attention to what was going on around them. Was that due to his urban background? Or hisreliance on
his Sense? Or a combination of the two? Either way, he made anote not to put Tirda on point.

Every planet, every biome had its own uniquetraits. The least obvious but most important here was
thelack of anima noises. The insectoids gpparently communicated by chemica or other sgna's, and the
mammaloids didn't use sounds lest they be detected by predators. This quietness served apositive
function, in that there were no sudden silences of wildlifeto give away the team's presence. It dsowasa
hindrance in that there was less background noise to mask their movement.

It was a0 eerie as hell. The bushes swished and rattled; the fernlike leaves rustled softly. Light
breezes swirled and phased the sound of the continuous rain into something from arelaxation
soundtrack. Mud splattered and squelched. Asthey passed, the team heard ascuttling of bugs, wrestling
for mates, running away from predators, capturing prey, fighting, mating. Occasionally, brancheswould
thump. And over thet . . . nothing.

Then, as the team splashed through a shalow stream, there was something.

Out of nowhereit came, buzzing and flapping past Ferret's face, then Gun Dall's.

"Shit!" he muttered. Gun Doll limited her reponse to agasp.

Weapons swung around and eyes sought targets, until Ferret said, "No threst. Just those damned
bats"

"All clear here," Gun Dall reported. "Though | swear one plastered itsalf acrossthe visor and
flashed me.”

"Wasit good for you?' Thor muttered with mirth.

"Best hung thing I've seen on thistrip,” shereplied.

"Quiet down!" Shivaordered. Everyone was tense and needed the release, but that was enough
and it was now timeto go back to work. In hisvisor, everyone had warmed up dightly, Ferret and Gun
Doll by severd degrees. They faded back to "norma" as the adrenaline wore off. "Norma" out herewas
high, metabolismsworking furioudy. Thiswasthe kind of infiltration they could market for weight loss. If
civiliansthought that new fad of pseudo-boot campsfor "hedth” was exciting, they should try this.

"Dawn soon, Shiva," Bell Toll said, shortly after the bat assault. " Set us up for camp, please.”

"Yes, gr," he acknowledged, and spoke to them dl. "Camping time, people. Any ideas?’

Thor replied, "Therésasmdl clearing to our left. Sight devation, thick growth.”

"That might work. Let me take a peek. Hold, troops." Shiva eased back behind Thor, took a
glance a the site suggested, and decided it would serve.

Normally, a depression would be preferable, being better concealed. In wet conditions, though,
one wanted to avoid drowning. Therisk of discovery being minimal a present, higher ground was
preferred. Concealment was still wanted, though. Thiswas a pongy hummock of ground surrounded by
low areas, ringed by athick tangle of reaching limbs entwined with vines and twigs. The entrance Thor
had found was low to the ground, covered above.

"Bivouac Site, fal back by numbers,” Shivaordered, taking a position near the weedy passage and
motioning Thor within. Bell Tall followed, then the othersin order, Shivaand Ferret backing in last.

Camp didn't take long to pitch. They each had athin membrane to cover their suits, thickened on
the underside to provide enough padding to provide insulation and cushion the skin againgt sores.
Trained troops made their own beds by scooping out a couple of handfuls of dirt to make depressions
for hips and shoulders. Overhead, they drew freshly plucked—not cut—weeds and stems. That growth
would stay fresher longer, and thered be no bare white, or here, bright green, cut wood to illuminate
their presence to an enemy. Gorillas bots stalked out to form a perimeter, their sensors, microphones
and alaser web providing reasonable assurance that an approaching threat would not be a surprise.



Dagger dug ashalow latrine dit to one side and poured in the enzymes that would quickly reduce the
contents to raw molecules. He followed that with the contents of thejug.

While they'd eaten on the march, dinner was atradition that helped maintain the body's circadian
rhythms. They each quietly munched, durped and sucked arat pack. The best that could be said was
that the packs were nourishing, and each one lowered the mass one had to hump by half akilogram.
Shivas voice came through the web again, "Watch in reverse rotation. Sorry, Thor."

"No offense,” Thor replied. "Next time I'll camp usin abog." Histone madeit obvious he wasn't
very bothered. He took a crouch near the middle, rifle cradled in hisarms, and prepared to Sit patiently.
Therest rolled over to face outward, wegponsinsde their bags with them, and blanked their helmet
visors againgt impending light. There was no way to make the wet go away.

Thor st ill in the rain, hunkered under his poncho. Periodicaly hed turn to take in the perimeter,
after which held take adightly different position facing adifferent direction a random. He kept the
images from the botsin hisview, with his sensors set to dert him if anything large moved. He had one
tense moment asapair of fat beetles waddled by, but was undisturbed otherwise.

Two hourslater, Bell Toll awoke and crawled out to rdieve him.

"How was sunrise?' he asked in awhisper.

"Couldn't see much, gr," Thor replied. "Gray, then misty, then this" he said with agesture that was
amost awave but only about a handsbreadth wide. "Rain stopped about an hour ago.”

"Good. | hope," Bdl Toll said. "It'sgoing to be hot and muggy." He looked around at the soft
textures of lingering mig, trailing into wigpsthat split and wove wraithlike through the trees. "But we
should dry aswe get inland from these coastdl svamps abit. G'night, Thor. | relieveyou.”

"G'night, sir." Thor crawled over to the vacant spot held prepared earlier and rolled out to deep.

The day passed fitfully, deep aided by training and exhaustion, hindered by the itching damp, the
bugs, the till, humid air, the bright light softened only dightly by foliage and atmosphere, and gravity
different from those the bodies had grown used to. Still, it wasrest, and if today was unsatisfying,
perhaps the next would be better, with acclimatization and more arduous labor to drain them. Or
perhaps they'd be dead. The philosophy of the soldier is one based on adaptation to the unpleasant.

Tirdd's shift was as boring as the others, but Dagger watched him surreptitioudy. Dagger till didn't
trust the EIf, even if the others had accepted him. He held till and Tirdal gave no sign of knowing hewas
awake, though if he could sense asthey said, he probably did.

They al woke at dusk, Ferret on the last watch aready up and ready.

"Y ou know the drill, folks," Shivasaid. " Strike camp. Hygiene and prepare to march.” Everyone
used the dlit, filling it in asthey went, and Thor, last, tossed the saved sod back atop it, flattening it out
with his hed. Bathing being out of the question, aquick wipe with spongy pads laden with activated
nanos served to wipe grit from eyes and kill bacteria. Tirdal scurried around, scuffing and brushing a
grass and bushes, until the very people who'd dept on an area couldn't see aworn spot. He also found
threetiny diversof plagtic left from rat packs. There was grudging admiration for hiswork. "How'd you
do that?' Thor asked.

"It'saSense," Tirdd replied. "The plants don't have emotion, but they havea. . . 'normalness.’ |
move them around until they seem most normd. That'sthe best | can describeit in English. It only works
when very close”

"However it's described, it works," Shiva commented. Even Dagger nodded appreciatively. The
clearing looked untouched.

The trash stowed and afina check made they moved out, Gorilla's bots leading the way. Their
power packswould be good for at least a couple of weeks, and they could recharge somewhat in
daylight, using nano-sized thermocouples under their outer shells,

Thisnight was much like the last, except that it was not raining and gradudly dried out. The suits
stuck to bodies, causing itching until the moisture capillaried out and evaporated. The permesbility could
be adjusted, but it ill took time for moisture to vent. Heads itched under the web harnesses of helmets.



The ground was drying as they rose from the coastal wetlands. The squelching goo had become sticky
mud, now hard-packed earth.

They'd only been hiking about an hour when Tirda spoke urgently through his microphone, "Ferret,
drop now!"

Ferret's reflexes were good. He threw himsdf flat among stalky weeds as alarge animal legpt
through the space he'd occupied. Herolled and fired, missing, the weeds crackling and breaking ashe
tumbled. The creature dug in asit landed, spun and charged. Tirdd's shot was wide, the hollowpoounk!
of the punch gun resonating as the beam shattered plant sems. Then Gun Dall's autocannon spoke with a
BRAAAPPP! that shook the ears even with its muffling. The heavy, hyperve ocity needlestore a the
insect, then their antimatter cores, just aspare few micrograms, blew it to dimy chunks.

Thetroops were professonas. The rest were dready in a perimeter, covering each other and
prepared to fire.

"Report!" Bl Toll snapped.

"| sensed a sole predator form,” Tirda said. "1 warned Ferret, who evaded it and appears unhurt.
Gun Doll'sfirekilled it. No other senses, no immediate threatsthat | can tell.”

"Understood. Stand to until we make sure we're till secure,” the commander ordered. The
wegponsweren't asloud as chemicaly driven wegpons or explosives, but wereloud and dien enoughin
this environment. Hopefully, elther nothing had been around to hear, or the growth had muffled it down
to distant thunder or other natura noises.

For long minutes they were al but motionless, eyes and sensors aert for any hint of athrest.

"l cdl secure" Bell Toll findly said. "Bring in the perimeter. The shot gppeared strange, let'sreview
thevideo."

He scrolled through frames of the fight as seen on Tirdd's and Gun Doll's hemets until he found
those he sought.

"There" hesaid. "The darts didn't penetrate the cargpace. The antimatter did al the damage.” The
frames showed gouges | eft by the projectiles, their velocity too high for them to be captured on this
equipment. It wasn't until one of the explosive rounds caught the shell thet the creature had redlly been
damaged.

"That'simpossible" Dagger said. "l want ashot at apiece of that."

"Actudly, Dagger,” Shivaput in, "that's agood idea. We better see how the wegpons handleit.
Keep aperimeter, folks."

A plate-sized section of the carapace, still dripping with yellow insect goo, was placed againgt the
base of atree.

"Punch gunfird,” Shivadecided. "Tirdd, giveit atry.”

Tirda nodded, amed and fired. Thepoounk! of hiswegpon was followed by a clatter, and the
section of exoskeleton jumped. It spun, landed flat and kicked up earth. Gun Doll walked over, held it
up.

"Nothing," she said. She replaced it againgt the roots. That wasimpressive. The energy toroid from
apunch gun would drive ahole through most materid, to adepth of severa meters. It was agreat
area-effect and antipersonnel wegpon. Apparently, its blast wastoo diffusefor this.

Thor'srifle round, a standard one with no antimatter, ricocheted. So did Dagger's more potent
round. His antiarmor round punched through. Gun Doll fired another short burst of just AP. Then
another. After twenty rounds, she succeeded in smashing through. Shivafired an antimatter round set to
zero penetration, and the explosion tore the piece to shreds asiit if were cooked crab shell.

"Interesting,” he mused, examining a scorched, steaming fragment. "It looks like we need to set for
surface detonation.”

"Wheat about the punch guns?' Bell Toll asked. "Any ideas?’

"l guess we hope for atraumaeffect or astun,” Ferret said.



"Just keep in mind that a surface shot on alarger anima might not damage any vita organs,” Shiva
said. "Hell, we don't even know where their organs are, assuming they have any in thefirst place. So be
very cautious.”

There were nods and grunts as weapons were adjusted, then the dogging continued.

Another couple of hours passed uninterrupted before Gorillasaid, "Hold."

Ferret stopped, hafway forward in acrawl. It was atrained reflex, and he didn't flatten from that
position until Gorillasaid, "Secure," indicating they could get comfortable but not move from their
positions.

Hefed avideo to them, which he was getting from two of the bots.

"Captain, check thisout," he said on the open channedl, so everyone could follow it.

The scene was something from a horror show. A pack of small predators were attacking alarger
herbivore, like carnivorous roaches atop a giant ladybug. The roan-colored domed plant eater was big
enough to fill asmall bedroom. The gray roachlike predators swarming it with angry, twitching antennae
were the size of German Shepherds. Whatever their mandibles were made of was tough enough to shear
chunks from the bulletproof shell of their victim.

The team watched, gill as dormant reptiles with fingers ready on triggersin casethey were
attacked next. The large creature galloped in acircle, knocking down saplings up to fifteen centimeters
thick, and shaking the ground. One of the attackers tumbled underneath and was stepped on, convulsing
into aball around its middle. Fronds were torn loose from the trees, and the weeds and ground cover
were plowed into confused furrows by kicking feet. The animal had insectoid legs that ended in what
were effectively hooves of the same insane super-chitin, sharp as boar's tusks and with a sheen under the
mud coating them.

Even from more than a hundred meters away, the trees could be seen to whip back and forth from
the melee, as the now wounded megabeet!e bucked and kicked. Those hooves were vicious, but not
redlly placed to help much.

It was hobbling now, as one of the attackers had sheared off aleg. Then another leg on the same
sde was crippled and started to give. Asits motions dowed, the dender killers concentrated on that
sde, snipping off an antenna, then another leg, a protruding piece of flank and the last leg on that Sde.

"Gorilla, let's seethat,” Bell Toll ordered. The attackers were on the far sde from them.

"Onit," Gorillaagreed, and the view shifted asthe ambulating intel bots crept in acircle, scanners
focused on the gridy scene.

Asthe view shifted past the till dive and twitching bulk, Ferret said, "Oh, yuk."

"Yeah," agreed Gun Doll. The rest were silent but agreed with the sentiment.

The six surviving carnivores had diced holes between the top and bottom shells, and were rapidly
eating their way insde. Asthe team watched, one of them disappeared with akick of legs, likearat
down aburrow. Only this burrow wasinto the tender flesh of the dappled, pretty and still squirming
body of the beetle. The othersfollowed suit.

"| take back what | said about not being scared of bugs,” Gorillasaid. "If one of those gets me,
shoot me decently.”

"Or just frag me quick,” Dagger said. Even Dagger.

"Right," Bdll Toll said. "Gorilla, Ferret, let's detour way around there. And if
those. . . things. . . come close, shoot first and tell me afterwards. Don't wait to ask permission.”

"Yes, gr," echoed gladly through the earpieces.

Chapter 7

They bivouacked again before dawn, and rose at sunset to keep moving. The locd day wasalittle
over nineteen hours, and at thislatitude and season they moved for thirteen of it. That odd schedule dso
had atiring effect. They went to degp more easily, but it was neither comfortable nor resting deep,



merely achange of routine for the body.

"Man, thissucks," Thor bitched softly as he leaned against atree and tore at arat pack. "Bites,
gtings, aches, scratches. Y ou'd think they'd give us armored combat suits for something thislong.”

"Good luck, Thor," Dall replied, also quietly. "Were lucky we've got chameleons. Y ou know how
rarethe good Stuff is.”

"Yeah," Thor said, darkly. "Too cheap to spend the money.”

"That'snot it a dl. Didn't you know?" Shivasaid.

"Know what?"'

"Ah," Shivareplied, settling into asquat over astump of tree, after he'd poked it with astick to
ensureit didn't contain any squirming biters. "Listen, young student, to the history of our kind."

Therewere snickers, but Thor and Doll paid attention. Gorillafinished messing with his controller
and took two long, low steps over. From his outward perch behind a boulder, Dagger cocked an ear in,
too. Bell Toll nodded assent to Shiva, and Tirdal sat carefully near Ferret.

"Frg of dl, al thistechnology is GaTech,” Shivabegan. "Some of it isIndowy, some Tchpth,
someDarhd . .. and ahell of alot of it Aldenata, acquired from caches and not understood. We can
build this commo gear, but we still have no idea how it works, athousand odd years after wefirst ran
into it. Some we reverse engineered from what the Darhel sold us, because they won't tell ushow it
works. No offense, Tirdd."

"Nonetaken," hereplied with anod practiced to look human. "That's not my field, and they don't
tell me about such things either. Our people are . . . castes? Sects? Regarding specidties. We do not do
the communications gear that you spesk of anyway. Darhel technology relates dmost entirely to what
you would cal ‘information technology.' "

"l guess| knew that but had never put it in words,” Bell Toll said. "Go on, Shiva"

"Soit'slimited to start with," Shivacontinued. "Then, things like the suits especidly haveto be
grown in atank with ps control. It takesalot of mind power, which iswhere the MichiaMentat got
their position." He paused for amoment, then said, "I suppose were developing castes, too." He looked
fantly disturbed.

"Anyway, at the time of the Rebellion, we, meaning the Idendian Federation, before we became a
republic, had settled abunch of planets, mostly Podeen blight worlds, and were between the SSA and
the Tular. Not an enviable position. Earth started thislong-term disarmament, expecting usto follow suit.
We didn't, because we gtill have Podeen to worry about. And now the Blobs, too.

"So we had most of the military ingtallations, ashare of the Gal Tech weapons, and dmost al of the
weapons humans built. We were the perimeter, still are. Earth has the money and the paliticians. And it's
agood thing it worked out that way, or we wouldn't be here.”

"I could handle not being here," Thor joked, though he knew what Shiva meant.

Ferret said, " Shut up, Thor, | want to hear this."

"We had skirmishesfor aimost a hundred years, with the SSA on one sde, theterroristsal over
and thefera Podeen and some last holdout oolts aong the border,” Shiva continued. It was obvious that
history was his specidty and passion.

"Theterrorist groups were mostly Fringer Freedom groups, people who wanted to separate off
from the Core worlds with asmattering of loca ethnic separatists. They didn't have alot of genera
support, either group, but they scared alot of people and made alot of noise. And they forced more
and more military to be diverted into the Fringe.

"Findly, Earth began to redize it couldn't dictate termsto us; that was the time they were trying to
impose martia law. Mogt of their ground combeat forces were from Fringe planets. Virtudly al of their
officerswere from Fringe worlds. A good bit of their heavy industry wasin Fringe worlds. Damned near
every sngle base wasin the Fringe. We had the training, but they had the stranglehold on GalTech. The
Michiakept neutra, of course, whichislikely good, or we'd have human blight worlds, too. They would
have been a powerful enough dly that Earth would have had to waste systems to stop them. And they



would have scorched their own share.

"Anyway, the Fleet commander in the Idendia sector was Patrick Sunday."

"Him I've heard of," Thor said.

"Who hasn't,” Shivasmiled. "He was from the Core worlds and his family had been military for as
long asthe SSA had been around. But, despite that, he could see the way the wind was blowing. He
made aded with the SSA. The Fringewasin virtual separation from the Core. Taxes weren't getting
paid, orders among the military were being ignored and planets were starting to figure they were'on their
own' and developing locd militias. And in the midst of thiswere probes from the Tular, risng piracy and,
of course, the odd terrorist.

"The SSA findly gave up. Sunday convinced the mgority of bomb throwers and their 'unaffiliated
supportersto comein 'hands up.’ They were amnestied but prevented from taking office. The onesthat
didn't go for it were ruthlessly hunted down, by their former ‘colleagues among others. And Earth
permitted the Republic to split off."

"It couldn't have been as easy asthat,” Dagger said. "Where'sthe money?'

"It wasn't easy by any stretch of theimagination,” Shivaadmitted. "But, on the other hand, no
planets were turned into dag and no sunswere detonated. Easy isareative term.

"And, redlly, Earth only relented because we had most of the regular hardware, but did not have
GdTechinlarge quantities. We would have been athreat they couldn't ignore, and not been believable
asdlies. It waslucky, because we basically outgrew each other. Had we been weaker, or stronger, it
would have been afight.”

"Sothat'swhy ACS arerarein the Fringe," he said, looking at Thor, "and reserved for very specid
occasions, and be glad you don't have one, because usualy when we toss them into the mesat grinder, it
means things are royaly succulent and people die. Be glad you have that chameleon at least. And were
DRT because we're masochists. Not because we get to kill alot of things. We'retrip wires."

"l guessthat explainsit,” Thor said. He believed it, but he didn't likeit. "But | got to wear ACS
once, on Tenarif. It was wonderful "

"Oh?' Bdl Toll sad. "l didn't seethat in your file."

"It wasnt officid,” hesad. "And it waswhilel was il infantry. Remember, | qua'd DRT last year."

"Y eah, so what about it?' Dagger asked.

"Oh, damn," Thor said, aglazed look in hiseyes. "The suit supports you. Y ou want to deep, you lie
down. It can wake you or put you under. It gives artificia neura feedback like bare skin would. It does
nanosurgery to fix small wounds." He held up hiswelted hands, scored with saw-edged grass and bites.
It was easier to sense one's surroundings with bare hands than with gloved, but there was a price to pay.
"It uses stasis for mgjor wounds. The AlID taksto you, feeds you info, cuts out the crap you don't need
and prioritizesthe critica stuff. 1t'l stop damned near anything incoming, and you have red antimatter
beads for wegpons, no powerpack needed. Hdll, it massagestired muscles. It'll sng you alullaby if you
really want. | got to wear one for aweek during an exercise, as a backfill."

"I'd heard that about them," Gorillasaid, scratching the grimy stubble under his chin thoughtfully.
The suitskept hair groomed, too. "Be nice for deegping.” Hislength meant that he often woke with cricks
in hisneck on deployments, after squeezing into awvkward little nooksto hide and rest.

"Y eah, well speaking of deegping,” Shivasad, "it'stimeto do that very thing. And | won't Sing you a
[ullaby, Thor."

"No problem,” Thor said with agrin. "Maybe Doll will massage my shoulders.”

"Sure" shesad. "With arock."

Thor was on watch again. The rest lay back to deep. Tirda sat up, awake, through Thor's watch
before heretired.

"Meditating, Tirdal? Or just can't deep?’

Therewasno reply. Tirdd sat motionlessin an dmost lotus with his eyesfocused on eternity, and it



creeped Thor to hell. Eventually, he turned away from the Darhel, not wanting to see those staring eyes.
He could 4till fed them.

The next night took them into foothills. The peninsulathey'd come from rose steadily to aridge that
joined amountain range, and they'd be following the higher ground until they reached aplain.

It was near midnight when Gorillaordered, "Down!" in a harsh whisper. Everyone dropped silently
into the weeds. Ahead, distantly, there was a crashing, rustling sound, muffled by the thickness of the
woods. Breaths were restrained, motion frozen, hands gripping weapons and waiting for athreet, a
release, anything to break the crisp, dry tension.

"Stand by," Gorillasaid. Heran adiagnogtic, then said, "Theres a cliff ahead. One of the botsfdll
andisout of commisson.”

"Destroyed?' Bell Toll asked. "Aren't those things hard to damage?”

"Not when they didodge rocks on the way down and get crushed under atwo hundred kilogram
boulder.”

Shivasad, "So watch where you put your feet."

The dliff gppeared in their night vision asthey gpproached, adark line angling from theright. They
were forced to take anarrow path along the edge of the ridge, the dliff gradualy turning to tumbled,
rocky bluff then to sharp dope before merging with the line of the hills. They walked with one leg bent
againg theincline, gripping vines and branches for sability as strained muscles trembled on the rocky
ledge. The previous day's rain had mostly run off and dried, but enough dampness remained benegath
falen spiky leavesto create adipping hazard, exacerbated by the surreal contrast created by night
vision. Asthe bluff became a steep dope, Bell Toll stopped.

"Angle us down, Ferret. There should be aleveing at the two-hundred-meter contour.”

"Got it, gr," hereplied.

They'd gone only afew meters before Ferret could be heard to muitter, "Ouch!™ over the net. In
moments, everyone was twitching and cursing as small creatures chewed at their exposed skin, their
bitesand acidic sdlivacausing sharp stinging pains. A nest of something had been disturbed, and the
occupants were protesting thisincursion.

Shivasuddenly clutched at his hemet, fought with the strgps and yanked it off. He didn't cry out,
but the expression on hisface was mean. They'd been at his ears and neck.

"Retreat one hundred meters, legpfrog by numbers, now!" Bell Toll ordered and the troops
scrambled to obey. Noise discipline suffered somewhat; the minor but painful injurieswere very
didracting.

"Keep the perimeter. Shiva, Tirda, get peopletreated. Thor, Gun Dall, let us know if anything
moves closer. And somebody give meareport!” Bell Toll said.

"Antlikeform,” Ferret said, "but looks more like aroach. And thelittle fuckers bite like angry rats.
Think they can fly or jump. | was diding up on adowned log and out they came.”

"Got it. So watch for downed logs. Shiva, are you okay?'

"Yes, dr," Shivareplied. "Going to have huge welts on my cheeks, ears and neck, but I'll manage.”
As he spoke, Tirdal was spraying an anestheti c/antiseptic salve onto the bites.

"I think | see afragment of mandible,” Tirdal said. "I'll need to pull it out. Permission to uselight,
sr?' Darhd had better night vision than humans, but it was aminuscule piece of sting hewastrying for.

"Yes, toss up acover and keep it dim.”

Tirda pulled his bedroll from the bottom of hisruck, spread it and drew it over their heads. Thus
shielded, he could illuminate the wound. There wasindeed asmall, barbed piece of shell there, and he
worried it gently out with a needle and tweezers as Shivamuttered, "Son ... of ... a. .. bitch!"

"Done,”" Tirdd said. "It is0ozing blood and should be dlowed to drain. | see no need to lance it
further.”

"Thanks, Tirda," Shivaacknowledged. ™Y our turn.”



Tirdd held up hishands, which had adozen smdl welts on them, though Shivadidn't recal him
making any noise or fuss. He took the Darhel targeted nanos and sprayed Tirdal's hands down. There
were acouple of stings buried in the skin, but they came out easily. Drops of violet Darhel blood flowed
briefly.

That done, the two of them worked the others over. Ferret was worst, with bites to his neck and
amost up to his elbows where some of thefire ants, for want of a better name, had crawled under his
cuffs. Dagger was dmogt asstoic as Tirdd. Gun Doll demonstrated arich skill of invective, the backs of
her hands being badly swollen. Thor, who'd been last, had one single bite.

"Lucky bastard,” Gorillacommented. He'd taken more than afew himsdlf.

Everyone treated, trash and gear recovered, they resumed, Ferret leading them around the nest and
avoiding other rotten trunks. There was no hurry and no need to repesat the experience.

That day they dept among old, weathered boulders, hunched against their bases or sprawled over
their curves, theloca sun pattering across them through long leaves. They woke stiff and sore, stretching
and flexing to work out kinks.

"W, shit," Gorillamuttered.

"What?' Bdl Toll and Shivaasked together.

"Lost another bot," he groused. "Checking . . ." he muttered and fussed with his controller.

"I need cover while | go get it," he said after amoment.

"Onit," Dagger agreed, leaning over aboulder and ready to shoot. Thor went with Gorillaas close
support, and the two hiked out fifty metersto get the device. The rest policed the area, then took cover
amongst the formation, awaiting the prognosis.

"Servos shot on one side,”" he announced. "L ooks like cumulative wear and tear, grit indde and all
those kilometers of walking. | cant fix it here. Thisisthe oldest one | have, anyway. Want meto lug it
aong, Sarge? The sensors ill work; it can st watch.”

"We should befine," Shivasaid after thinking. "It won't help in abaitle, it is masswe don't need to
carry, and there'slittle enough to sense between here and there. We have more bots and the sentries will
just haveto bedert."

"Gotcha. Let me set the destruct.”

Thirty minutes later, the team well down the dope and the sun il just up, an enzymic reaction
followed by asmall, hot fire took place in ahollow under amassive boulder. Aswedl asthe bot, dl their
accumulated trash was disposed of in the convenient inferno. It left aconged ed puddle of metdsand
plastic resdue. The latter would crack and dust with "age'’ in afew hours, leaving little evidence of their
passage.

Down the hill they moved. Downhill is not fun in the dark, loaded with gear, footing unsure, mud,
debris and leavesthat can dip or trip or entangle. They were cautious, following singlefile dong Ferret's
chosen route. Gun Doll'sload caused her to dip here and there, once even puckering the tough fabric of
her suit as she passed a broken limb while tobogganing down the dope on her hip. She limped dightly
after that, especialy when forced to put her entire weight on her right foot. Her only external reaction
wasto swallow acouple of pain pills and reach inside her suit to dap ananite patch to her skin when
they rested.

"I'll befine. Can't dance here, anyway."

They were dl taking damage. That was part of the job. Aches, pains, bruises and nicks, exhaustion
and fatigue, blisters on the feet, and collarbones grinding under the mass of rucksthat strained the limits
of the human body were familiar, if despised. Then they wereignored as mere background. No one
took thisjob without understanding itsrisks, and while griping was a pastime, whining was not
acceptable.

Shortly, the ground started to flatten out to hummocky woods. Here and there the depressions
contained puddles or mud, often with someloca dgae and dime andogs afloat. Ferret moved them
between such obstacles when possible, both for comfort and because splashing mud and water were



hindrances and noise hazards. Above them, saplings and limbs of heavier trees had been sheared off by
some recent severe wind or tornado. The spearlike bases stabbed at the sky while the broken sections
bowed low.

Those and other occasional breaks in the canopy showed the stars wheeling overhead, bright and
clear through a sky unbothered by industria effluent or thelights of civilization. The loca moon was
ruddy rather than bluish, and showed asmall crescent.

"Pretty,” Thor remarked at break time, tilting his faceplate for aquick glance up.

"I've never seen stars so bright,” Tirdal said. "Our planets have little wilderness."

"We only get to see them out past the Fringe,” Ferret said.

"It dmogt—" Tirdal said, then twisted. He'd Sensed something. It was alargeinsectoid akin to the
onethat had jumped Ferret, mandibles wide and skipping forward. He dodged asit came, raising his
punch gun and firing ashot that went wide. The bug landed beyond him, twisted in an odd eight-legged
bounce and came back. It was in midleap, ready to shear off chunkswith those gppalling jaws, when it
fractured and tumbled with a sharp crack. It landed on him, but in afall rather than aleap. Gun Doll and
Shivabounded over and rolled the wriggling corpse off him. The head was Sitting by itsalf about two
meters away, antennae and mandibles il twitching in agrotesque imitation of life.

Dagger was dongsde shortly, asking, "Areyou dl right?'

"l am," Tirdd replied, sounding breathless. It might have been from the exertion of afifty plus
kilogram bug landing on him and the resulting wrestling match, or perhaps he was distressed &t last. "Did
you shoot it, Dagger?'

"Y up. Through the neck, contact fused. | don't know wherethe brainis, but | figured if the head
was separated, it was less of athreat.”

"Good shot!" Gun Doll said, impressed.

"Thanks," Dagger acknowledged.

"l owe you one, Dagger,” Tirdd said. "Let me know. I'll take a shot for you.”

"Redly?' Dagger asked. It didn't sound very Darhd.

"Surdy. But only intheleg.”

After amoment's pause, there were repressed laughs and snorks.

"Areyou otherwise okay, Tirda?' Shivaasked.

"Fine, and ready to move," he said.

"Everyone ese?' Shivaasked around. Getting nods, he said, "Then let's hump."

They'd made good time so far. The next couple of days dowed progressimmensdly. They cameto
anarrow chunk of grassand that led into the savanna proper to the north. The grass forms and bushes
weretal enough for cover, but hindered vishility.

Gorillaswitched the bots to manua and had them crawl out dowly under the grass. He guided
them with aninertia joystick attached by awireto hishelmet, which was attached in turn to asmall
module, to which the wires on the bots were connected. The hair-thin threads that the bots unspooled as
they went were fairly tough, but were considered one-use items. Rewinding them would take additiona
mechanisms aboard the bots and the wireswould be covered in crud anyway, even if they didn't break.
He had a package of sparesin hisruck, but they were afinite resource. With less cover for the troops
and clear ground for the bots, it made sense to use them for atime.

"What do you want to do, Captain?' he asked, daving hisimage to the cgptain's channel.

"l want to seemore,” Bell Toll said after amoment's pondering. " Can you send up some flyers?”

"Right away," he agreed. Clear ground was the bane of infiltrating troops, and they were
understandably cautious. Still, if it were safe, cutting across would save much time over detouring to the
south.

Gorillareached back into yet another compartment of his seemingly bottomless ruck and pulled out
ahandful of feathery stuff. He lofted it gently into the air and the bundle of small drones untangled and



flapped free to fly abovethe ort's likely route, buzzing and circling like dragonflies while feeding imagery
back to him. They spread out and fluttered "randomly,” each one adumb eye sending back asingle view
that switched between infrared and enhanced low light, the twelve such views sorted by an Al and
displayed for Dagger and the captain. They could operate as acollective, like aswarm of bees, but were
lessdetectable sngly.

The flock detoured wide around afamily herd of something rhinoceros sized, arching shellbacks
vigble above grass while the snouts stayed near ground.

"Herd beadts" Gorillasad. "Likely not very inteligent. But dangerousif they have hooves like that
beetlething did."

Whilethiswas going on, Bell Toll decided that scientistswould have afidld day here. Thelocd life
was insectoid on a scale never seen anywhere else, and they grew those armored carapaces that could
stop small armsfire. What else was new and arcane?

"Widll, that answersthat question,” Gorillasaid with atinge of disgust.

"What?' Bell Toll asked.

"Thelocd flyerswill attack my drones. I'velost two of the dozen,” he explained.

"Might make sense to limit the number you have airborne, then, if you've done ascan of the areg,”
Bel Toll advised.

"Will do." He brought eight of the remaining ones back, |etting them dight on hisshoulderslike so
many pets, though onewouldn't normally wad petsinto abal, dbet carefully, and stuff them into airtight
pouches on one's harness.

"Okay," Bdl Toll sad, "we may aswell get going. It'slikely going to take two nightsto do this.
Well need to stop in plenty of time to pitch acamp. And no onetrip anything. Ferret, lead on, then Dall.
Tirdd, youll follow Gorilla. Let meknow if you sense anything.”

"Understood, and will do," Tirda acknowledged. A human might have felt dighted, being bumped
in position as athresat to stealth. No one knew how a Darhel took it, nor did they care. No mistakes that
could spook a herd would be allowed.

They made agood three kilometersin alow, dow crawl through and under the grass, getting dusty
and swesaty and occasionaly smeared by the mountainous piles of bug droppingsthat smaller
scarab-forms were chewing into little pilesto rot or wash into the ground. The stuff didn't smell like
anything on ahuman world, nor likely aDarhdl one, but it stank just the same, arotting odor of
fermented plant life and anaerobic bacteria.

About an hour beforeloca dawn, just as Bell Toll and Shivawere getting antsy, Ferret reported,
"Got adepression here. Dry. Good spot to dig in.”

"Outgtanding. Everyone stay put,” Shivasaid. He shimmied through the formation until he could see
what Ferret saw. "Yes, that'll do fine. Let'sget in quick, dawn's coming.”

That day found them skulking in the hollow for cover, wrapped well in blonde grass, with
half-cylindrical camouflage screens overhead. They were close together, and kept two on watch at a
time, dug into shalow fighting positions to the north and south. Nothing happened until after noon, and
the degping went fitfully.

Just after the primary peaked in the blue sky that was brightly decorated with towering, puffy
cumulus, locd lifeintruded when aherd of smaller grazers browsed through on Gorillaand Bell Toll's
watch. They approached dowly and started to wander by. Then, asif drawn to the smellsfrom the
camp, they turned towardsit.

"What do we do, sir?" Gorillaasked.

"We don't spook them, first of dl,” Bell Toll said. "Let'sjust hope they drift past. We won't bother
them if they won't bother us."

"Yes, ar," Gorillaagreed, but kept atight grip on hiswegpon. He held that pose while afamily
group of six crawled right over him, feet carefully avoiding the unsteady surface of hisback after one
step, mandibles clipping grass near him, then brushing againgt him, nuzzling hisright cheek and ear. He



was freaked but unhurt, and clamped down on his sphincters and nerves as the pony-sized creatures
decided he wasn't food and moved on. "Glad that's over," he muttered.

"It might get worse," the captain reminded him.

"Thanks, gr. Youredl heat."

Trueto form, it did get worse. The local pseudomammalian bat andogsranged in sizeup to
something like a pterosaur, and five of those rode thermaslazily around the grasdand. Then, gpparently
sharp-eyed, they came over to investigate. Shortly, they were orbiting the bivouac like horrific vultures
gone awry. The shadows were big enough to have provided shade for the team, if one wereto perch
Spread-winged.

"What the hell do we do now, sir?* Gorillaasked.

"Well, don't shoot. That'll be obvious and might stir them up.”

"Yes, gr. But | would like to do something to get rid of them,” heingsted. "It's like having afloating
billboard announcing our presence. And | think they're getting lower. I'd rather not be lunch ether,
seaing asthose things can likely carry off one of these grass chewers.”

"Right. Got one of your bots out there?' Bell Tall asked, an ideaforming. Heck, it might work.

"About fifty metersin front of me, ar," Gorillaagreed. "1 think | see where you're going. We haveiit
stagger about and seeif onewill attack it.”

"Yes," Bell Toll confirmed. "But be ready to scoot if they freak. We don't know how similar they
areto Earth vultures or Garambi rocs.”

"No problem, sir. Want meto shoot if they fresk?'

"Only if you're being attacked directly. Do it now, they're definitely lower."

"Yes, gr." He caled up the bot as he clutched his gaussrifle closdly, and sent the lumbering
cregture out a atrot, circling asif injured on itsright side.

One of the long-snouted flyers pedled off, looking amazingly like afighter aircraft in an historical
vid. It dove, wings spread rather than in astoop, and opened its mouth. The teeth within were obvioudy
meant for cracking shells and rending flesh. And it was huge. It might measure eight meters acrossthe
wings

Then it was on the drone, wings flared to airbrake, neck cracking down like awhip and jaws
sngpping shut. The mock beetle reacted exactly as programmed, and the molecularly thin spikes drove
out, taking it through the jaw and face. It squawked, rather quieter than an earth creature, dropped to
the ground and thrashed about, its clawed and fingered wingtips beating at the inedible, hurtful little
morsal stuck in its mouth. Confused and wounded, it aternated between trying to flap away and flopping
around in agony. The defensive needles withdrew back into the drone, but the damage was done.
Staggering and disoriented, the creature fell over and twitched.

Sensing something beyond their ken but clearly uncouth, the other four flapped for dtitude and
soared away to seek more familiar prey.

"That isdone," Gorillasaid, with asigh of relief. "1 think I'm going to crawl back and drain before |
wet my pants. That okay, Sir?"

"Nervewracking, yeah," Bell Tall said. "It's shift time, so says me. Wake Dagger and do what you
gottado. And don't waste time. I'm next."

When they prepped to move out at nightfall, Gorilla discovered the drone had been damaged
worse than held thought. Reluctantly, he dropped it into the latrine dit, where its enzymes and destruct
device would be unnoticed benegath the ground.

Across the mini-veldt, the woods began again. Thisridge was the one from which they would
hopefully seetheir target. They dept at the base, dug in well under weeds, and posted sentriesin pairs
with Gorilla's small flying bots perched on trees, sensors wide open for any hints. He stayed up most of
the day, popping chemicasto keep himself awvake. That night would begin theinfiltration proper.



Chapter 8

The climb up the ridge was steep, with footing made treacherous by a scree dope of shattered flat
shards of ancient lava under the tangled skein of weeds. Pieces dipped and skipped downhill, tore lose
under boots and gloved fingers and threw dust even through the plants. That combined with aien pollen
to create swollen, oozing Snuses and itching eyes. Even through the gloves, chips and nicksfrom the
impact traumaof the rocks caused niggling discomfort. Then the splintersworked their way in, dong
with thorns and burrs. Balance was precarious, and Gun Doll and Gorilla skidded several meters down
the abrasive surface because of their awkward loads. Swearing and griping, they forced their way back
up. Tirda was clearly exerting himsdlf, to the secret delight of some of the others, but his denser build
kept him dipping and diding as he dug fingers and toesinto what solid surface he could find.

After saverd hundred meters of angled frustration, they found plants solid enough to grip. That
made the climb easier, though it added sore shouldersto thetally of aches and pains. The coarse, fibrous
sakswith leaves|like nettles gave way to low, flexible bushes, then to trees. The terrain was thoroughly
un-Earthly; Earth hillswould have had loam followed by broken rock with solid basdlt higher up. This
was flaky followed by loam-covered solid surface with more datdlike shingles above the tredline. What
odd eruption and surface effects had caused this? A shallow lake, perhaps, that cracked the lava, boiled
away, only to ooze out again from the ground and shatter the bottom? Or had it dl did down from
above? Exposed by wegther or animals and then eroded?

The ridge was long and twisty, which waswhy Bell Toll had decided to go over rather than around.
A smdl part of him wondered if that had been the right choice, even though intdllectually he knew it was.

A few moments|ater, another colony of antlike insects attacked. These were larger, amost five
centimeterslong, and they chewed at the tough fabric of the suits asif it were some other form's
cargpace. "Hold il Gorillaspoke up. "They're big enough to bite. I'm sending out bots.”

Thelittle flyers Gorilla had rose into the breeze and dighted on each of the troops, skittering aong
limbs and gear and flicking the little pests off.

"Captain, Thor, hold gtill. There's more on you and they killed dl the flyers. Well have to take them
off by hand."

"Hurry, Gorilla" Bdll Toll suggested. "1 can fed the damned things getting through the fabric.”

"Right there."

Shortly, dl the gnawing annoyances had been accounted for. Bell Toll hadn't been exaggerating.
There were two holes through the fabric of his suit and one halfway through hisright shoulder strap. It
was amolecularly grown fabric, knitted and then woven into something tough enough to stop knives,
most pistol ammo and even dow kinetic rifle rounds. The mandibles from those creatures had shredded
it. But there was no injury and nothing to be done about the damage, so the advance resumed.

They rested briefly and silently once among the bushes, and again in the lower trees. It was as
swelteringly hot tonight as the day had been. Sweat was pouring from al of them, and even Tirda had a
sheen to hiswaxy features. His breath was ragged but controlled.

"Nice night for awalk, en?' Shivateased. There werefaint mutters or snickersin response. "You
okay, Tirdal?' he asked, looking over.

"I'm fing," wasthe response. "I'm concentrating on Sensing, and meditating to calm my body."

"Too much exercise even for you to ignore, Tirdal?' Dagger asked.

"Dagger, | have never pretended to be more than | am. If anyone here carriesafalse face, it is not
1"

"Right, if you can jaw, you can climb,” Shivasaid, cutting off moretak. "Back toit." Therewere
groans and muttered comments from Thor and Gun Doll. But they were softly voiced, pro forma
protests, and the ordedl resumed.

"l do think I'm beginning to sense Tdek," Tirdal said asthey resumed the climb. "Theres apattern



of thought there.”

"Detals?' Bell Toll asked.

"Noneyet, dr. Just indications of presence.”

"Right, welll take it asawarning. Concealment and discipline, folks. | don't haveto tell you."

"Y ou don't, but will anyway," Shivasaid. "And I'll echo that. No dumbassing.”

The ascent through the treeswas fairly rapid, the roots being as useful for traction asthey were for
tripping. All it took was caution to navigate them. Some of the trees resembled pines with knotty roots,
straight and tall with tapering branches. They oozed their own sticky, syrupy sap, too, as Ferret and
Tirdal found when they dipped by too closdy to one. After that, they tried to avoid the trunks.

By the time they reached the ridge, the growth was back to scrub forms and sparse trees, with
stark shadows cast by the moon, leaving lit areas the color of dried blood. They took to cautious
crawling and occasional darts across barren ground. Their coverdls adapted to theloca colorsand
shifted their IR emissions, but that latter came at acost: hest retained inside. Powered armor had a
subgtantia heat Snk capability. The Intruder Chameleon Suits the team wore could handleit only for a
short time. They were glad to shelter behind an outcropping below the military crest of the hill and let the
heet disperse to the breeze. Even if it was amuggy night, it was cooler out there than in the suits.

"Okay," Bdl Toll sad, ahint of satisfaction in hisvoice, "we're ready to rock. Gorilla, Dagger,
sneak usapeek.”

Thiswastheway of DRTs. Days of dogging and pain had brought them here, al of it merely the
commute to work. Now the mission proper began. Rucks were |eft under ashelf of rock to enable faster
and easier movement. They'd recover them when done. If they were forced to abandon them, it was
likely to be agtuation so hot that they wouldn't live long enough for the extra supplies to be missed.

Dagger dithered forward and higher, suit sealed and scannersin hand. As Gorillaunfolded a bot
from hisruck, the captain looked at Tirdal again. His expressions were readable to the others now, and
he was clearly concentrating.

"Got something?' Bell Toll asked.

"Perhaps,” Tirdd said with aflick of hisears. "I'm sure theré'saTdek there. | canfed it. That'sthe
problem.”

"Why'sthat a problem?’

"Captain. .. | only senseone” he explained.

"One." Bell Toll bristled dert, hair on his neck standing up and goosebumps running down hisarms
despite the hest.

"y es"

"That isvery not good, Tirdd. Areyou sure?

"I'm sure | sense one. There could be others hidden behind unknown shields, or blocking me, or
sensing me and affecting my mind, though | don't think that's the case. But | only fed one of them.”

"Arethey underground maybe?"

"No, I'd ill sensethem,” he assured the captain. "And thisoneis. . . not worried. Not military. It
fedslike acaretaker going through aroutine.”

"I'm not showing any Blob genetic materia on my sensors," Dagger interjected. "No nonnative
molecular activity except us. Though we are making alot of 'noise' that might hide things. And | don't see
anything down there—" he indicated the far Sde of the ridge " —that indicates much travel by anything
bigger than arat. All clean. Spooky," he admitted.

"That doesn't make sense,”" Shivasaid. "Any kind of base, eveninactive, eveniif it'sjust asupply
drop not yet built into abase, should have patrols and sentries. Technicians. Enough shiftsto work
around the clock. Thirty, forty at least. More likely a couple of hundred. Minimum.”

"l know," Tirddl agreed. "But | sense one. Only one."

"Wadl, | admit to being freaked," Thor said. "What do we do?"



"Wewait for Gorillasbotsto tell uswhat they see," Shivareplied. "We check around here. Then
we decide from there."

"Right," Bdl Tall said. "Gorilla, ready?'

"Ready, dr," he agreed. He set asmall "anima" down and let it scamper off.

"If thiswasabig base, you'd expect patrols,”" Dagger muttered. "1'm not even getting particul ates or
aromatics from metal or plastic, which you always get with bots. If they've been running patrolsthey are
redly stedlthy. And there's no reason for that kind of stedth. They didn't know we were coming.”

"Did they?" Thor asked. "Could they?'

"Noway," Ferret assured him with achoppy shake of hishead. "And if they could, we'd be dead
aready. Why wait? But why no patrols, even if only bots? It doesn't make sense” Hewastrying to
reassure himsdlf, too.

"Tirda," Thor asked, "are you sure you've got theright fed? How can you know what a Blob feds
likeif you've never felt one before?!

"l can't explain color to the blind. | know. Believe me or not, but I'm telling you what | have." Tirda
gave him alook that wasamogt aglare.

"Relax, Thor," Bell Toll ordered. "Gorilla, how'sthe bot?"

"Running, sir. Or walking, more accurately. Got it on molecular wire. Halfway down the dope and
nothingsofar.”

"Describe, please.”

"It'saglacid valley, very heavily forested once past the lava. On the far Sde there are some dark
spotsthat are probably caves. It isjust possible to see under the canopy . . . wait, | have movement.
Herestheimage," he said ashe plugged them dl into hisview. "Bringing up mag now."

There was definitely movement. "Are those bots?' Gun Dall asked. Shelit acursor and waved it
over the areain question.

"Might be," Gorillaagreed. "Well get abetter view shortly. Stand by."

The view faded as the bot scurried ahead, shutting down mogt of its sensors asit entered the
thicker growth. It ran with only its navigation and warning circuitslive, as Gorillacoaxed it through the
brush.

Theteam sat lill, patiently, ashe moved it in closer. Thiswas something they trained for dmost
beyond dl else. The stars shifted overhead, occasiona smal forms scurried past, including one asbig as
afox. It wasahalf hour and more before Gorillasaid, "Got it. Here." Theimages came back on screen.

Therewas a cleared area, and within and around it was activity. Vertica maintenance bots moved
around vehicles and performed functions. Sensor globesflew dow orbits around the area, weaving
around trees and other obstacleslike so many intdligent tennisballs. Armored combat bots, unlike
Alliance or Republic gear but obvious asto design, rolled around the perimeter.

There was a pause as Gorillas bot detected and moved around amine. At Gorilla's prompt, the
screen lit with locations of sensors, mines and self-guided wegpons, the drone detecting their faint idle
signals and extrapolating. It wasn't yet as accurate asit would get after prolonged exposure, but it was
good enough.

Asthe bot's view panned across the edge of the encampment it revealed agroup of Blobs moving
in awedge formation. The patrol ambled and flopped across the clearing and into another part of the
woodsin agait that seemed impossible.

Everyone had seen the patrol. Bell Toll looked over at Tirdal, who ddliberately shrugged, that not
being aDarhe gesture.

"I'm not sure what those are. But | don't sense them. Nor any distortion from the machines. | sense
one Tdek only. Stll."

"Something elseis bothering me," Dagger said. "That clearing istoo smdl. It'sasif it's supposed to
look like abase, but isn't one."



"How do you mean?"' Thor asked.

"l seeittoo,” Gun Doll said. "A proper facility would have a second perimeter, the treeswould be
downed and either removed or placed as revetments. They have no safe zone, and any attacker on foot
or skimmer can comeright up to the edge.”

"This doesn't make sense," Thor said. "They understand security and threat discipline aswell aswe
do. Why are they being so stupid?"

"Maybethey aren't,” Dagger said. He had everyone's attention. No matter hisfacade, the man
could stk anything and find any hole in a perimeter. Under the swesaty grime and ragged, unshaven
whiskers, hiseyes had asharp, squinty cynicism. He wasn't assuming the Tdek didn't know exactly what
they were doing.

"What do you mean, Dagger?' Shivaasked into the pause.

"Tirdal sayshe sensesone only. Let'sassume that's true. We have one Blob. We have alot of
gizmos. We have a crappy perimeter atroop of Space Scouts could crack. We have aformation of
what look like Blobs ssomping around like a dictator's guard. Sensors get no good reading of any minor
effectslikewaste. | say it'sadecoy.”

Shivaand Bdll Toll frowned. Shiva spokefird.

"Thisisabig camp. If thisisadecoy, those are holograms. . . S0 an insertion tesm would come
someplacelikeright here," he said, jabbing hisfinger at the ground, "see dl thisand boogiein ahurry,
without doing a detailed check. They'd see what the Blobs wanted them to see and not start afight with
aforcethat sze. But why?'

"Because they want usto cal in areport of amgor facility building up and request space support,”
Bell Tall extrgpolated. "The Navy sendsamgor forcein, and somewhere they're waiting to creamiit.”

"Tirdal, you say they might be able to block you?' Gun Doll asked.

"It'spossible, of course," he admitted. "It's never happened, but | can't ruleit out. They'd be just as
likely, more s0, to note your signatures. | can . . . suppress mine. Do as amatter of course. Humans,
nonsensat humans, do not."

"What are you thinking, Doll?" Shiva asked.

"If they tracked us coming in and want usto leave with that intel, were fine. If they haven't pinged
on usyet, we don't want them to. We can't assume those are holograms.”

"Oneway to find out,” Gorillaput in. "Thebiotic mole.”

"Wedidn't bring it thisfar to not useit,” Bell Toll said reasonably. "Doit. But be careful.”

"Beieve me, dr, seeing that dance down there makes me very careful,”" Gorillareplied.

Theitem in question was a hamsterlike bio-animate. Grown from Earth rodents, it wasa"dumb”
biorobotic brain with tiny sensors encased in ared and retarded animal that had just enough brainpower
to edt, excrete and move wheretold. It wasn't good for any detailed scans, but it excelled a missions
likethis. Evenif detected, it would look like one of theloca minor mammals.

"Send it scurrying in, however it's supposed to move, and have it contact something, preferably a
dumb bot," Bell Toll ordered. "WEell go from there. Gun Dall."

"G

"Get the transmitter ready. If we get doinked, the report hasto go out before we die. But don't
push it without my orders.”

"Yes, gr," sheagreed. And if it cameto that they werewell and truly fucked, because the
emergency transmitter would burn asignd through subspace that would be easily readable at the Navy's
dation thirty-five light-years away. They might aswell set off fireworks and wave their ams.

"Primary planisto walk out with the data, no matter what it is," Bdll Toll reiterated. "I'd rather fly
out than fight. So don't get horny. Thisisawalk, not adance.”

Gorillawas done digging in hisruck, and had thetiny creaturein hishand. It sat there, dumb and
dill, itsonly sign of life being thelittle turd it choseto drop right then. Ignoring the minor distraction,



Gorillatraced ingtructions on the touchpad in front of him, then set the creature atop the larger standard
"pill bug" that would carry it to the perimeter. He gathered up the pair and shimmied higher toward the
crest. Therewas no red reason, just the psychology of being abit closer. Tirdd followed behind. The
few meterswould help him sense better. Thiswas not agood situation. Behind him, Dagger came up
with his sensors, and squirmed between two rockslike alizard.

Gorillaput the bigger bot down and sent it on itsway. He'd programmed it to pick a course and
meander down asif feeding. He could adjust its path if need indicated, through the wire it was laying
behind itsdlf asit scurried under ledges and behind rocks, making good use of theterrain. At every
pause it sent another image back.

"| hate to rush you, Gorilla," Bdll Toll said, "but it's about three hours until dawn and well need to
be making trail soon."

"Gotcha, Sr. Let meget it into the treesand | can speed things up.”

And hedid. Oncethe rock started giving way, he dided the cresture up to afast trot, using what
image there wasto "drive" the bot through the woods. Its own circuits gave it a certain amount of
decision making, and with hisinterpretation of theterrain ahead, it traveled quickly.

"Lessthan three thousand metersto go," he reported. "Slowing back down.”

The device stopped asafe (they hoped) two hundred meters from the outer perimeter. The
viewster biobot dropped off its back and darted for cover under thick grass. It too was programmed to
move "naturdly.” Inthis case, it snuffled forward until it found asmall gametrail and trotted dong it
toward the Site. To any sort of sensor it would look likewhat it was, afurry little animal. Therewere no
electronic systems on it, no evidence that it was a construct. It would be invisible unlessthe sensors were
designed to search for nonautochthonouslife forms.

In aspot of good news, it appeared they were not, because the little creature was able to penetrate
without any of the sensors going off. Further in there would probably be"clean” zonesinto which even a
mouse couldn't penetrate. But the outer sections were relatively easy, with only local terrain, predators
and the biobot's diminutive S ze as obstacles.

It took another solid hour for the cresture to do its penetration, just one of many small mammaloids
running around in the area. Onceit did, it found arock under which were severa of theloca roach
lookalikes. They were edible to earth creatures and the viewster hunted them avidly until another party
of Blobs, or perhaps the same one, came back through. When it saw the low, grey creaturesit quickly
scuttled across their path where the swift moving creatures would run over it and continue on their way.

"Herewe go," Gorillasaid, and everyone watched the repesated image from his controller. The
"Tdek" flopped and rolled right over the sensor-creature, leaving it, and the nearby grass and twigs,
unharmed. They were excdlent holograms, but nothing more.

And the base was atrap.

The encounter had been in clear view of the sensors Dagger and Gorillahad deployed and that was
that. Gorillalooked at Tirdal, who stared back but didn't even change expression, then down at the
team. Whatever was there was apparently afake.

"I can send the viewster into afew emplacements and possibly get more information, sir, but the
likelihood of detection increases with each exposure. And | think the answer we haveis short and
Swvedt."

Bdl Tall shook hishead for anegative, then used hisses and hand sgnasto get the attention of the
rest and order them back. The Aldenata tech-based communicators they had were absolutely secure,
but he wasn't going to trust them this close to an enemy base that was obvioudy set to trip them up. It
might, in fact, be best to go back to old-fashioned laser sgnals, evenif it limited them to aline-of-sight
formation. After this, they had to exfiltrate by a different route to avoid possible detection, then get the
acquired intel back to the sector command. The dim facts they had would neverthel ess rule out many
wrong avenuesin this game of deception. Negatives could sometimes, in fact, prove more va uable than
concrete answers.



But that was for the analysts to decide. Their job was to hump back out and stay dive.

Following Gorillas preprogrammed orders, the viewster headed back up the gametrail asthe two
recon troops and Tirdal did down the reverse dope of theridge. The larger bot had already headed
back over so Gorillatold it and its companion to head out on point. The reverse trip would actualy be
shorter than the insertion and they should be able to makeit in aweek. It would be a tense week of
careful movement and thorough concealment. Whether or not the Tdek had planned for them to find the
gte, they had to assume that the Tdek knew they'd found the deception. So being found now would
mean deeth. A pawn staysdive only so long asits purposeis served, and from a Tdek viewpoint they
were now aliagbility even had they been vauable before.

The team bivouacked again within the trees, the nearness to the Blobs being adightly better risk
than trying to dog out fast, risking noise and discovery asthey traversed terrain in daylight. They'd save
the forced march for tomorrow night.

Later that day, the viewster came darting back over the shards of the ridge and found the place
whereit had been told to report. It sat patiently under aledge and waited an hour for signals or orders,
but there was nothing there. Having lost contact with its contral it snuffled around until it found aholein
the ground, crawled in and died. Specidly bred interna bacteriawould dissolveit in under three hours,
leaving nothing but asmell and some bones. At someleve, everything is expendable.

Chapter 9

ThelR RETURN route cut through the low hills that had intervened before. For awhilethey
followed some gametrailsthat paraleed the hills. The hills probably were ancient remnants of
mountains, worn down from staggering ranges, most likely foothills of the taller mountains thet rose to
east and west of the glacid valley and river plain in between. There were other sgnsof old vulcanism,
indicating that this areahad had aviolent youth.

Once away fromthe Tdek "ingalation,” they moved quickly and surdly, and off the gametrails.
Predators |oved game trails for obvious reasons, and no one wanted afight. There was no other reason
to be more than normally cautious, and every reason to get off-planet as soon as possible, so they
dogged fast. Ferret made good time and showed considerable skill at finding routes with fair footing and
clear spaceto hike, while gtill keeping tal growth around them for concealment. He rarely caused them
to backtrack around obstacles, though he did have them detour around another log that might contain a
nest of the biting ant things. Tirdal watched and tried to deduce how Ferret did this. It was a skill he had
no experiencein.

The second night out, they cameto afairly deep and strong stream that had cut achasm through
the rocks ahead.

"Well haveto detour downstream until we find aplaceto ford," Ferret said. "Unless were going to
build amoly-rope bridge?"

"No," Shivasaid. "Safer and likely faster to go around. Five minutesto rest and on we go.”

The path downstream was a rubble and boul der-strewn igneous mass with trees growing at chaotic
angles near the edge, straight and tall further back. The soil wasrich and fragrant, made dark and fertile
by mineras from the broken rocks and well-rotted foliage. It wasn't ahard route for trained troops, asit
was downhill with lots of handholds. They swiftly covered three kilometers of steep, rocky bank asthe
botsled the way.

"Hat ground ahead,” Gorillaadvised.

Ten minutes |ater, the ground began to level. They were back out onto glacia plain. No sooner had
they reached a stretch that ooked promising for acrossing, Gorillacaled, "Whoal Anomay!" Hisvoice
was soft but urgent.

"What type?' Bell Toll asked as Shivawaved the troops into a perimeter.

"Not here," Gorillaanswered with a shake of hishead. "Forward and west. Energy reading of
somekind. It'ssmall and not moving.”



"lan't that just great?’ Bell Toll asked facetioudy. "Okay, keep the bots safely back but find out
what you can. Everyone st tight here. Tirdd, what've you got for me? Can you senseit?’

"Yes, | cannow," he nodded. "It'svery faint. It's not Tdek. There's something there, but it doesn't
even secem dive. Just . . . there, present. And it has a psychic component. More than that | cannot say.
But definitdly not dive."

"Okay, Ferret will lead, you move up closer to him and keep aert. Remember that he has more
experience at sneaking. Gorilla, get your bots out wide and move dowly; we don't want to spook
whatever it is, but we've got to take alook ourselves. Shiva, plot us two escape routes—one dow and
cautious, one go-to-hdll. Everyone ping me acknowledgment . . . okay, let'sdoiit.”

Tirdal and Ferret dropped their rucks and crept forward. The relayed image from Gorillas bots
hel ped them keep to low ground and clear of the knotted webs of roots. The ground was soft and
mushy again, and it soaked through their suits, the wetness permeating the air with the smell of damp and
rotting life. The only animalsthey saw were the smdlest scavengers and sem-eating types. While
crawling, they were below the umbrelldike canopies of bushes. Their route through the looping roots of
the treestook them past aloca anthill analog, busily trafficked by beetle-creatures|ess than a centimeter
long. Ferret shook off afew that tried to bite and sting, taking him for some dead source of protein.

"Ouch," he muttered. "Gonna have welts from that. They aren't as bad as those other little bastards,
but watch them, Tirdd."

"l seethem,” Tirdd said. "Stand by." He pulled a scrap of uneaten ration from his smaller ruck and
waved it past the nest, then dropped it ameter away. It was a sugary cookie and the eager little
monsters swarmed it and ignored him.

"Let's see the bots-eye view," Ferret asked. Gorillaobliged and relayed a near-ground-level image
in the visible spectrum. There was an amost-clearing ahead; one of those spots where the trees thinned
enough for adropship insertion or asmall camp. The bots had stopped there. They'd been programmed
to pauseif they encountered anything with a pattern not on file as"naturd,” and what was here certainly
wan't.

"Isthat what werrelooking at?' Ferret asked.

"Atandfor,” Gorillareplied. "l dunnowhat itis"

All that could be seen was athin spot in the trees. Within were some lumps and mounds. They
resembled buria cairns from some logt civilization, weathered and beaten for ages. Therewasa
wrongness to the area that even the humans could fed!.

"The source isin there somewhere,” Gorillasaid. "No threats show. I've got both bots watching it
and the flyers perched on trees on the far Sde. Nothing except locadl life."

"Gorilla," Bell Toll said, "send abot in dowly. One step at atime. Ferret and Tirda can pull up to
the edge. Well stay back for support. Thor and Shiva, keep an eye on our asses." There were pings of
acknowledgment and the team moved.

They'd shifted perhaps five meterswhen Gorillasad, "Stop." Everyone froze, fingerson triggers,
until he said, "No threat, but I've IDed the source. Central mound, right there. Power emanations, but
very low."

"Okay," Bdl Toll acknowledged. "Let'smovein. Ferret and Tirdal wait where you are. Gun Dall
and | will take asupporting position on the left. Dagger and Shivaon theright. Gorillawill pull up and
relieve Ferret, then Ferret advances.”

Upon closer ingpection, the areawasn't aclearing at al. It was tree covered, like the surrounding
terrain, but in aradius around the central mound the trees were dightly stunted and there were stones
poking up through the loam. It was the lack of animals and the stunted treesthat gave it an odd fed.

"Radiation?" asked Bell Tall.

"Not much above background levels," Gorillasaid after studying his sensors.

"Therésaminor pulse to the emitted frequency,” Dagger added. "It's steady. Nothing dangerousto
us, but | suppose after enough yearsit builds up. There aso might be chemicasin the soil, depending on



what this deviceis. The surface here reads differently. And those stones are odd.”

They were among the mounds, now. Ferret and Thor had their backsin, asdid Gun Dall, her
automatic cannon moving in dow sweeps as she studied the trees.

Tirda brushed at one of the stones and examined the striations reved ed beneath the clinging dirt. It
was an extruded block, not carved native stone.

"Plascrete” he said softly.

The others shifted carefully over to him.

"What did you say?' Bdll Toll asked.

"Plascrete,” he repeated. "L ook at the extrusion marks and the texture. It was produced on site
with no concern for prettiness.”

Gun Dall ran her fingers over the chipped corners of the revealed mass.

"How old does plascrete have to be to crack and crumble like that?"

"Very old, | would guess.. . . and Sense," Tirdal said.

Spreading out and examining other revealed rocks determined that the placewasaruin. It was
some sort of very old building or fortification, hundreds, possibly thousands of yearsold. All that was | eft
were afew mounds of tumbled plascrete overgrown with misshapen, gene-damaged trees and tangled
vines. In the cold drizzle and hdf-light, it was an eerie, disturbing scene.

Gorillahad the bot dig into the lump, carefully. It made quiet incursions by drill, split cracks
between the holes with a pneumatic ram and gingerly pulled out sections. It then made another cut,
dightly deeper. Ferret, Dagger and Shivastayed in an outer perimeter, nerves naked wires, aert for any
threatening movement, or any movement a al. The other haf of the troop formed to contain anything
that might erupt from withinthedig.

"Energy source,” Tirda said.

"Yes?' prompted Bl Tall.

"I'm not sure. Just some source of energy. They dl fed somewhat dike. . . heat, radio, UV .. . just
asense of intruding rays, not enough to be harmful.”

"Got that, Gorilla?' Bl Toll asked.

"Got it," he nodded softly, adjusting the bot to dig wider before going deeper. “"We're going to have
to ether hide these blocks the bot is cutting, or stick them back when done. A pilewill be agiveaway."

"Yes," Bell Toll agreed. "But it can't be much deeper now, canit?'

Inanswer, Tirdal said, "There”

"Y eah, the bot seesit now," Gorillaagreed, looking at his screen. "I'm clearing around it. It'saroot
power source of somekind, encased in plasted.”

Bdl Toll dided up enhancement and resolution on hishelmet and tried to get aglimpseinto the
hole, past the ludicroudy hulking limbs of the small bot.

"Oh, shit," he said softly.

"What?" asked Gun Dall, being closest. She pulled up her own screen and said, * 'Oh, shit' isright.”

Enough of the case was revedled for its architecture to become apparent. That combined with the
energy readings made it familiar to anyone who studied history or matters military.

It was an Aldenata artifact. Apparently afunctiona one.

The Aldenata were extinct. It had been they who had bred the Podeen for war, and screwed it up
S0 asto leave the Podeen amarauding threat. They'd created the Darhel, who could administrate but not
fight to defend themsalves. The Indowy, Tchpth and possibly the humans had been tampered with by
them, als0. Besides the damaged races of this part of the galaxy, they'd left afew ingtdlationsand avery
few artifacts. Whatever had done them in had been thorough. No one knew. Or at least, no humans.
The other races didn't discussit much.

The box wasn't that large, about ahaf meter on aside and vaguely oblong. There were two
queerly formed handles on it that the bots used to drag it to the surface. A careful cleaning by Gorillaand



Gun Dall revedled that it had controls on the surface and some inscribed characters.

"It could be anything or nothing," Gun Doll said, as she wiped away dirt to reved the text and
pulled out aruled scale and camera. They couldn't decipher it here, but they could get imagesfor file.

"Yes, but any indudtria corporation would pay acoal billion creditsfor it," Bell Toll said. Evenif it
wasn't sold, the soldiers could expect enough of abonusfor it that they'd be able to live comfortably for
therest of their lives.

"S0, ten percent of abillion, split eight ways. . ." muttered Dagger, diding up dongsideto peer into
the hole. Hewas figuring the likely salvage percentage they'd get if the government did sl it.

"Dagger, get back out where you belong,” Bell Toll snapped quietly. The sniper's eyes were
needed where they could track incoming Blobs, not caculating profits.

"Yeah, sure," he agreed and dithered away again.

"Captain, should | get someimagesfor our researchers?’ Tirdd asked. "We do have more
experience with Aldenata equipment than you.”

"That's partly because you won't share theinfo you do have, but go ahead,” Bell Toll said, some
prejudice dipping past at last. Tirdd ignored it and took several views of the device.

They turned over afew more rocks and had the bots drill around the area, test boresto seeif
anything e se registered. There was nothing el se that stood out.

"I'm getting nothing ese," concurred Tirdd. "All | fed isthe power from this" heindicated the
device, "and it fedsasif it'sidling, waiting."

There was nothing left but for afull archaeological expedition, which could be expected if the
humans ever took the world.

"Well, let's clean up the areaand move out,” Bell Toll ordered. "Well take the box with usand let
the expertsfiddiewithit."

Gorillagot the bots to work replacing the chunks of plascrete, while the soldiers took turns
scraping and digging at the bot tracks and drag marks of the rocks as only trained Specia Operations
troops can.

"| can eadly determine the damage at this closerange,” Tirda said when they werefinished, "but it's
likely not obviousto aroutine observer at any distance."

"l can seeit," Dagger chalenged. "If | can, others can if they look hard enough. But there shouldn't
be any red searches before we bug out.”

"Neverthdless, let'stry to cover our tracksin and out,” Shivasuggested.

"I concur," Bell Toll said. Thework resumed amid sighs.

Thetrick to agood concealment is not to do too much, or asite becomesa'garden,” neat and
obvious rather than rough and nondescript. In true Zen fashion, doing littleis harder than doing much.
But by dusk, rain sarting, there wasllittle evidence that anything untoward had happened. An organized
search might show something, but no casua examination. If they'd done their jobs properly, rain would
wash away any remaining Sgnsin short order. Of course, any major flawsin the dig would show more
clearly asrain eroded soft earth. It was best they move quickly, just in case.

Bell Toll took the bulky artifact and strapped it onto his pack under achameleon cover. He grunted
with the effort of lifting it—while not outrageoudy massive, it wasn't light by any means.

Sogging through mud isamilitary tradition from asfar back as humans have been fighting, whichis
aways. It's something every military organization hasto get used to, but, despite jokes, no one ever gets
used to. Mud dows the steps, sticks to the boots then oozesinside, cold, wet, gooey, gritty and sharpin
gpots. It splashes as high as one's head, no matter how high that might be, and is generally unpleasant.
Every generation, the designersinsst they've developed a"mud proof" boot, and every generation the
troops laugh hysterically as mud squishes past sedls, flush surfaces or joints.

The team was squel ching dong the nearby river, mud aternating with trickles and puddles of water,
the dark, dank bank on one side with the tendrils of tree branches arching in ghostlike fingers over them



to the water's edge. They should be well shielded from most sensors. Even thermal imaging wasn't likely
to detect their chilled, clammy hides through the scattering foliage.

Ahead, they were seeking aford. Some further distance from the Tdek facility was desired, and
crossing the watercourse should decrease the likelihood of anything coming for them. While they could
swim, even burdened asthey were, there was no need to exert unnecessary energy.

Thefirg ford they found wasn't as hospitable as Bell Tall had hoped. Certainly it was shalower
than upstream, but it was on amoderate dope that gave the shallow water good velocity over rocks. It
wasn't going to be that much easier to cross here.

"Keep low," Bl Toll advised in awhisper. Everyone nodded. Besides keeping their silhouettes
concealed, it would keep them stable in the current. They were as wet asthey could get already,
anyway. "Ferret, out you go."

"Ferretsdon't like swimming,” the little point troop replied, but he said it as he moved out on the
rocky shallows they'd been using, toward deeper water.

Ferret stepped down off the shelf, one hand on a protruding root near the bank, and began wading.
The bubbling, ankle-deep stream near the edge turned to rippling and waving knee-deep currents within
acouple of steps, then to a pounding torrent that ripped at him, seen asdark and light infrared and
enhanced visible traces across his visor. He leaned forward and grabbed arock that rose from the
water, and worked hisway around into the calm downstream of it. Knegling and reaching, he caught
another handhold and crossed the channel between the two, water shoving at his chest and splashing into
hisface. He worked hisway across by keeping solid hold of the rocks as hisfeet did on smooth,
moss-dlickened pebbles underneath and water raged past him. He was two thirds of the way over when
he reached a deep, rushing current about two meterswide. It didn't take much observation to conclude
that he wasn't going to crossit done. And it would likely ook worse in daylight.

Ferret sudied the voracious swirl for long seconds. Then he began crawling backwards. Once he
reached the previous dab of weathered limestone he called back on histranamitter, it being too loud to
shout even if noisediscipline dlowed it. "It'stoo swift. Gorillacan likely get over; he'stdler and heavier.
We're going to need to belay,” he said.

"Goddammit. Understood,” Bell Toll replied.

Shortly, Gorillabegan splashing and crawling from the bank. Hislarger masswas of benefit, and he
made steady progress through the tugging current and was alongside in moments.

"Hold my ruck and tell mewhat you need," he said as he swung his albatross-long limbs free from
the harness.

"Deep and swift," Ferret said, pointing. "If you can shove across well run the rope. Otherwise, that
bastard is going to take someonefor aride.”

"Gotit," he nodded.

Gorillahad atough time of it himsdlf, and Ferret was glad held asked for aid. The two-meter tall
troop splashed into the water and only kept his head above by maintaining afirm grip on Ferret's
proffered hand. He reached across, angled by the strong current, scrabbling for purchase. The flow
undernesth was unbelievable, sretching him out sarfishlike. After severa minutes of clutching, he
retreated. Sitting under the rock, he shouted up to Ferret, "1 think it would be easier to move further
downstream. But let me try something.”

He sought a chunk of rock about as wide and flat as his hand. He plunged hishand in and
wrenched free one that seemed appropriate.

"Tietherope around that," he demanded. "Taossit and I'll pull mysdlf across.”

It sounded reasonable, and Ferret gave the rock two loops and two half hitches. At anod and a
point from Gorilla, he tossed it over the depths and between the large boulder and a projecting knob just
upstream. He pulled and it caught. Gorillaseized the cord and was acrossin seconds.

Then camethe task of tying hisruck near thefar end of theline, tossing the free length and drawing
it across. Everyone and al their gear was going to get soaked from this. They'd only thought themselves



wet sofar.

Ferret wasignominioudy hauled over, then made it the rest of the way in acombination hop, skip
and plunge. Therewas no real cover on the far bank, so he settled back into the water downstream of
another bit of rock.

"Secure," he reported. " Give me some company.”

At anod from Shiva, Tirdal trudged down and over. His dense form was of some help here, and
he kept his position despite the flow. At the rope where Gorilla till waited, he planted hisruck and let
Gorillatow it across. That accomplished, he grasped the rope and did over. He disappeared beneath
the shifting surface, leaving only his hand as an indicator. That hand wasjoined by his other, and he
made hisway in fitful, diding jerks across. As he bumped the far boulder, he extended a hand and
clenched it twice, until Gorillareached down and heaved him up, or tried to. It took both of them, Tirda
shoving with hisfeet, Gorilla heaving on the rope and straining back with hisfeet, before the Darhd's
head surfaced. He could be audibly heard to gasp in a breath as his massive form rose up onto the rock.

"Holy Shit. . . Tirdal," Gorillaasked between gasps. "What do . . . you weigh?”

"I'm considerably denser in bone and muscle massthan ahuman,” Tirdd said without answering
him. He continued doggedly over and took Ferret's position, as the short human squirmed onto the bank
proper.

The procedure repested. Only Ferret had been light enough to swim with hisgear. Gun Doll dung
her cannon over, then her gear and then hersdlf. She massed less than her rangy size indicated and
swvung in the current like aflag in atiff breeze until Gorilla caught her hand. Once across, she leaned
againgt the mud, covering the rest of the squad while Tirda guarded her and Ferret acted as a sensor
wire againgt anything from the front. Ferret had adapted to hissocid calling of mine-tripper, and had
become philosophica about it. He did hope for promotion within afew missons, though.

Dagger went through contortions to pass his sniper rifle acrossto Gorillawithout getting it into the
water. It wasn't the wetness that worried him, but the risk of banging it out of aignment between the
rocks. Truthfully, it was built much sturdier than that, and he was just obsessive, but Gorillahumored him
and took it by the muzzle, even though the long extension of mass from hishand pulled musclesin his
forearm. Dagger would spend agoodly timefussing over it and drying it later, he was sure.

Shiva, Bell Toll with the artifact and Thor followed, and they were dl across. Soaked, dimed with
mud and mass, bedecked with bits of weed, they blended in even better than they had before. It was
bone-chillingly cold even with the warm air. The best way to dow the conduction of heat through the
water wasto dia down the permeability of the suits. Theat left them wrinkling like prunesinsde
squel ching, water-tight shells. Once warmed, they'd turn the permeability up until they steamed dry.

"Gorilla, give usagood scan," Bell Toll ordered.

"Will do, but only one bot made it across. The other one took a soaking—must have aholeinthe
shell somewhere—and won't work until dry,” he replied. "Want meto send flyers, too?'

Bdl Tall thought for afew moments. It waslikely they'd lose some more to predators, but the team
was exfiltrating and the drones were intended for use. Therisk of discovery was negligible, and the data
they'd provide could be considerable.

"Please," he said. "As soon asthey're out, welll move. At least we've had our bath.”

"Yeah, andit'sonly April," Ferret joked. Hefdt free to comment now. After dl, hed blazed the
path acrossthis giant roach hotdl, its marshes, cliffs, plains, to the Tdek, the Aldenata box and that
godawful river. Thered been two other planets before that, too.

"We're looking for somewhere to hole up for the day,” Shivasaid. "We want hard cover and
concealment, just in case. Be sharp.”

Once more they moved out, following Gorilla's technobugs.

No matter their training and experience, thiswas an arduous mission. All of them were dinged and
nicked from thetrip so far, al fatigued and near exhaustion from the odd day cycle, higher gravity,
srange air and odd environment. All were strained mentally from the risks and possible thregts, aswell



astheincredible doneness of being the only humans on the planet, the only oneswithin thirty-five
light-years, for dl intentsthe only onesin the universe, for nothing anyone el se could do would help them
in an emergency. Mundane annoyances like the boring rations and blisters were just teasing flirtsto
remind them of therest.

Then therewas Tirda. The Darhel dogged aong steadily, quietly, doing his part and doing it
adequatdly wdl with no complaintsat dl. That just made empathizing with him that much harder. That,
and he might peer into one's soul. Tirda was ill very much the outcast. No one could get ahandle on
him, but they weren't much trying, either. If he wound up staying with the team beyond thismission,
perhaps that would change. It remained to be seen.

Theintrospective and tactical silence was broken by Ferret saying, "1 think that might
work . . . over there" Helit the area referenced and everyone looked over. It was alarge outcropping,
gtill within the trees, with aseries of smaller projections|ower down the dope.

"Stay cool," Shivaordered. "What do you think, sir?*

Bell Toll waved Ferret forward and moved up to seefor himself. "Ought to do fine, Sarge. Bed 'em
down."

"Got it. Ferret and Gorilla, do aperimeter sweep. Gun Doll, cover them from right there,” he
indicated an outcropping. "Everyone ese, digin.”

Gun Doll sghedin relief as she set her cannon down on its spiky monopod. The gyroscopic
stabilizerswould keep it steady and level, ready to swing at atouch. That done, she ripped off her
helmet and gave her matted hair and the scalp underneath it agood scratch. " Going numb under here,”
she muttered, barely audibly, to no one. Days of the helmet's mass across the webbing, even with the
foam padding she'd added, was agrowing distraction. The dandruff didn't bother her, it was just part of
the job, and would clean up once home. Besides, there was no one here but the guys.

Shortly, Gorillahad his sensors out, doubled to act asmines a hisorder. They were far more
expendable now than they had been early on and the potentia thrests were greater. Equipment was
expendable, people were not.

Shortly, they werein place, the flyer bot sensors atop the rocks, three small killer bots lurking
downhill, and the sole surviving pill bug uphill and watching. Shivadirected the troopsto individua spots
where they'd be hidden but able to provide interlocking fire, and had them roll out their bags. Thelatrine
was dead center for convenience and security. "Not going to be deep, Sarge,” Dagger said. "Rocksless
than ahaf meter down, of course.”

"It'l do," he said by way of acknowledgment and dismissal.

While Shiva handled the housekeeping, Bell Toll examined the artifact. He ran hisfingertips over
the surface, seeking controls or seams. There were none apparent in thislight. Shrugging inwardly, he
reached into his gear and pulled out atracer-trangponder. It wasn't really necessary, and he was
probably overreacting, but they'd all hate to lose such aprize. It couldn't hurt to mark it, so hedid. He
dapped it onto acorner and the molecularly thin film of it fused with the artifact's surface and became
effectivly part of it and invishble.

Dagger had dipped aongside him, undetected until the last moment. Bell Tall started dightly, but
kept it from showing. Dammit, he hated when the sniper did that. He did it just because he could, and it
only encouraged him if he thought held got one over on you.

"Y es, Dagger? Are you here to take advantage of the commander's open-door policy?' he asked.

"Nah, just wanted another gander at the box, gir. | didn't get agood look earlier,” he said, moving
in close. He was shoulder to shoulder now, and it made Bell Toll uncomfortable. Frankly, he'd rather
have Tirdal that close than Dagger. One was unknown, the other apain.

"Wdl, thisisthe artifact, Dagger. Artifact, meet Dagger,”" he said, trying to inject some levity into
the Stuation.

"Charmed," Dagger joked. Hell, hewasn't that bad, Bell Toll thought. Just another kid with
something to prove. Give him five years and held mellow. When held first arrived held been dll attitude,



now it was partly an act. Hed get over it, and if there were opportunitiesto let him act like amature
person, they should be encouraged.

Dagger was poring over the device in the growing light. Hisfingers traced the raised symbols that
might be long dead controls, followed the contours and hefting it. "What isit and why isit here?' he
asked, mostly to himsdlf.

"We might never know," Bdl Tall said. "Some can be opened insde asasisfield, though some are
equipped to saf-destruct. Others are unresponsive. The fact that this one still has latent power isagood
agn”

"Any guesswhat it might be, Sir?' Dagger asked, his sharp, perfect eyes still focused on the box,
examining every line, every dirt-filled pit.

"No clue. A ship'scontrol box, unlikely. A base computer, possible, though I'd think they'd have
extracted it when the base was abandoned, or an enemy would have seized it. Anything else | couldn't
say. I've had briefings, but I'm no expert." He shrugged.

Dagger shrugged also. "'l see what are obvioudy seams, but | don't see away to make them budge.
We going to take turns humping this?'

"No, Dagger,” Bell Tall replied, amiling. "In this case, the commander will assumethe horrible
burden of carting the cargo, thusto spare histroops astrain that wasn't in the origind plan. Besides, it's
my assif weloseit."

"Yeah, | could just seethat one. "We found this Aldenata artifact and dropped it in alake. So
sorry. but it redlly was cool at thetime.' | can't see them buying that.”

"Right," Bl Toll chuckled. "Wdl, I'm going to wrap it back up, so show and tdll isover."

"Right, gir. I'll keep an eye out tonight. And | can set some of my sensorsto act as additional
damsif youdlike"

"Please," he agreed as Dagger walked in acrouch back acrossto his gear. He reflected that
Dagger wasn't so bad when hisinterests were chalenged. It was boredom that made him awkward.

It was dinnertime again. Hopefully, thered be few more of those on this patrol. As shifting, flashing
sparks of false dawn warned of the coming light, they plowed into their food. Hunger helped and so did
long practice, aswell as awareness that they'd be out of herein very few deeps.

"Tunaagan,"” Gun Dall bitched. "Who edtsthis crgp?’

"Sorry, Dall," Thor said. "But I'm not swapping my pork fritter."

"Doesn't matter," she said, resgnation and asighin her voice. "I'll est it."

Dagger sad, "Beright back. Gottadrain the vein," as he rose and walked toward the large rock.

"Why didn't you go in the stream like the rest of us?' Thor joked. Then he wondered why the
sniper waswalking out past the rocks, and with hisrifle. "Hey, Dagger, the dit isover th—"

As he passed the rock, Dagger grabbed aneural grenade from the pouch on his harness and
tossed it back into the middle of the team.

Chapter 10

Tirdd felt Dagger's aggression smack him. It was papable, vicious, and thoroughly emotionless
under the surface. The incoming feding was so strong, it was one of the few visual senses held ever had.
Thefeding hit him and rolled over him, creating alink for abare fraction of asecond. He could fed the
calous smirk on his’'Dagger's face, see the grenade arc from hisDagger's hand. The sudden image of a
fangar, apredator on Shartan, came through clearly. Dagger was not only committing mass murder, he
was enjoying it. It was an intense moment, the sensat equivaent of orgasm, persond and powerful. They
were Tirdd's specidty. He couldn't dways"fed" peoplein hisarea. But he aways knew when they
wereparticipatingin akill.

He also knew that there wasn't time to stop it. His punch gun would go right through the boul der
the sniper was using as a shield against the neura lash but the grenade was dready inthe air asthe



Darhd surged to hisfeet. Stopping to kill the sniper would just leave the entire team dead on the ground.
Thelr vital information, and the possibly more vitd artifact, would never makeit back.

Thisthought process occurred in an ingtant and Tirdal knew what he had to do. Saving the team
was out of the question; he couldn't reach the grenade and throw it out of rangein time. All he could do
was avoid the death himsalf. And keep the box, which had to be Dagger's target, out of the hands of the
sniper turned traitor.

But to do everything that he had to do, it would be necessary to use tal hormones. Which was
another problem.

Tirda summoned thetd, letting the natural anger at the sniper's betraya dither atiny tendril past
hard-held defenses. The mere touch of anger triggered the tal gland, dumping a modicum of hormone
into the Darhdl's system and s owing his subjective time and the world around him as he reached for the
box.

The captain was dowly looking at him in consternation but Tirdd didn't pay any attention; the
captain, who was a decent person, redly, was dead and didn't know it. Tirda's knife-blade hand struck
the officer'swrig, breaking it and releasing the hold on the box.

As soon as he had the box secured Tirda turned and dove over the boulder behind him. Thewhole
world seemed to dow as he could see both Shiva's and Gun Dall'slooks of horror at the sight of the
grenade out of the corners of hiseyes. Hisvision split, one eye tracking on potentia threatsto the right
asthe other looked to the left where the grenade was coming in. Humans couldn't do that, he
remembered. It might be useful knowledge later.

He had the box, his punch gun and his combat harness with its small patrol pack. What he didn't
have was his rucksack. But as soon as he had the bulk of the granite between him and the grenade he
intended to teach the sniper afew things about Darhel.

One of which wasthat they redlly hated traitors. At least Bane Sidhe Darhel did.

He leapt up and back, and one hand struck the top of the boulder to correct his course with a
twist. Fingerstougher than granite left small scars asthey drove him forward and down into the tangled
undergrowth. The landing would receive no praise from his master, and he felt one shoulder give. But
then hewas flat on the ground, if somewhat battered, when the neura grenade gaveits snarl.

Breathing dowly and deeply to prevent lintatai, Tirdd spun around on hisbelly and, carefully
controlling histal reaction, fired back along the line towards the spot the sniper had thrown from.
Carefully. Hewas just shooting boulders and dirt. Not a person. If the person happened to bein the
way that would be a pure accident. But not akill. Never akill.

Ferret wasturning his head as Thor spoke, and redlized something was wrong. He didn't know
what that thing flying in from behind the boulder was at firgt, but he knew it was bad.

Luckily, he had been setting up his position behind alow finger of rock, to at least havetheilluson
of privacy. He ducked flat and hoped he'd be covered from whatever stupid stunt Dagger was pulling.
Hedidn't careif he got laughed at for putting hisface in the dirt. If thiswasajoke, it was abad one.

Hefdt the angry lash of the grenade, and knew he was wounded. At firgt, that'sall it was, an
agonizing rip through his body, bright flashesin his eyes. But he was dive. He concentrated on that. His
awareness returned, with hisfeet kicking convulsively. The pain resolved as a searing, cramping burn
from his mid-caves down. He'd been mostly covered from the rays of the blast, but hisfeet had
protruded beyond the rock and been exposed, and it hurt, oh shit it hurt.

Now he had to move. That couldn't have been by accident, and Dagger would be coming back to
kill him. He aso noticed as he scanned the areathat the bodiesin front of him didn't include Tirdal. Was
that damned Darhel in on this? Not good. Whatever was happening was not good. He scrabbled for a
gap between the rocks and tried to squirm through, but got stuck. It would be easy to push himsalf
through with hisfeet, except his feet were not working, except that the nerves were working and they
fucking hurt. There was firing behind him and that was abad sign.



By sheer force that strained atricep into a sting that paled compared to hisfeet, hewiggled out. He
held till ashe saw Tirda go jogging past below, headed downstream with the artifact.

Oh, son of abitch, he thought. Had it al been a setup to get that artifact? Or had Tirdal and
Dagger cut aded thisevening?" Captain?' he whispered into his commo, craving areassuring voice.
Therewas no reply. He knew they were dead, but he had to check. Scrolling through channels, hetried,
"Sarge? Doll? Thor? Gorilla?" with no responses. Panic set in as he redlized he was in command now,
with two traitors, and it didn't matter adamn, because he was going to bekilled. And even if he wasn't
killed, the neural damage to his ankles and feet meant he might get gangrene and die shortly anyway. He
couldn't very well amputate, and he had no way of repairing nervesin thefied. Was gangrene possible?
Hedidn't know. Not that it mattered; he was lame.

He scrabbled higher up the dope, keeping low, keeping hidden. This part he could do on hands
and kneesfor now, though he'd have to watch where his dangling feet went or he'd leave aclear sgn of
his passing. He didn't just need to worry about Blobs now, thiswas Dagger who would be stalking him.
And Tirdd could probe hismind. He wasn't sure there was anywhere safe at this point, but he couldn't
just liethere and wait for ashot.

Ferret was scared. He wasn't afraid to admit it. He was just old enough to grasp mortdity, and it
was staring hard at him. He couldn't see any way of coming out of thisalive, but the few hours or days
he might have were precious beyond anything el se.

Carefully, he made hisway uphill under waving fronds and tangled slems. Height would givehim a
better chance a a shot, as long as he could stay hidden, because Dagger's sensors and eyeswould be
looking for him, and the way held shot against Thor wasjust terrifying. And Tirdal had been following
Ferret the entiretrip, with that Sense of his, staring into his soul.

Ferret took a deep, dow breath and tried to calm down. He knew he was panicking, he knew he
wasin shock, and he knew his pulse was besting way too fast for hedlth.

Therewasadimplein the earth, thickly overgrown with greenery, and dightly damp. 1t would
shield him for now. His heat would balance out the evaporative cooling of the earth, and he should be
able to blend into the background. He elbowed and kneed his way around to the far side and dithered in.

Dagger was happy. That was arare thing. But abillion credits could buy alot of happiness. With a
billion credits he could move himsdlf to Kali and spend the rest of hislife abusing worshippers. He could
have himself rguvenated as many times as he wished and when even rguv failed could have hisbrain
transferred to anew body and go on having fun. Maybe awoman's body. Maybe he'd do that anyway,
just for the kicks. A billion credits were going to buy alot of plessure.

He stood up as soon as the grenade settled down, stepped down and glanced around the clearing
at the spasming and very dead bodies. Good. They were al assholes anyway. Where the hell was
the. ..

Tirda couldn't localize the satisfied emotion but he heard amovement that wasn't thrashing and
fired dong the vector. But as he did he sensed the surprise and flight emotions aswell. He ripped out a
series of shotsto either side of where he thought the sniper had been but realized that he'd missed. It
wasn't redly surprising. It was al he could do at this moment, though. Dagger might dodge into a beam.
What was the motive here? Was smple greed enough to cause atrained professiona tokill his
teammates? Or did Dagger harbor some deegper issue? The human mind was a difficult thing to
understand. For now, the motives weren't important. Tirda kept shooting as he skittered down the hill
with the artifact, leaving obvious drag marks but needing distance and time.

* k% %

Dagger dove and rolled, knowing what was going to happen. He also noted that the damned box
was gone. The heat detector on hisrifle had the Darhel more or less pinpointed so he et loose ahornet
round and got the hell out of dodge, keeping those rocks between them as a punch gun poounked



behind him. Then there was morefiring. It wasn't very accurate yet but that could change. What the hell
had happened? Held seen that damned Darhd in the clearing. HEd made sure of it, because killing the
damned smart-ass Elf was the frosting on the cake. Certainly it had sensed him, but how in the fuck had
that little bastard got the box and lit out over the rocks into a shadow zone before the grenade had fuzed?

Tirdal's shoulder was hurting but he ignored it as he stood up and started to the Side. It was that
moment that the hornet round came flying around the boul der.

The hornet round could track on severd items but the chameleon suit was giving off enough hest
that that wasthe easest. It lofted at ardatively low velocity until it decided it had agood track then went
into high-speed acquisition.

The shot had been just ahope and a prayer for Dagger. The defensive sensorson Tirdd's harness
spotted the energy release on launch and as the device came around the rock abeam of high-intendity
protons met it. The protons caused the body of the device to emit its own personal EMP field, tearing
gpart most of the éectronicsthat controlled it. The wegpon had lined up for its attack run but the EMP
shut down its systems and adthough it continued towards the Darhd it was at far below killing velocity.

The projectile still dammed into Tirdal at over athousand meters per second. Bullets, or even
hypervelocity beads, don't knock people down, but the impact cracked hislower chest plate and
knocked the air out of hislungs. He managed to roll away from the rocksto anew cover position,
wincing in pain and controlling his bresthing to maintain consciousness. He hunched deeply under an
acovein the dope and kept his punch gun pointed up and out, in case Dagger should appear in front of
him. Then he got hisbrain working again, through amiasmaof sparksin hisvison and aroaringin his
ears.

He could Sense the silence from the camp. He was not good at picking up humans with his normal
senses, but the background hum of life, human life, was gone from the small camp. And he could Sense
the sniper out there, somewhere. The empathic sense that had been honed by the Bane Sidhe disciplines
was not precise. It could tell him if something was very near or very distant. Everything in between was
gray. The sniper wasleaving "near” though. Which meant he was probably finding agood placeto take a
shot, which meant it was time to move ot.

There were things up there in the rocks that Tirdal needed. His gear. Hisfood, which was designed
for hisenzymic limitations aswell asto provide the high caorie content he needed. Clean water. Some
of thekiller botsthat Gorilla had carried would help with the sniper. On the other hand, wandering into
the camp was out of the question. Before long Dagger would find agood hide and the next sensation
Tirdd would pick up was the feding as he squeezed the ddlicate neurd trigger of hisrifle.

He glanced at the box that was the center of the difficulty then looked around. The areawasrolling
and lightly wooded, the bones of the earth sticking up through the loam. If he kept to low ground and the
trees, the chances were the sniper would not be able to get ashot a him. Of course, that would redlly
add to the travel time.

If he could break contact with Dagger, he might be able to take to the ridges and outrun him.
Darhd were descended from heavy-grav predators; this world was to him as Mars was to a human and
humans moved like so many cattle. He could easily outdistance Dagger.

On the other hand, there was no question that Dagger had the advantage on him. The sniper had
much more experiencein thefield than Tirdal, whose training was mostly menta and persond. And
Dagger'srifle had about ten times the range that hisweapon did. That meant that Tirdal had to either
leave him far behind, or get in tight and kill him, assuming he could do so without going into tal overload
and suffering the consequences. That aso would be afailure of the mission. He grimaced. It was one of
the few expressions that was the same for both races.

Idedlly, since he couldn't get the artifact out past the human fleet anyway, he should just destroy it
here. But it would take more energy than a punch gun to pierce that molecularly bound shell with its
forcefield reinforcement. Hed just haveto carry it until he could arrange disposition. Neither Dagger, nor



any other human for that matter, could be alowed to access the damnable device.

Dagger would expect him to go for the camp. Then he would expect him to run for it. And, frankly,
Tirdal couldn't figure out any other options. But, since he dready knew he wasn't going to go for the
materid in the camp, it wastimeto run, before Dagger came to the same conclusion.

He trotted downd ope towards the watercourse, then began paralleling it towards the west.
Somewhere to the south, presumably, Dagger would be holing up, waiting for him to head for the camp.
That should give him the time to bresk contact.

* k% %

Dagger did dowly into place under ancther shelf up the hill and extended hisrifle. That damned
punch gun made the Darhdl too much of adanger at short range and that damned harness diminated
most of his smart rounds. But the free-flight projectiles would work well enough. That was so like a
Darhd. There was dways something they had to stick their manipulative fingersinto. If held had the
good grace to die with the rest, Dagger would be nearly home by now.

He panned the holographic sight from side to side and swore. In the hollow below the team
members had twisted into the characteristic spasming posture from the neural grenade but he didn't pay
them any attention. He didn't need any of the commo gear. He hesitated over Gorilla's |load of bots but
thisfight was going to be mano amano; screw the eectronic pieces of shit. He thought again about the
local detector off Ferret's harness and the tracker control off the captain. Better take those. The only
heat emanations were from the cooling bodies; the devious little son of abitch Darhel was gone.

Or was he just well hidden? The sight would pick up the dightest trace of heeat but it was possible
to spoof it. Just closing the uniforms like they were space suitswould do it for abit. Of course, you
risked dying of heat prostration on awarm morning like this. With the remaining moisture in the suits
from earlier, Tirdd should be stewing like achicken. But he could be doing that, buttoned up and staying
redly gill until Dagger moved.

That was unlikely, though. He should have gotten at least atrace by now and the computer was
saying the areawas deserted. The fucking Elf had run. With the goddamned artifact.

And it wasn't likely he could outrun, outwit and outthink Dagger. First of dl, the captain had put a
tracer on the box. He hadn't made abig dedl of it, had actually been sort of cagey, like he knew it might
come up missing. Did the Darhel know? Probably not, or he wouldn't have wasted time grabbing it. In
fact, why had he? The box's mass was a hindrance to him that Dagger could exploit. His own greed had
burdened him instead of Dagger with the bulky artifact, and it could be used to track him. Dumb.
Second of dl, there wasn't another tracker in the Galaxy like Dagger. He could track a Himmit on rock.
Tracking acity-bred Darhel wasn't going to be too hard.

He thought about the stuff he wanted. Ferret had alifesgnstracker that could pick up complex
nervous systems out to a hundred meters or 0. It also picked up genetic traces like blood or hair. 1t was
designed to pick up humans but it probably worked for Darhel aswell. It didn't pick up Blobs, but
between it and the tracer on the box he should be able to find the Elf bastard and put him down. The
captain's tracer had a corresponding box to follow it. With those, even ablind man could find the
Darhd. Then it was payday. But if Tirdal was there waiting, Dagger would be blown to bloody bits by
the dap of apunch gun. Best not to risk it. Besides, he didn't need gadgets. Thiswas a battle of wits.

Dammit, yes he did need them. Fear wasn't going to dissuade him from doing this properly. Taking
another scan across the area, he decided it was safe and darted down in long, low strides, hunched
over. He kept the rifle dung, using its harness ding to hold it straight aong his back over hisruck. It was
ahbit awkward, but |eft both hands free for hisrail pistol and hisknife. Reaching the depression, he
looked for Ferret's body. It had been over there and now it was. . . not. Shit. Ferret was also dive.
That was agtick in the ass he didn't need.

Therewerefaint but clear marks. Ferret had wriggled away through the rocks. That meant he was
probably injured. His surviva was gill another complication though, dammit. Thetrail grew faint, and a
quick scan didn't show any hesat trace, S0 he was either gone or hiding. Still, Dagger knew heéld haveto



be fast, in case one or the other showed back up.

Anyway, on to that asshole captain. He snickered again. The thought cameto him, "That'll teach
you to have me dig the shitter.”

The captain wasfacing away. So, the coward had tried to run rather than fight. Typicd. you could
away's expect the commissioned orificesto fight from the rear. And what the hell had happened to his
wrigt? It was not just broken, it was shattered. The fingers and forearm were swollen, the bones
crunched so hard the limb would have flopped like a sausage if the muscles weren't cranked down tight
from the neura effect. He must have landed on it very oddly. No matter, it wasn't important. What was
important was finding where the bastard had stuffed the tracker, and quickly.

Oh, wasn't that just fucking lovely. The asshole had it in histhigh pocket, and his suit was
permesble to vent moisture, which also meant that the oozing shit and piss from his clenched then
relaxed sphincters had drained down and into it. As herolled the body over, he took one look at that
face, which was more confused than anything. Stupid bastard probably hadn't had any idea what was
happening, even when it came down to it. Typical. Dagger hawked quietly and spat across his nose and
mouth. "Next time, die neatly you piece of shit," he whispered. Then he was up and running, kicking Gun
Doll's sprawled and twisted form in the crotch as he ran, just because. Flaky bitch.

He moved out and back to the east, fast but cautioudy. Fortunately there was that range of hills
between them and the Blob base; with any luck there wouldn't be any Blob presence over here. He
angled carefully updope, keeping low and keeping trees between him and the open grave of hisformer
buddies. It would be interesting, he thought, to see how the locdl life disposed of the corpses. Would
they do as Earth carrion and eat the eyes first? Strip the bodies, even insde their suits, to bare bones?
Or would something jackallike chew the bones at once? What of the gear? Buried, dragged away as
trophies or curiosities asrats would do, or left to form new "artifacts' for some other raceto find a
thousand years hence?

It wasn't an interesting enough question to risk abillion dollar box over, though. But it could amuse
hisidle momentsin the coming years. Maybe hed commission apicture. Or hell, on Kai he could pay to
have it reenacted with prisoners and watch how they decayed. Import atruck full of bugs and mix up
somedrinks.

He reached adight knob about two hundred meters away that offered good visibility. The sunwas
just rising past it, burning off the haze that had coalesced only afew minutes before, and adding another
element of excitement to this contest. The EIf would have an easier time detecting movement in daylight.
So would Ferret, though he wasn't much of athreat. So would Dagger. But it negated some of his
instruments, like the heat sensors. That pumpkin-orange ball would soon be a sun near asbright as
Earth's, and was, by the time he'd shimmied around the clearing to the high point. It rose quickly with this
short day.

He settled under amass of leaves, his chameleon gear blending in nicely. Using his scope, he
scanned the area again but there wasn't any sign of the EIf. Good. Well, bad, but he'd dedl with that at
once. There wasn't any sign of Ferret. Thelittle twerp really was agood sneak. Not good either. Though
he might be dead in the weeds. It wasn't important, but it would be nice to know.

Obvioudy Tirda had gonethe other way. So, it wastime to head back down, and look for the
sgnsof hispassng. That would be like tracking arhino through a ceramics exhibition. The EIf redly had
no cluein the woods. He was certainly quiet, but without Ferret to follow, he would leave plenty of sign.

Asto Ferret, if he hadn't popped up yet, either he wasinjured, or he'd decently crawled off to die.
No worries.

Tirda should have been able to break contact easily. What he had not anticipated was the amount
of damageto his chest plate. His suit was broached, and blood leaked from the small hole.

The Darhd chest plate was not just ersatz ribs. It had evolved as both a protection for the heart,
lungs and a nerve node that the Darhd had in the same general areaas humans, and as afunctiona



digphragm. Tirdal started off at agood pace, but after acouple of kilometersthetingling painin hischest
exploded into searing agony. He did aquick medica scan and it confirmed hisworst fears. What he had
hoped was just a hairline fracturein fact was a crack dmost across the plate. Using it to suck in and out,
especidly a high rates of speed, wasimpossible. Hed be lucky if he could move asfast as the sniper,
much less outrun him. Holding the box awkwardly across his shoulder pulled the plate up and Sdeways,
making it hurt worse with every step. He swapped sides, shifting the punch gun to hisleft and the artifact
to theright. That was a bit better. He vaguely recalled that humans were typically oriented to use one
sdeonly, usudly theright. Hed keep that in mind.

It wasthen that Tirda realized that the sniper must kill him. Even if Dagger decided to cut hislosses
—though the only one so far had been Tirdal's acquisition of the box—and leave, the pod wouldn't take
off without Tirda. Unless Tirdal was dead. Nor could Tirda gpproach the extraction point until Dagger
was dead, because that was the point of failure—they both had to go there, and neither could leave the
other dive.

That wasfor later, though. For the present, he had broken contact, he had defined the parameters
of theimmediate mission, and now he had to secure the tactical advantage and locate histarget. All the
text from training came back to him, and he realized how thoroughly humans avoided discussing
actudities while burying them in platitudes. He knew exactly what he had to do. He had no idea how he
was to proceed. It was probably one of those "you'll be taught this at your destination unit” bits, like so
many others. How odd that humansrequired al thisritual and what they considered privation to look
within and determineif one had the mettle for thejob. A Darhel smply meditated, considered the
question, and decided if it was something he could grasp. Then the training would begin. The human
"training," however, was nothing but that focusing of thought, that grounding of sdf, with the essentid
detallsleft out. Tirdd felt horribly cheated.

L acking the proper training, the problems then must be resolved through reason. Dagger would
seek high ground, attempt to determine where Tirdal was, then pursue to arange that would dlow him a
shot and no closer. The obvious signs of cowardice Tirda had seen precluded him from engaging at
closerange. Therefore, Tirdal needed to find anew area. It should be one not conducive to long-range
shooting.

Helooked at the river through the trees and debated. Darhel were dense; they had more bone ratio
than humans and their muscles were significantly denser than those of most humans. They had very little
fat ratio. So they tended to sink like stones. He had learned to use underwater breathing gear and could
congiruct an adequate float. Water was familiar to him. But floating down the river, while it might permit
him to throw the sniper off thetrail, would be agood form of suicide. If Dagger did follow theriver, hed
have the high ground for a shot and the best cover. If he didn't follow, it was adraw. Draw meant degth,
because the pod would leave them there.

The only answer, no matter how poor, wasto stay in the woods. How long would Dagger wait?
Would hewait most of the day to determineif the Darhel would come back? Or had he already raided
the camp and arted on thetrail ?

Tirdd thought about the mind that had been reveded in that one moment of assault. It
was. . . dimy. Conceited and emotionless, unlessthe hint of crud pleasurein thetaking of lifewasan
emotion. It was not like the Blobs, who were very clearly viciousin thought process. Not like most
humans, who were quite happy to avoid confrontation most of thetime. Smilar, redly, to some of the
baser Darhd he had been exposed to. He understood them, even if it was only intellectudly. Dagger's
motives and cause were clearly different, but the results were smilar.

Such amind as Dagger's would accept the norma belief of Darhd as cowardly traitors. When the
Darhd did not immediately appear he would follow. In fact, he was probably trailing Tirdd at this
moment.

He started walking as he thought. There was every reason to put some distance between himself
and the sniper. He focused histhoughts on the pain, letting ingratraining grapple the pain until it existed
only at asecond level below consciousness. With his submind keeping track of theinjury, hewas ableto



devote dl his concentration to the matter at hand. He moved at asafe walk, twisting and dipping through
the branches and over theroots. After afew trudging steps, he adjusted his posture to ded with the pain
sgnasfrom his submind and dowed dightly. That position reduced the agony to asharp bite, but it
would exacerbate things when the soft tissue tightened up. The box atop his shoulders didn't help.

The other consideration wasthat a persondity like Dagger's would not take chances. Dagger
would find agood spot on the projected path and try to ambush him. That was al the more reason to
stay ahead. And he'd have to stay ahead for an Earth week, ninelocal days, because that was the
timeframe on thefirst pickup. Dagger had at least aweek to track down Tirdal and the box and kill him.
Then there were the eight days after that . . .

Meeting thefirst pickup was not arequirement. The pod would change positions twice before
leaving the planet for al time. The question was whether he thought he could live in competition with the
iper.

Darhel can manage without rest for acongderable time. Their muscles can build up fatigue toxins
the way some Earth animal's can devel op an oxygen debt. So Tirda could easily go up to three days
without deep, even injured. He could push to aweek without extreme side effects. Beyond that it got
tricky. It would be best to end this quickly. And if he could figure out Dagger's rest periods, he could
use those to advantage.

On the negative side, Tirda had a number of handicaps. He was not competent in the woods. He
wasinjured. But theinjury would hedl, quickly. Quicker than Dagger could imagine. The woods skills
though . . . those were a problem. Then there was the minor matter of tal, lintatai and having to kill.
Dagger had dready shown how easily humans could kill. It was a considerably tougher task for a
Darhd. Then there was the metabolic issue. Already he was hungry and he only had a protocarb
converter to depend on. He could convert just about anything to food but foraging would still take some
time. And it would leave marks, because it took alot of random plant life to yield enough fat and protein,
especidly when one didn't recognize the plant forms or take the time to dig for roots. Besidesthe signs
|eft by foraging, it gave the sniper moretimeto find him. He'd need more food to stay awake, which
meant more Sgns.

It was as likely as not that the contest would be decided in aday or two. But that was planning on
the basis of losing. Plan to win with fallbacks.

So, if he did the expected, ran for the pickup point where the pod was waiting, he could assume he
would beintercepted. Although he might survive a couple of ambushes, he would probably succumb
eventudly.

If he ran for unknown territory he might be able to turn the tables. Dagger would be at a
disadvantage, never knowing where Tirdal would show up.

Decision made, Tirda turned to the north. HEd have to crossthisriver at once and move avay
from the extraction point, drawing Dagger with him, to end the scenario before the pod defaulted to the
north.

Hewouldn't bother with the chamel eon effect of his suit for now, he decided. It used power that he
should save for sensors and the proton discharge in case of more hornet rounds. That power use was
detectable and he was leaving atrail Dagger could follow anyway. Thelocd distortion would not be
much help without good concealment firdt.

He waded out into the stream, which was a hundred meters wide &t this point. The current was
dow but ingstent, pulling a him and urging him downstream. He adjusted his pace and angle, careful of
the mass above his shoulders which affected his baance, and pushed on. The depth roseto hiswaist,
dowing hisrateto near nothing. Then it was a his chest, the current relentlessin its urge. His neck.
Taking a deep breath, he strode forward and under.

The water was reasonably clear, sediment from upstream having settled just beyond the rapids,
sediment stirred by hisfeet disgppearing quickly. Occasional shells, edllike locd fish and bits of debris
swept by. He plodded aong, feding the surface lap at his hands. The temperature was cold by human



standards, refreshing by his, Darhel was a cool world. The water was only a couple of meters deep, but
the pressure and current squeezed hisinjured chest. That was going to be an ongoing problem on this
galk.

Soon, his hands were under, which was good for concealment, bad for his growing need for
oxygen. He could last abit further, though, and the bed started rising, rocks giving way to a smooth,
sandy bank. He rose nearly to the top of his head, hopped up and exchanged lungfuls of air, his
chestplate not liking that, either. He was swept several meters downstream before his feet regained
purchase. Once they did, he resumed walking. The bed rose once again, then suddenly dropped away,
leaving him tumbling. Deep channd. But was it near the center or offset to one sde?

He caught solid surface again, twisted twice in the current and stood upon it. He felt with his Sense
and his sensesfor bearing, and got them. The ground rose rapidly in one direction, and that would be the
bank. It was a good thing; he needed air again and had too much mass to get above the surface by
swimming. Infact, he needed air so badly the pressurein hislungs hurt more than the spreading bruise
and gtrain of his chest. Heforced hisfeet forward, shoving them into the mucky clay here and drawing
them back out, desperate to reach the surface soon.

Then he was above it, the water swirling around his neck as he panted for breath. His muscles
ached from the aftereffects of ta, the exertion and the oxygen starvation, but he was up and out,
sprawled among weeds and able to rest.

Except he couldn't rest. Dagger wouldn't be far behind, and might see this clumsy crushing of
greenery for what it was. He got his knees and elbows under him, pushed up while taking deep draughts
of ar to hed himsdlf, and grabbed the artifact he didn't recall dropping. It wastimeto put distance
between himsdlf and his enemy. He disgppeared into the forests, pondering ways to create confusion
and interfere with Dagger's plans.

Ferret Spped water from the tube at his chin, forced himself to chew adimy, rubbery bit of rat
pack chicken, and waited for the painkiller to take effect. He'd swallowed awound nano, too, though
they were meant for heding small cuts and blisters, lest they get infected. What it could do for massve
neurd trauma, he didn't know. But it might at least prolong the inevitable.

At that, he was getting some pins and needles feding back into hisright ankle. It was excruciating
to bend it, but he could do so. Theleft ill hung limply. He wasn't sure how nerves so thoroughly dead
asto makealimb usdless could till send screaming jolts of pain through him. Hewason fireup to his
hipsand bals.

Theréd been scuffling noises from within the camp earlier. Part of him had wanted to crawl over
and help, but it might be Dagger or Tirdd back for loot. Anyway, the medica gear was with Shiva, who
was there. It was best that he stay hidden, though it gnawed at him. It smacked of cowardice, even
though that was his duty right now. He had to stop that box from leaving with the Darhel.

Nothing had happened for an hour, and he'd been able to recover from some of the shock with the
help of some meds. That, however, was about the extent of his pharmacopeiaand the range of his
medica skills. The only human medic on the planet was that goddamned Darhel, who was making of f
with the artifact.

He decided it had to be a spur of the moment decision between Tirdal and Dagger. To think the
whole mission was a setup was paranoid. Besides, if the Darhel had wanted it, they had ships of their
own, or Tirdal would have steered them clear of the Site after having the humans clear the Blobs, or he
would have grenaded them there. That was the type of cowardly attack he expected from them. But it
had been Dagger. Dagger, who had shown so much interest in the box. The two of them must have had
aquick debate over splitting the money, then gone to work.

But he couldn't just lie here and wait to die, or be found by those two scum and killed. He had to
get moving. Asthey'd be heading for the extraction point, hed have to do so, too. The only hope wasto
get therefirst and hold them off, force them to dedl with him. That would likely kill him anyway, but he



couldn't let them take that artifact. Those things were dangerous, and especialy when up for bid to any
lunatic or group of extremists out there.

The bitch of it was, he could save himsdlf, possibly. Gun Doll's transmitter would burn asignd out,
and he knew enough about it to be able to make it do so. That would bring in aforce. With only one
Tdek there, the odds were excellent that he could stay hidden. Even if the Tdek got aforce therefirgt,
he could be well away from them. But that would start a huge battle, cost hundreds or thousands of
casudties, and the box would aready be gone. If he did that for just hislife, hed be saved, yes. Then
he'd be put away forever. That was just not the type of fame he wanted, and that life wasn't preferable
to death, redly. He couldn't do that to people.

Could aforce get here fast enough to matter, if he could protect the pod for afew days? Was he
likely to live that long? The artifact was important enough to make that call, even if he wasnt.

It might bear thinking about.

Firgt, he should try to figure out where they were. Dammit, Tirda could read minds, and Dagger
had gear at least as good as his. He didn't dare pursue them, yet he had to. The artifact had to be
recovered, and he'd likely have to kill both of them to do it. And he wasn't sure he could.

Taking adow, deep breath, Ferret got himsalf calm enough to consider everything. The important
fact wasthat he was dready effectively dead. He wasin excruciating pain. Nothing could get worse,
from a persona point of view. Every moment was a gift of borrowed time, and he intended to use each
one of them. All that was left was professiona accomplishment and duty. Though it might be that no one
would ever know what he did.

Herolled dowly over, feet full of phantom pain that couldn't exist with the damaged nerves, but
did. Every shift of hisboots over the rough surface of the ground was gatic up into histhighs. He
clamped down on the pain and managed to reach into hisruck for the lifesignstracker. He opened its
case, brought it up a minimum and began searching for resdua DNA, pheromones or heat. He
canceled everything that indicated himsdlf and et it search and ponder.

There was something down by the stream that wasn't locdl. The readings didn't match Dagger's
profile. Tirdal had gonethat way. Soit was Tirdd.

Ferret considered for only amoment. Tirdal would be easier to track than Dagger, easier to
approach. The man—dien—wasn't the best in the woods, in fact was downright clumsy in afew ways.
Also, he had a punch gun, which was amuch shorter range wegpon than therifle Dagger had. Tirdd was
injured, and wasn't going to be very stealthy, assuming Ferret could stalk him. So Tirda wasthe logica
oneto pursuefirgt. That and he had the artifact. Get that and he had ahell of abargaining chip to use
with Dagger.

That decided him. He drew hisfeet under him, rose carefully through the waving leaves, dert for
threats, and explored the range of motion of his shrieking, cramping legs. Nausea and pain washed over
him, and he tried not to strangle on sdivaor bite his cheeks as he grimaced tightly. Swaying from poor
feedback, he steadied himself.

He could walk. Not well, but it was possible. Hisright ankle bent as he wanted, the left was
insensate but did move mechanicdly if he thought about it. He would need support though, as he couldn't
tell what was under hisfoot, or how it was moving unless helooked at it.

Therewere straight, sturdy saplings within sumbling distance, and hisknife cut through one easlly
enough with three light chops. He trimmed it to agood length, with a side branch to use as support. It
would work as a crutch. Now he'd have to lose some of the mass he carried, however.

He'd keep two grenades, one power pack for the punch gun and his knife as weapons. The rest
could be buried. Thetracker he'd keep, of course. Two rat packs would supplement the margina crap
he'd be able to get out of the food converter. He wouldn't need rope, gloves or most of what wasin his
larger ruck. He could just use the patrol pack, if he detached it.

Thus unburdened, he could limp more steedily. And his nerves were hurting less. Either the
painkillers and nanos were having some effect, or the nerves were dying. For now, either was



acceptable.

Learning to use hisfeet as mere gppendages rather than as limbs, he headed downhill, very dowly
and cautioudy, probing ahead with the crutch and hopping down to meet it, every jolt another brand into
hislegs. Hewasn't going to try for anything in the camp. It was an easy threat zone, and likely booby
trapped. Hed just haveto rely on hiswitsand hisgun.

* k% %

Dagger sttled down in his next hide and checked his bearings. The point wasadight rise
overlooking aclearing dong theriver. Hishidewas acircle of trees, open above but thickly interlaced
from about forty centimeters off the ground to a couple of meters up. It was peaceful in away, likethe
practice range. And as with the range, there would be atarget. He had agood view from undernesth out
acrosstheriver valley.

The Darhdl would have to go well out of hisway to not crossthe clearing and the last time Dagger
checked the EIf had been moving dowly. There had aso been traces of violet blood; the hornet must
have scored even if it didn't kill thelittle creep.

Heidly glanced at the tracker on the box and frowned. It waswell to the north, nowhere near a
lineto the pod. What in the hell did the damned EIf think it was doing? Then it hit him. The EIf wanted to
play games. Okay. No problem. The only game in town was "Dagger wins." But hed have to pay more
attention to the tracker. Eventually heéld get the Elf to rights.

L ater, though. He was faster than the EIf and could easily catch up. Time for some lunch. He pulled
some leaves off the nearest tree and root stems from the ground and put them in his converter. Maybe
the processor could imitate something unusud. He scrolled through the list of delicacies on the menu. Ah,
caf brains. That sounded interesting.

Chapter 11

Tirdal crouched down and took adrink of water. Thetrickling stream here probably meandered
down to reach the large river to the south, but in this areait ran between clay banks. There were plenty
of hiding placesand it would have been afair placeto rest for abit, if he had any ideahow far he was
from the sniper. The problem was that he was the hunted. Dagger could hit him at any time so he had no
time to dow down and rest.

Turning that around would be tough. Unlike the sniper he couldn't track people, didn't have the
dightest idea how. He had vague memories of stories about broken twigs, footprintsin weeds and
amilar sgns, but he had no redlistic hope of doing anything. He'd observed Ferret enough to know that it
was part training, part talent and part philosophy. Even if he had talent and devel oped the thinking, he
had no way to get the training, and amistake while learning would be lethal. His Sense would spot such
unusud signs. . . from lessthan ameter away. Only if he sumbled across Dagger'strail would it help.
And hewastrying to stay away from Dagger. Until the sniper fired he only had avague sensethat he
was near or far.

When Dagger fired he would have to use the td hormones. But using them had ahigh degree of
danger. He was still bemused at hisluck back at the camp; that use far exceeded anything he had tried in
the past. He looked at the box and flicked an ear. Damn the Aldenata, as humans would say. It was
smilar to an ancient Darhdl curse. For now, it was needful to seek higher ground, and that took him
back the way they had come. He could move al day, must move all night, and try to lure Dagger close.

That had been interesting, Dagger thought. He should definitely try some of the more esoteric foods
when he had the money. And when he bagged the EIf, hed see what Darhel tasted like. Chicken, most
likely, but who could say? There was 0 little known about the damned things. In fact, if he got ahandy
kill, he should drag the corpse with him. An in-depth andysis of aDarhel corpse would be useful to
humans, and likely some lab would pay afew creditsfor the body. It couldn't match the billion or more
held negotiate for the box, but it could account for the pain in the ass factor the goddammed thing was



causing him. Also, it was evidence to support his position.

Anyway, he had an EIf to stalk. He looped the tracker around his neck to keep it readily
ble, raised hisrifleinto low port and fdlt its comforting heft, then checked the surroundings and
moved out.

How the hell had thelittle bastard crossed the river? Dagger wondered, amazed. Well, shit, he
needed to get moving. Hed underestimated the Darhel, and that was not good. He took aroute directly
toward the stream, pushing hisway through the brush and not worrying about atrail. Ferret might follow,
but Dagger was sure held have the upper hand. Sneaking was Ferret's thing. Shooting was not. Not that
he couldn't shoot, but he needed areason. All Dagger needed was a target.

Once he reached the stream, he redlized that crossing it would be a bitch. He looped hisrifleinto a
diagond position, waded out and angled againgt the current. HEd have to swim, and that was going to
be harder than hell. Asthe depth reached his chest, which put him further out than Tirdal had been, being
taller, he pushed off and began stroking.

It wasn't that the water was cold, though it was. It wasn't that drag of al his gear and the suit
dowed his strokes and caused muscle gtrain, though it did. It wasn't even the intermittent cracking of his
helmeted head againgt therifle barrel and the neck strain caused by tense muscles and dl that masson
his head. The combination, however, sucked. He was being dragged downstream, and was soon tired.

Y es, he was making progress, but it was dow. Then he inhded in between strokes and caught alungful
of water that made his lungs spasm. He coughed and cringed, choking and gagging. How had that little
freak made it across? And he hadn't even drifted far downstream. No matter. He was nearly across
now, and was able to snag an overhanging branch. It kept him from losing more distance—he'd lost at
least five hundred meters so far—as he recovered his bregthing. Panting, wincing, he got it under control
and swvam in, dragging the branch with him until it became moreligbility againgt hislateral progressthan
anchor against being swept downstream. A few hard, urgent kicks and he reached shallow water.

He angled at once upstream, intending to cut Tirda's path and follow it, smply to avoid blazing a
new trail. It would be easier to follow the Darhel, avoid the areas where he got snagged, and overtake
him from directly behind. He kept his eyes open to the sdes for Signs of passage. . . like those branches
there, the fronds broken and inverted. Something had passed them recently. Looking down and along a
linefrom theriver, he saw bent ssems and then abootprint. There. Theincompetent littletroll was his.

He turned to follow and smiled to himsdlf.

* * %

Ferret found the stream ardlief. He was burning with metabolic heet, from exertion and stressand
pain, even with his suit as permeable asit could get. Also, the water took weight and pressure off his
feet. He wasn't heavily burdened, and while he was swept a considerabl e distance downstream, he had
no maor problems, though his shoulders ached fiercely and his strained tricep burned before he reached
the midpoint, as he swam using hands alone. That drifting in the current aso brought him past a section
of bank that looked very much asif someone had clambered from the water. HEd have to come back to
that. His attention came back to his progress, his punch gun on its harness cracking hisright elbow and
chest as he swam, hisimprovised crutch catching on hisleft arm and leg. It might not have been the best
ideato shoveit through his harness like that. But if he dragged it out now, he might be ableto useit to
reach bottom.

Hetried it and it worked. He reached, stuck it into the mud and was pulled downstream of it by the
current. Then he could twist and plant it again and repest the procedure. 1t wasn't efficient, but it saved a
lot of wear on hisarms and stopped him from being swept too far. He could aso tell depth, though
sometimesit was by shoving the stick down and getting nothing.

Farther downstream, his knees reached bottom and he crawled out on hands and knees, rather
than get hisfeet stuck in mud or risk tripping over rocks. Asaresult, he was smeared and greased with
dank, wet loam before he reached high ground. Then he had to cross aboggy area, the bank here being
higher than nearby ground in thisralling terrain. At least he could move rlaively fast on hands and
knees, even if it was awkward to keep hisfeet raised behind him. He should be safe here; neither Tirdal



nor Dagger should be thisfar downstream.

It was painful to rise upright, even with his crutch. Damned excruciating. Thewords didn't do it
justice until he whispered under his bregth, "This hurtslike amotherfucker,” while leaking tearsfrom
squinted eyes. That felt right. Sometimes, profanity was necessary, rather than just punctuation. Thiswas
one of thosetimes.

He was getting the hang of waking, as much asit hurt. He could now movein astep-limp,
step-limp that made for okay progress. His|eft foot was at an angle so he could shove off withiit,
assisted with the stick. Hisright wasworking just fine, except that every step felt asif he were walking
on hot cods, and hurt worse as he staggered to throw hisleft foot out in front. When dl hisweight hit a
foot, hewinced and stiffened.

It didn't take long to get to the area where whoever or whatever had scrabbled out of the water.
He crept again, easing in under the feathery undergrowth like alizard or snake. His punch gun was
cradled over hisarms, and he favored the left elbow to drag himsdf forward, so hisright hand was
dightly rearward in case he needed to shoot in a hurry. His crutch kept bumping his helmet from whereiit
was lashed across his pack, and his head itched outrageoudy asit dried under the helmet, al dimy with
Sweset again.

The bank had been rather chewed. That set of printswas clearly Dagger's, so that other set with
the odd cant were Tirda's. They were dready teamed up, then. Damn. That was no good.

Then, afleck of mud dipped from the tread pattern of Dagger's track into the muddy water. Ferret
took acloser, more scientific look. It wouldn't do to make assumptions.

Tirda'stracks were older and softer. Perhaps thirty minutes old, though it would depend on the
mud here. Dagger's were perhaps five or ten minutes old. So they were aming for ameeting point.

Ferret couldn't pass them, but he could certainly find them at that meeting point. Dagger was now
the primary target, then, because of his greater ranged weagpon and readinessto kill. He had a
momentary flashback to that shootout between Dagger and Thor, and shivered. Y es, Dagger had to go
first and quickly. Tirdal was an unknown, except that Ferret could hide and track better than he.

They clearly didn't expect to be followed, though, so it wastime to stop dalying. He shoved back
up to hisfeet with the aid of his crutch, and kept going.

The foothillswere well forested, and Tirda trudged on. The trees were good cover. They were
aso ahindrance, with undergrowth and roots. These were not like the cultivated copses or semiwild
prairie on Darhel. These were thick, tangled forests out of some early epoch of planetary development.
Also, he knew hewasleaving atrail Dagger could follow. That wasn't much help for hisintended
ambush; it was better to be invisible so as not to be outmaneuvered. Another problem, after al night
gplashing in water and half aday of running with an artifact on his back was hisinnate lack of body fat.
The strength and endurance of a Darhd did not come without a cost. Although the chemicd anaog they
used instead of ATP was more efficient, thelack of long-term energy storage meant that after aday or
two of high-energy activity the Darhel was drawing entirely upon muscle mass. He needed that mass.
Also, thelack of fat and blood sugar dowed hisreactions.

Most of the food coming out of his converter had been from plant matter. Although it washighin
complex sugars there was minima useable protein or fat. Some plants existed somewhere in thisbiome
to provide both, but he didn't have the time to seek them out. The unpleasant fact was that he needed to
eat some meat. Hed trained for it, even if hedidn't likeit. Evenif every fiber of his mind screamed at the
idea

There was another small brook ahead, green and thick along its banks and the mossy rocks it
trickled over. That was agood bet for easy-to-corner food. Leaning over sowly to avoid spooking
them, hewas rewarded by the Sght of potentiad meal's crawling and swimming in agroup among trailing
tendrils of weeds. He gratefully dropped his burdens and settled down.

He reached an arm in to snag one. Then he had to try again. By the third try he had its reactions



figured out and at least snagged atail asit dithered free. The sixth attempt found him with a handful of
wriggling cregture.

It was dimy and had externd gills even though it had legslike areptile. Possibly it and itsilk werea
third animd family that the explorer bots had missed. Perhapsit wasalarvd verson of the "mammdian”
types. Whichever, the creatures would be a good protein source and they even scanned as edibleto his
smple sensor kit.

Now if he could only est one.

The problem was not disgust; the squirming, wriggling thing in his hand had triggered atavigtic
cravings he hadn't even redlized existed. But they were aso triggering other reactionsand Tirdal wrestled
with hisautonomic processes. Theta gland, sensing the coming moment of kill, had goneinto
preorgasmic spasm. If the gland overcame the Darhd's hard-held control it would dump its contentsinto
his system, permitting him to bolt the food at lightning speed and vanish a arun. And, not coincidentaly,
trigger the genetic "zombi€e" switch ingaled by the long-gone Aldenata.

If the molecular detectors scattered throughout the Darhel's brain reached acertain leve of ta
hormone they would activate, triggering the condition called "lintatal.” If that happened the Darhd would
gt there quite happily until Dagger came dong and took the box. Or until he keeled over from
dehydration, for he would neither et nor drink nor perform any other fully voluntary function without
orders.

Soinwrestling with hista gland hewrestled for hisvery life.

Using ever scrap of the Jem disciplines he had trained in for so many, many years he got the
incredibly seductive urge under control. Tal release wastruly orgasmic and hisbody shuddered in
pleasure from even the mere inkling of it. There were many among the Darhel who weretd addicts,
playing chicken with their own bodies by watching violent shows or smulating violent behavior. But only
the Bane Sidhe had learned, through the opposite approach of rigid control, how to suppress the gland
and contral it. Useit when needed and otherwise shut those feelings and emotions away. It was only the
Bane Sidhe Darhe and their Michon cousins, in fifty thousand years, who had learned to kill and liveto
tell about it.

But even the Bane Sidhe had never killed and eaten quivering prey, the ultimate reason for the tal
gland. The ultimate god of the predators called Darhel. The flawed, frustrated predators caled Darhdl.

Tirda the Darhel took the newt analog in shaking hands and drew adeep breath. Themindisa
mirror of the soul. The soul isamirror of the mind. The mirror of the pond reflects the tillness of the
sky. With hismind ablank he twisted the creature's neck.

* % %

The damned EIf was making better time than he could have believed. The blood had dried up and
the Darhel kept moving. For the last few hoursit had been in agtraight line and the tracker on the box
showed Dagger to be gaining. Apparently the EIf had stopped by astream, and snce hewasonly a
couple of kilometers away, Dagger figured he could catch up quickly. But the hell if hewas going to get
closeto that punch gun. So where to set up?

The country was moderately hilly and forested, not good sniping country. But the treeswere
gtarting to open up and the country was rising, agood sign. Somewhere ahead was that plateau they'd
crossed, or onelikeit. If the stupid Elf kept straight he'd come right into sniping country and then he'd be
dead mest.

On the other hand if he stayed in the lowlands or the foothill forests he might occasondly bevisble
anyway. So it might make senseto just head for the hillsand try to intercept. If that didn't work and the
Elf stayed in the lowlands he could aways backtrack.

On the other hand, maybe there was a better way to spook him.

The commo system that the teams used was beyond state of the art; it was derived from one of the
Aldenata systems and was completely untraceable. It was aso voice only and missed some of the
register so the voices came out sounding funny. But it permitted communication without any fear the



Blobswould detect it.

Dagger used that now. He opened up the frequency and contacted the Darhel.
* % %

Tirda camly picked abit of pseudonewt out of histeeth and sucked on it. Not bad. It did, infact,
tagte like the human chicken hed been forced to try in training. He had been using the Jem disciplines all
through the day, controlling hisfear, hista release during the escape, while egting, while trying not to
bresthe water; now he was constantly in astate of what humanswould call "Zen." Or perhapsit waslike
the endorphin high they got from stress or pain. He flicked an ear in humor. The bit of food removed, he
shifted his dung punch gun back to the ready position. Then his communicator clicked.

"Y ou redlize you're one dead Darhd."

For amoment only, hejolted. Then discipline took over and he brought his awareness back where
it belonged. For Dagger to break the sllence meant he was afraid. He didn't think his skills alone were up
to thetask of defeeting Tirda, so he was going for the psychological edge. Tirda had planned on doing
the same thing. He'd just intended to wait aday or two and let Dagger grow worried. This, however,
was an opening, and a useful one.

"Weared| dead, Dagger,” hereplied. "From the moment of birth our end begins. Some come
sooner than others, some later, but dl inevitable."

"Y eah, very philosophical. And your end comes soon, Elf." Dagger's voice was strained alreadly.
The anger was pa pable right through alow-grade comm channdl. That was step one. But how to exploit
it?

"Redly, Hubert, insults are not necessary.” Tirda knew Dagger's real name was uncommon. It
might be a sore spot for him.

Apparently it was. Dagger's voice was tight when he replied. "Call methat again, EIf, and I'll shoot
you joint by joint. Anklesfirgt, then knees. Arms. Then I'll kiss you with the muzzle of thisbaby and
blow your fucking spine out.”

" won't call you 'Hubert' if you don't call me'Elf." Truly, Dagger, you seem distraught. What would
you liketo talk about?" Tirdal asked, keeping his low voice conversationdl.

Therewasno reply.

* k% %

Dagger was annoyed. He'd wanted more of areaction. The Darhel was a cocky little freak, but
that would change. Still, he needed a reaction from something. Ferret waslikely a better bet to screw
with. He switched frequencies.

"So, Ferret, il hiding in the weeds?' he asked.

Therewas adight gasp of surprise. Dagger chuckled to himself. There was the score he wanted.

Ferret replied, "No, Dagger, I'm hunting you two bastards. Want to bet | can't nail you?'

Dagger pondered that for amoment. It was severa seconds before it sank in. Ferret thought he
and Tirda were dlies! Oh, that wasrich. He had to shut off hismike for afew moments and laugh
deeply, muffling it in hissuit just in case. Oh, man.

He could see how it happened, too. The box was gone, Dagger and Tirdal were gone, what €lse
would he assume? But hey, no reason not to play that for al it wasworth. Thiswould be fun.

"Think you can nail Tirdal?' he said. "1 wouldn't be too sure. He's better than that act of his makes
him out to be. And you know I'm beyond you."

"Well see, you murderous fucks," Ferret said. There was painin hisvoice, and it wasn't emotional.
Injured? Likely.

"Why, Ferret, did you catch some of the neurd effect? Wow, that has to suck."

Ferret'sreply was clearly angry but restrained. "I'm fine, asshole. Y ou worry about yoursdlf.”

"Right. Seeyou at two thousand meters. Unless you'd prefer closer? Click!" Dagger replied, the
last sound uncannily like the faint snap of hisfiring circuit.



Hey .. . he could tease the freaking Darhel with this, too. That he and Ferret were dlies. Anything
to keep them on edge. HEd play them off each other. Maybe Ferret would even do the Darhd for him.
That could be amusing once he nailed the kid.

Dagger smirked, barely avoided laughing again, and continued after Tirdal. Ferret wasn't anissue
anymore.

* k% %

Ferret shook. Hed given away too much info in that conversation. Communications security. How
often had that been drilled into them? Anything you say, or what you don't say, can be hints. And
Dagger wasn't stupid, far from it, no matter how nuts he was. So the best thing to do was keep quiet and
not respond to provocation.

Besdes, he had the lifesignstracker. If they didn't know if hewas dlive or dead, he had amuch
better strategic position. And he did know they were dive at present, Tirdd injured.

For thefirst timethat day, Ferret smiled. It wasn't pretty through hisdirty and strained face, but it
was genuine.

Hedidn't smilefor long. Biology had caught up with him, and he had to take adump badly. What
he couldn't figure out was away to do it while keeping alow profile, an eye out for predators or
enemies, and while not putting weight on hislegs. Last resort would just beto do it in the suit, but if it
was possibleto avoid that, held prefer to. No oneliked sitting or walking in shit.

After afew frantic seconds of searching, he found adowned, rotten log with dimy fungusonit.
Still, it was a seet of sorts, and with one hand to balance againgt his crutch and one to hold the punch
gun, he managed to take care of business, then dip agonizingly back to the ground. When done, he
couldn't kick dirt over the evidence, 0 he settled for using the butt of hiswegpon asa shovd.

That done, he rose painfully to his knees and resumed his stalk, dow and steady. The prey hasto
avoid leaving atrace and watch for obstacles. The tracker hasto avoid running up on his prey, or being
attacked from the rear. Hopefully, those two wouldn't be moving too fast with that artifact, though they
could certainly move fast with oneto lead and oneto cover. But he recalled that Tirdal had been
somewhat dower due to his shorter legs. And there was nothing else to do but follow, at thispoint. Hed
have to think of away to change that. Meanwhile, that twisted leaf and those bent stalks told him which
way to go.

Tirdal kept moving. Patience was the key. Remain cam, remain awake and dert. Anger, hunger,
pain and fatigue would lead to Dagger making mistakes, and those mistakes could be turned to Tirddl's
advantage.

Asto the present, more food was indicated; he needed strength. He wondered if it would be easier
or more of astrain to kill again. He pondered the relative risks for few minutes while esting recongtituted
"bean curd" produced by hisfood converter. That decided him. Held risk it. Human military rationswere
barely edible.

So, this could be used as atraining exercise. He needed to learn more sted th and how to hunt, and
there was food on the paw or leg in thisforest. Beetles, he recalled from lecturesin DRT school, were
eighty-five percent usesble protein. It waslikely these andogs would be smilar, alowing for greater
mass of exoskeleton and organ. Still, there should belots of protein there. The problem was catching a
beetle and opening it up afterwards.

Dropping into a crouch, he squatted silently and used his senses and Sense to seek local
life. .. and there was one of the browsing beetle creatures, about ten meters ahead. He could just see
its sensory staks examining leaves, with far more grace and flexibility than an equivaent insect form
would have on Earth or Darhdl.

He eased forward, dert for movement of the plantsthat disturbed his Sense, watching for anything
he might brush againg,, feding for anything undernesth that might shift. It was arduous and took alot of
concentration, but he believed that he could get the hang of it with enough weeks practice. Of course,



thiswould be over in days or hours, but he filed the knowledge and the need for study in thisfield. Nor
wasthisinsect as bright as Dagger. It was genetically programmed for the noises made by the local
predators, and Tirda was soon within five meters. He examined the terrain, which was firmly packed
humus with leafy undergrowth and trees, clear enough for acharge.

Dagger, or any other human would have been amazed at what happened next. Tirdal leaned
forward and shoved off with hisfeet like asprinter or tackle. The box followed a higher trgectory so it
would stay near him and not be left behind, his punch gun wastucked in tight under hisleft arm. The
beetle's antennae twitched straight up, and it followed them asitslegs flexed. But before it could move,
Tirda had snatched the rim of its shell on the fly and rolled out. His chest plate caused him to cringein
pain, but he forced the sensations back. Pain was awarning, nothing more, and he knew he wasinjured.
Further pain was of no use.

The insect was awkard to kill, though not hard. 1t wiggled in his grasp and tried to find purchase, its
legs brushing hisarm periodicaly. After afew probes, he was able to insert hisknife blade between the
edges at therim of its shell and, with amighty, convulsive kick with ten legs, it died. He pried it opento
find clean, white meat, and focused his Jem discipline to keep the tal to atrickle. That was not an easy
task, for his pulse was thundering in his ears. It was not exertion; held barely put forth any. It was,
instead, the clawing rage of the beast within demanding release. But he begt it down and proceeded to
edt.

Abovethat, hisovermind consdered the event. The stalk had been adequate, the attack good.
That rollout, however, would have aerted everything within akilometer. There were il dead leaves and
spiky needles hanging from his hair, and one, stuck between suit and skin, was poking him sharply. That
part of the attack needed work. His punch gun was il in place, and the box was a bare meter away.
Well done.

After dicing the meet up with histeeth and swalowing it in the divery pieces his dentition
demanded, he made an attempt at sucking tissue from the legs, since he couldn't seem to crack them
with hishands, or even with hisknife hilt againgt atree.

That delicate meat refused to yield. He bit, sucked and probed with histongue, but it woudn't
separate. It wasright then that it happened.

While he was consciousfor attacks, considering strategy and concentrating on food, that inner
beast came howling up toward the surface. It craved that meat more than he did, and it needed release.

Tirdal dropped the husks and shook as his self-control and Jem discipline fought a quick, painful
battle. Ta could not be alowed to win. Lintatai, no matter how blissfully pleasing, was death. He was
sweating profusaly now, struggling even more. When the opponent advances, the warrior retrests, the
warrior evades. The warrior seeks battle on his own terms only. The opponent's force must be bent asa
treeinthestorm.. . . but this opponent was himself, and retreat was not possble. It was afronta clash,
and his consciousness was fading into dusky haze.

Then he was back. How close had he come, he wondered. But he had not succumbed. Lesson
learned: eat fast, dispose of corpse, keep moving. Complacency and contempt were not to be allowed.
Every time he courted td, it would be like this he redlized, and he felt a cloud descend. Centuries of
philosophy, training and triage had not yet defested the genetic tampering of the Aldenata. How many
other races had been |eft damaged and incomplete by their deific meddling? The Podeen, the humans,
Indowy, Tchpth, Himmit, Ruorgla. . . and those were the ones known to the Darhdl. Were even the
Tdek bastard offspring of the Aldenata?

Stll, he had much to report to his Masters, should he survive this. They would be grateful of the
knowledge, and it would further the Art.

"Hello, Tirdd." Hismusing wasinterrupted by another transmisson.

"What can | do for you, Dagger?* hereplied, glad of the distraction.

* * %

"You candie, you little freak," Dagger snarled. What wastaking so long? Even given greater



strength, the Darhel lacked the legs and hipsto move quickly. Dagger should be catching up to him,
should have caught him by now.

"What a coincidence, Dagger, | was about to ask the same of you." The Elf's voice was dmost
conversationd, asif he wasn't under any stress at all, just taking awalk in the park.

"Y es, you'd need that, wouldn't you?' Dagger taunted. "After all, you can't do the deed yoursdlf.”

"Itisvery difficult for Darhel to kill," Tirda admitted. "But it can be done. And in your case, it will
be apleasure.”

"Good luck on that, then," Dagger said, smiling. 'l mean, you leaving atrail likealovesick
blunderbeast is bound to make my task easier and yours harder.”

"| thought you could use the advantage, Dagger,” Tirda replied. "Y ou humansare soweek it is
laughable." He gtill didn't sound worried. Screw thelittle bastard.

Dagger needed something to prod with, and saw just the thing. "Hey, look what | just found! It'sa
rock! Not only arock, Tirdal, but aturned rock, damp underneath. And this crushed leaf here seemsto
have your boot's tread pattern on it. Unless there's another Darhel here with number forty-three boots,
right boot with aVV-shaped cut in the third tread, it's yours. How about that?' Thetrail realy wasn't that
easy, but he'd seen the bootprint earlier and did have agoodly number of blazesto follow. That and the
tracker. But the little fuck was moving at ahdl of aclip.

Tirda replied a once, "Good for you, Dagger. If you can maintain that pace nineteen hours aday
herefor the next ten loca days, you can meet me at the pod and we can fight this out. The gravity ishigh
for you, low for me, and woods skill asde, we both know which of usisthe moreintelligent.” He didn't
sound worried. Dammit, Dagger had him pegged, knew his every step, and the goddamned Elf acted as
if it wereno big dedl.

"If you wereredly smart, Tirdd, you would have died at once when it would have been painless,”
he said. As soon as he did, he knew it sounded weak. He tried another tack. "Of course, you'rea
coward, likedl Darhel. Can't fight. Won't fight. Y ou not only used humansto fight your wars, you felt
the need to bully and screw usinto it by keeping back the weapons tech we needed. Live humansare a
threat to you, and you know it."

"Dagger," camethereply, "I've been very patient so far. Now, if you don't want to see me angry, a
least come up with an intelligent argument or ared threst. And your smpligtic, childlike knowledge of
politico-higorica eventsisamusing.

"Remember, a0, that killing isamentd discipline, not concerned with the physicdities of rocks
and leaves. I've been |etting you live because my philosophy calsfor it. Y ou mistake that for cowardice.
That's not my issue. But if we continue this, you will find out what a Bane Sdheis. Do you recdl that
term, Dagger?'

"Never heard of it," he snapped. " Some Darhd boogeyman?"

"No, Dagger," Tirda replied. It had to be adeliberate condescending tonein hisvoice as he said,
"Perhaps you've heard it as'banshee.’ A Bane Sidheis ademon who calls men to their deaths. Though |
won't be caling, I'll bevisiting personaly. And | intend to make it very persond.” That sonorous voice
was suddenly avicious dap with agravelly undertone. "1'm going to kill you, Dagger. | intend to rip your
heart out through your ribswhileit's still beating, and, because it's such anissuefor you, | intend to et it,
raw, while your dying corpse watches."

"My, my, aren't we bent out of shape about that pack of assholes getting nerved,” Dagger said,
trying to chuckle. His opponent didn't sound like a shivering, neurotic sensat without combat experience.
He sounded like akiller, amost like Dagger himsdlf. He knew it was dl act, but he trembled despite
himsalf. That low, deep voice that sounded so cold and cam had been mean. Could the little bastard
actudly meenit?

"They don't even enter into this, Dagger,” he heard. "That's an issue for your chain of command. I'm
going to kill you for trying to, in your terms, ‘fuck me over.'"

"Fuck you over?' Dagger asked, outraged, fear forgotten. "Who's got the goddamned box here?



And what do you expect to dowithit if | let you live?'

Tirda sad, "Thebox isnone of your concern, Snceit's only money to you. But Snceyou ask, |
intend to take it to the proper authorities.”

"Proper authorities?' Dagger yelled, incredulous. "Proper authorities? It'sworth abillion credits. A
billion. Even after taxes, asif we couldn't figure out some way to avoid them, it's agoddamned fortune.
'Fortune isn't even enough of aword. It'slike winning the lottery, except it's been earned the hard way.
That money ismine, oursif you weren't being afool about it. Y ou want to take it to the authorities? Hell,
if you weren't such an asshole, | could cut you in. | even know who to fence it through.”

Tirda replied, "For some reason that |ast fact doesn't surprise me. So that's your motive here? Y ou
killed your whole team for money?"

"Yes, Tirdd," Dagger laughed. Hed outflanked this Elf who thought himsalf somekind of genius.
"That's pretty much it. Call it aweakness, but abillion creditsis worth more to me than those whining
littlewussies. And | get to useyou asan dibi. "'The Darhel freaked out under stress, couldn't handle
facing the enemy.’ Y ou're perfect. Y ou tossed the grenade in panic, | hunted you down and took care of
it. I'm ahero. Then | take leave to console mysdlf over theloss of my friends and disappear. Next thing
no one hears, I've got women lined up to blow me four timesaday and amansion full of daves." Hewas
babbling, he redlized. Dammit, keep contral.

"Fascinding,” Tirdd replied. "I'm sure apsychiatris—isthat what you cal them?—would havea
finetime analyzing your neuroses. Or are they psychoses? I'm not up on human menta alments. There
arejust too many of them to keep track of. Y ou may even harbor some as-yet unknown ones. But your
cupidity tells me you'd make arather good Darhdl, or at least what you think of asaDarhel.”

Dagger was panting now, and not from exertion. Dammit, why was he having a panic attack over
this? He had those when confronting things. That was the point of being a sniper, the point of keeping
peopleterrified. It avoided confrontation. And the Darhel wasin the next county, he told himself. He
shouldn't be twitching likethis. "W-what," he said, then got control, "you're just going to turnitinfor a
reward? Not even afinder'sfee? What kind of Darhel does that make you?'

Again, no hestation before the reply. "The kind with pridein himsdlf, hisclan and hisrace. Not to
mention the surviva of hisrace. And your race, Dagger. There are Fringe planets with contactsto
gpecies we don't have proper relations with. Do you really want them having accessto whatever isin
there?'

"How dtruigtic,” Dagger replied. "All thought for others. Selflessness and charity. You'd makea
wonderful human wuss"

"And with that insult, Dagger, we are done for now. Goodbye."

"Tirdal? Tirddl? Come back you cowardly little EIf, we aren't done talking!" he shouted.

It appeared, however, that they were, for now.

Chapter 12

Ferret's legs weren't hurting as much. He figured that was good, tactically. He was dmost back to
areasonable pace, and had tossed the crutch. He was still limping as he moved, but he was moving by
himsdf. Medicaly, hefigured the lessening pain presaged massive tissue damage from gangrene or
something smilar. He actualy might surviveif he could get these two besten and call the pod. There
were good Al medica facilities aboard. He till considered that tantalizing chance, now far behind him,
of using Dall'stranamitter for backup. Heredly, persondly, didn't careif awar started, instead of al this
back and forth. But command would not be happy with hissorry ass, evenif he survived. Anyway, it
was only achance, and he'd abandoned that for thistrack. Fretting wasn't going to help.

Thevoicein his earphones surprised him. "' So, Ferret, how are you doing?”’

He cdlamped his mouth tightly shut, lipsthin. Thelonger he could wait before speaking to Dagger,
the more of athreat he'd appear. Let Dagger get scared. That was awegpon al by itself.



"Ferret? | know you're there, you half-assed moron.”

Nothing. And Dagger was sounding a bit distressed.

"Okay, Ferret, I'll play your game. Just wait until | see aglimpse of you again. It'll bethelast.
Goodbye."

Dagger had definitely been disturbed. Good.

The signson histracker were not making sense. They ill showed Tirda to be severd minutes,
amogt half an hour, ahead of Dagger. Dagger was about a haf hour ahead of Ferret. So why hadn't
Tirdal stopped to let Dagger catch up? They'd still have plenty of lead.

Of course, they didn't know how far ahead of Ferret they were. Dagger was likely playing for time,
hoping Ferret'swoundswould do himin.

Unlessthey planned to spread out and make Ferret choose, so they could envelope him. If so, it
was even more important that he keep silent. He was the best tracker of the three.

He wished he knew what they were planning though. And that he had someoneto talk to. And that
it would stop hurting.

* % %

Tirdd |eft Dagger to fret. What was the human expression? " Stew in hisown juices.” That wasit.
And it was doubly appropriate. Thislevel of exertion caused tremendous metabolic stressand
perspiration. From what he knew of human physiology and medica treatment, it had to be about as
unpleasant for Dagger. Which was good. Dagger might handle the heat better, but Tirdal had greater
staminaand resistance, he was sure. The worse things got here, the more advantageousit would be.

There was danger, he admitted. Dagger could track better, and had a weapon with much greater
range. He aso sounded completely insane at this point. Had he been dready, and it was Smply surfacing
now? Had it been hidden by asociad facade? Or wasit something latent, triggered by hisimpulsive
actions? Did being a one emphasize human emotions? That was alway's true to some extent, but wasit
worsein thisingance?

No timefor that now, he thought. It wastimeto put kilometers between them, and stay in the
woods while doing so. He rose carefully back to his feet and secured the artifact, then resumed his
march. Behind him wasthe shell of hislunch, itslegs still occasondly twitching even though therewas no
body or mind attached to it. Insects were so barely sentient they were very hard to kill properly.
Whereas sentient animals were easy to kill, in theory, except for that menta activity involved.

Theloca sunwaswell onitsway down. That would change thingsimmensely. He could see
innately better than Dagger, but Dagger was very skilled with night vison. Also, Tirdd's hotter
metabolism would shinein that night vision. However, Dagger had now been awake for nineteen hours.
Certainly he could go longer, but aside from thirst and hunger, Tirdd wasn't particularly stressed. And
Dagger was. The stuation should changein Tirdd'sfavor shortly. All that was needed was calm and
patience. The waves turn rock to sand. Sand smoothes al signs. Be as the waves, persstent, calm,
undeterred . . .

* * %

Dagger was furious at being cut off and ignored. It was a pity those assholes hadn't bought it with
the rest, because they wereredly sticking himin the ass. Some dien freak and the FNG were causing
him, him! to change plans and waste time. The jumped up twerps seemed to think that they not only
were relevant, but were some kind of martyrs.

The anger helped alittle with other things, too. His heart was thumping as he strode along. One of
his secret phobias when young was the dark. He'd thought he was over it. Hed been through nighttime
training, done the survival school gig, been on hundreds of exercises and adozen red world missons.
He started as a branch reached out and stroked his cheek, then he thrust it away roughly. He wasn't
afraid, dammit. He kept the anger fresh in hismind, but it wasfading, albeit dowly.

But human settlements dways had some light and bustle a night. The popul ous planets had enough
light pollution so that one could dways see the warm glow of acity on the horizon. Military



encampments had generators and activity. Here, there was absolutely nothing. Nothing except that Blob
gte, dl holograms. Nothing except loca creatures that would eat him. No one but the Darhel, fleeing
him, though he had made his threats sound real. No one but Ferret, who was out there but not talking.
No one but the ghogts of hisformer teammates. His mind was playing tricks on him. Therewasthe
trancelike beat of Gun Doll's music. Gorillas snores came to him, and the captain's cynicd presence and
Shivas cam. He turned to ook behind him, as he had every couple of minutes. There was nothing
behind him, and he knew it, but it was spooky as hell out here. And there might be something behind
him, with thoselocal creepie-crawlies.

In truth, anyone would have been afraid. It hit every evolutionary button humans have. It was dark,
too quiet, full of threats and lonely. But Dagger's ego had never seen it in those terms. Held been
suppressing his weaknesses behind amask for so long that their appearance terrified him. One must face
fearsto overcome them, and Dagger had spent hislife avoiding them.

But he had to keep moving. Thefrigging Darhel was till humping away, damn him. When would
thelittlerat tire? A hazy part of hismind recdled that the Darhel was dleged to have maxed the course,
and he started to wonder if that was true. Then he redlized that maxing it didn't indicate an upper limit on
the bastard's abilities, but alower one. That was frightening.

Nah, he couldn't be that good. Dagger had seen some redl shit. He was | etting himsalf get scared
over nothing. Nothing. What kind of wuss was afraid of the dark? He could shoot the bugs asfast as
they could attack, and Tirdal wasalong way away.

He yd ped as something stabbed him in the ribs, then recovered. He swallowed and hit the limb
addefurioudy.

Then he went berserk.

There was no obvious outer change, though he did increase his pace to arough, rapid stride,
moving in alow lope. He dapped branches aside and didn't redlize he was sacrificing stealth for speed.
All he knew was that he was catching that damned Darhel, and he was not afraid of the dark. He tripped
over adiray root, and it only served to eevate hisrage to a higher plane. He was panting,
hyperventilating, heedless of hisown safety, but dl that mattered was catching that damned Darhdl.

Ferret kept pushing his pace faster as hislegs went blissfully numb. The pins and needles feding
went the entire length now, and he bardly felt the brush he rubbed againgt. It was agood thing that he
was stalking, and he'd have to keep it that way, because he was certainly leaving atrail. But at least the
pain was gone. It was odd to not fed hisfeet, but they were working, even if the left one was a puppet's
wooden foot rather than areal one.

The coming dark would be of help to him. Unless those two, Dagger specificaly, as Tirdal wasn't
very good, were keeping agood watch behind, he shouldn't run up on them. But once hedid seean IR
readout, he should easily be able to follow at distance. Too, it was harder to move stedlthily in the dark.
Dagger might not leave much, but Tirdd would, and the two together should be easy.

A wave of dizziness hit him, and he squatted down to catch his breeth, or tried to. He sprawled flat
in the weeds, feding them scrape past him and smelling the released sap of severd types. The ground
smelled dightly dimy, and he'd probably dipped on the surface as temsrolled well-greased between
that and his boots. Balance shot because of my feet, he thought to himsalf. He reminded himself to be
cautious. He had no tactile feedback from down there.

Hewondered if the nauseawas due to his damaged feet, but that couldn't be it thisfast. He realized
it was acombination of shock, pain, drugs and lack of food and deep. Hed been awake amost
twenty-eight hours, after days of little deep, and was in rough shape. And he couldn't stop now. The
best thing for him wasto bull through and hope they had to rest a some point, soon. In fact, they were
sure to, unless he presented an immediate threst. Another reason to keep quiet.

Stll, they had the advantage. If they rested, they could take turns on watch. Ferret had only
himsdf. But, by resting, they werent moving.



He checked histracker again. Tirda'slead wasless. But they had both widened the gap from them
to him. So held have to do what he could to increase his pace. Sighing, he reached into hiskit for more
painkillers and astronger stimulant. He hated to use them; the painkiller reduced his awareness
somewhat, and the stim nauseated him. If he were to have a chance of catching up, however, they were
necessay.

That done, he opened the last rat to chew on while he marched, tucked it into his belt, and started
moving. Step forward with the right foot until weight hit the knee, then shove the left foot forward. As
soon asweight was on it, step forward with the right and push with the left. He resumed hisrolling,
limping gait, and decided the speed was adequate. The pain was less than it had been, and asthe fresh
anadgesic kicked in, hed moveit up faster.

The tracks weren't hard to follow, even in the dark. Ferret had grown up on aFringe world, and
had hunted since he wasfive. To him, the terrain was a book to be read. More bent leaves and abused
stems told him someone had passed thisway. That scratch on atree and that bare siweep through brush
indicated along wegpon: Dagger's. Those flat areas were dueto feet with a different geometry than a
human's. Tirdd's.

Then there was the mark | eft through the ssems by alarger locd form. He studied that at a near-jog
ashe crossed it. Y es, something had trotted through there quickly, in pursuit of something smaller. That
meant a predator. A predator was even worse in hislimping condition, and in that held prefer not to fire
and give away hislocation. He wasn't sure he could handle one with aknife, but that appeared to be his
best option for secrecy. Asto shooting, it waslikely abetter option for survival. Of course, both
depended on aweapon being able to get through those appalling exoske etons the local life wore.

It was right then that the predator in question trotted past again. It was about rabbit sized, and it
was followed by three more just likeit. It was probably hislimping gait sending rhythmic but uneven
vibrations through the ground that attracted them. Whatever it was, Ferret saw the ground cover twitch
and sway, saw the wave of motion turn suddenly towards him and charge. He yanked hisfield knife
clear of its sheath and tried to intercept them.

Thefirst one was easy. He had the blade down in time and the stupid creature tried to bite it. The
blade of the knife was a high-dendty polymer, with a ceramic edge molecularly bonded to it. The bug
sheared its own jaw off on the amost molecule-fine edge. For just amoment, it was clearly visblein
Ferret's goggles, awriggling, Japanese beetle shape aslong as hisfoot. Then it fell under a seedling.

The other threetried to attack at once. Thefirst legpt, and Ferret dodged by faling. He hadn't
intended to do that, and it sent fresh spikes of pain through hislegs, but he avoided abite. A whack at
the temporarily confused bug didn't cleaveits chitin, but did crush itslegs under itsdlf, asit had no timeto
retract them. It wriggled and twitched in place in the weeds, but wasn't going to be a problem.

The other two, however, were on him. One was chewing at hisright boot. At least, he hoped it
wasjust hisright boot. While hisfoot wasinsensate, he till needed it to function for this hike. Then the
second one started attacking his rucksack, chittering in his ear and scaring him badly.

Fird, the one on thefoot. It was the easier oneto reach. Methodically and camly, heinserted the
blade, unsharpened edge down, between hisfoot and the bug, and hoped to hdll it didn't try to crawl up
the blade and munch hisarm. It clung to his boot for amoment, then cameloose. Thetip pinned it
againg the bark of atree, ressted for amoment, then skewered it. It thrashed angrily.

Quickly, he pulled the releases on his ruck's strap, let it drop, and turned to impal e the other pest.
With soft ground underneath, he wasn't ableto pierceit, but it did ssumble off quickly.

Ferret panted for breeth, suddenly wider awake than even the drugs had made him, awarm flush
of adrendine coursing through him. He whipped his head around to seeif there were any others nearby.

It was clear. He carefully resheathed his knife, took aquick glance at his boot and was reassured
that integrity was good, even if the tough surface was badly scored and peeled. Then he reattached the
clipson his pack, shouldered it, shrugged it and adjusted it. Of course, just for aminor annoyance, he
couldn't get the sirgps back to the original position. It rode differently on his shoulders and would take



sometimeto get used to. But he was dive, mostly unhurt save for a skinned knuckle on his aready
bug-bit hand and a sore hip, and was up and moving again at once.

It was fear that drove Dagger to call Ferret, though he would never have admitted it. Just the sound
of ahuman voice, or, even if Ferret refused to answer, the knowledge that he was there, reduced his
fear of thisblack hell he was moving through. Thisblack hell that turned bright and grainy under
enhancement, fronds and branches reaching out like wings or armsto grasp a him, brush at hislegs, or
worse, his head. Histeeth were clattering and his knees shaking, but he pressed on. Damn that Darhd,
he had to catch that little freak, or thiswas dl abad screwup to try to explain. Hed catch afiring squad
if they convicted him, and without the box for assets, he had no way to get out of the Republic.

"Ready to give up yet, Ferret?' he asked. Just the act of talking made the fear retreat dightly, asit
emphaszed his humanity.

There was no reply, so he continued, ™Y ou know were going to flank you and kill you, you
crippled little loser.”

Siill nothing.

"But | want to befair, Ferret. Tell mewho to send regardsto, and I'll tell them you died bravely.”

At that, there was aresponse. "Bravely how, Dagger?' Ferret's voice was angry. Good. Dagger
could amogt hear the teeth grinding. "Bravely againgt you? Or are you going to blamethison the Darhel
and kill him, too? Because you sure as hell can't blame this on the Blobs and be believed.”

Dagger had no immediate reply, and hesitated just long enough. Ferret continued, "That'sit, isnt it?
Hesnot redly your dly, he'saconvenience.”

Dagger snarled. Thiswasn't the way held planned it.

But Ferret was il talking. "I wonder if | can convince him of that? Hey, Dagger? Be awfully bad
for you if we started hunting you instead, wouldn't it?"

That he could respond to. "Not at all, Ferret. | don't mind superimposing atarget on your face and
watching the splatter. Be good for alaugh. And you don't think afucking Darhel is going to give me any
trouble, do you? Do you imagine he's going to believe you? 'Oh, | haven't spoken to you yet, but I'm
redly onyour side.’ That will fly."

"Him? Trouble? No," Ferret replied. "But | can stalk you better than you can stk me. And you
have to deep sometime. | don't really need to talk to Tirdal, anyway. | know where you both are. Later,
asshole. The next sound you hear will be your chest exploding.”

Dagger growled again and decided he'd better talk to Tirdal quickly. If he could keep these two
afraid of each other, he could play them off.

"Hey, Tirdd," he called.

"Y es, Dagger? Are we done with insults?'

"For now, Tirdd, for now," Dagger said, grinning even though no one could see him. "'l havea
aurprisefor you.”

"Oh? A gift of some kind?What's the occason?’ Tirdal was doing his best to sound light and
cheerful, amost human. With that deep, dow voiceit didn't work well. Instead, it was ghadtly.

"Sort of, Tirdd," Dagger said, nodding to himsdlf. "Ferret is dill dive and isright with me. You
recall how well he can track?*

"Interesting, Dagger. You redlize, of course, | find that very hard to believe. If you redlly had an
aly, | would have been flanked in short order, or one of you would have secured the box before you
‘fragged’ your entireteam.” Tirdal did not sound distressed. That reasonable, logica tone of hiswas one
more reason Dagger was going to see him dead.

Tirda obvioudy hadn't Sensed Ferret, he redlized! He thought this was a bluff, but he should know.
If hedidnt, then that defined alimit on his Sense. Excellent to know.

"Well, it was alucky fluke," Dagger said, grasping for control. He redlly needed to rehearse his



comments before talking to the damned EIf. "But once we redlized how much we both hate Darhel, and
the value of the box, it became easy. We both get you dead, we each get money. It'sagood dedl dll
around. Except, of course, for you, because you'll be dead. The fact that you can't Sense him givesus
even more of an advantage, not that we need it. Y ou're dead.”

"Very wdl, Dagger,” Tirda replied. "Y ou have an dly. It's amazing how much of an advantage you
fed you need over alowly Darhdl. It makes methink that you aren't asformidable asyou'd like
everyoneto believe you think you are.

That sung alittle, once he sorted it out. Tirdal knew how to use the language better than Dagger
did. He must have spent years studying to be that sarcastic. But there were abillion credits at stake, and
words weren't going to change things.

"Tirdd, | don't mind being generous with abillion. That'swhy | was offering to cut you in. But you
won't takeit, so it just leaves more for me and Ferret. Asto being fair, why should | bother? Weall
know that Ferret's the best tracker, I'm the best shooter, and you're nothing. We're not trying to prove
some macho point, were smply going to kill you."

"So you say, Dagger. To borrow acliché, 'First, you have to catch me." Goodbye again.”

Dagger knew better than to waste time replying. Tirdal wasn't going to listen. Still, those seeds of
doubt had been planted in him. If he kept playing them off each other, they would both be dliesto him,
while they imagined they were againgt him. It was even possible Ferret would do in the Darhd for him, if
Dagger could get close enough to flank and et Ferret take him from behind. And Dagger could
backtrack the discharge from aweapon easily.

Y es, this should turn out okay, after dl.

The sooner dawn came or they cleared the woods, the happier Dagger would be. Thiswas not
pleasant. He grimaced. "I'm not afucking coward. It'sjust dark.” It didn't reassure him. Dammit, there
was nothing here except afew bugs he could outshoot.

And Ferret. Why was Ferret till dlive? He stopped again, back to atree, then turned in acircle,
back 4ill toit, searching through his scope for any activity ininfrared. Little bugs, but no predator forms
yet. And no sign of Ferret.

* k% %

Ferret decided he needed to hear from Tirdal. He'd have to be doubly cautious what he said and
fdlt, with that little freak probing at his mind, but he aso needed intelligence. Whatever he could get from
the Darhdl would help. It likely wouldn't be much; there wasn't much inflection in that rich, deep voice,
and asan dien, Tirdal had to ddiberately emphasize hisvoice. If he chose not to, it wassmply a
monotone. Ferret would have to discern intent from very few clues. It was awhole new type of tracking.

Taking an extra breath for steadiness, he chose the channd and said, "Tirdal."

"Ferret,” camethereply. "Soyou are dive." Ferret lowered the volume. He had wanted it loud for
best hearing of minute details, or any background noise that wasn't filtered, but the level wasinterfering
with his ability to hear his own environment. In the dark closeness of the trees, hishearing was aprime
sense.

"Surprised, Tirdad?" he asked. "Y ou know Dagger's not redly an dly to you. HE'sjust using you as
aconvenienceto grab al the money for himsdf."

Tirda replied, "AsaDarhd, dlegedly what you'd cal a'capitdist,’ I'm amazed at the avarice of
humans. Money isatool one usesto accomplish work. Y et you very often seem to think of it asa status
symbol. Just what will you do with haf abillion credits, Ferret? Wasn't potentidly thirteen millionasa
share enough? Especidly asit was afortuitous find rather than an earned devel opment?’

What game was this?"I'm not here for the money, Tirda. I'm here to see you two assholes dead,
and the box in the hands of the Republic's science bureau.” There was another scuffled weed. He was
dill onthetrail.

"Now, Ferret, that'sjust amusing and insulting to my intelligence.”

"How do you figure?' Ferret asked. The dien twerp was disturbing. He exuded a. . . confidence.



"Ferret, if you'd meant to aly with me, you'd have called while Dagger and | were swapping fire,
and offered to help.”

"Waaah?' Ferret replied. "I heard you assholes shooting the wounded. | heard you. Then you came
running past with the artifact, while Dagger looted the bodies. How stupid do you think | an?' He
couldn't believe Tirdd was even trying that line. Had Dagger sold him that thoroughly on theidea? Did
he have that low an opinion of Ferret? The insult made him furious. Ferret was no political genius, nor
very urbane, but he wasintelligent and very good at his chosen specidty. He was reassured himsdlf that
moment by another scuff in the dirt. Dagger had passed thisway.

What the hell was Tirdd playing? Did he think Ferret could be dismissed? If heredly thought the
two humans were ateam, why wasn't he more scared? Or did he have an ace for dedling with the
sniper? That was likely why he was disturbed at Ferret's existence. Ferret was another threat he hadn't
planned on. Except he knew aready from Dagger.

Had Dagger not told him? Was it possible they were both playing their own games with that box?
That was an idea. Dagger had fragged the team, Tirdal had taken the moment to swipe the box. Now
they were both fighting each other. So Ferret would only have to fight one at atime, because neither was
going to lend ahand. That was agood theory, and would explain why they weren't traveling together.
Histhoughts were interrupted by Tirda speaking.

"I don't think you're stupid, Ferret. Which iswhy I'm not going to listen to you try to aly with me at
this point. I've seen the technique on human vid shows. Dagger plays maicious and evil, you play
honorable. | won't be swayed. Now, do you have anything valid to input? Or shdl we resume the hunt?"

That taunting question threw Ferret back into arage. He couldn't believe Tirdal, holding the billion
credit box, was going to play innocent victim. "Oh, it'sahunt dl right," Ferret replied. "And you can just
fucking die, Darhd."

"That's been the plan al aong, Ferret. It isunfortunate that it takes two humansto equa one
Darhd. Goodbye."

"Y ou asshole!" Ferret near-shouted into his microphone, barely remembering his noise discipline.

Therewasno reply.

* k% %

Tirda let his Sense and senses reach out into the darkness. Without the undisciplined thoughts of
humans shouting at him from mere meters away, he could fed the environment. It wasraw and primd,
but not unfriendly. Few of the insectoids noticed his presence, save as the passage of acreature. Hewas
too large for most to be concerned with, and did not display the chemica signs of threet. To others, he
did not appear as prey, and was thusignored. Some felt his movement and became alert, seeking a
medl, but in al casesit was smple hunger, no hatred or anger. There was only one glowing flame of
anger out there, and it wasfar away. Digtant it was, though white-hot initsintengity. Ferret wasn't
discernible yet. Tirda focused his Sense and sought.

There. Behind Dagger, and very faint. So Ferret was playing catch-up. Nor was he as obsessed as
Dagger. He would be hard to track, but was farther away, so less of athredt. It waslikely the two of
them would meet up shortly. That would increase the threat. What Tirdal would have to watch for would
be the two of them spreading out to channel him.

It was possible they weren't redlly dlies, but from Tirda's viewpoint, they were both thrests. Hed
have to be certain he didn't get into terrain that would help pin him for one or the other. Both wanted him
dead.

There weren't any other humans. He made sure. It was disturbing that Ferret had snuck past his
awareness, as close as he'd been for much of it. It might be that the pain of the neura effect had stunned
him, though amind in pain should have registered. Possibly the collective shriek from four other human
minds had drowned him out. Still, it wouldn't do to rely on his Senseaone. It clearly had limits.

There were no other humans, but there was hunger. He was being followed, flanked, stalked by
severd larger predators and at least one mammalian flyer. He could fed the approaches, most of which



veered off as heleft aparticularly defined territory or smply moved beyond the range to be interesting.
There were some, though, that were steedily closing. Occasiondly, one would drop out of the pursuiit,
only to be replaced by another.

Then there was that one. It was moving closer and the hunger it felt was strong, driving. It was
going to attack, hefelt sure. That wasacris's, but one he could dedl with. Summoning the Jem discipline,
he forced the tdl to alower level, anticipating its surge when he killed. He hefted his punch gun and
prepared to respond. It would be soon, he felt. The creature wasto hisleft and running, now was
agitated and there was an anima eagerness.

Now. The charge came as he passed athick tree bole. The anima wasin mid lesp, chittering very
softly, and in atrgectory to seize Tirda by the head. That was dso atrgectory that put it in perfect
position for a punch gun shot, though there was no way such a primitive form could anticipate what was
about to happen.

Tirda turned to meet the rush, raised hisweapon and shot. The shot would have been ingtructive to
ahuman observer. It was smooth, effortless, and caught the animal right in the underside of itshead as
Tirdal dropped underneath its path. It was not the shot of aclumsy cresture unableto kill.

Then Tirda got dapped by his Sense.

Theinsect in question wasthe local evolutionary equivalent of aleopard. It wasalarge, competent
solo hunter with good ingtincts and high intelligence. It had consciousness and sdlf-awareness, and it
reacted to the shot. As Tirda's shot had been perfectly placed, its mind screamed in agony at having
most of itsface burned off. Then it landed on that face and tumbled so asto bresk its neck.

DEATH! Tirdd felt it, staggered, dropped. Feedback through his Sense let him fed the creature's
swift but painful end. Stabbing dectriciciclesdroveinto hisbrain from the violent, emotiona outburst,
and ta squirted into his bloodstream. 1t met the pain, washed it aside as aflood does debris, and roared
toward hisbrain and self. He didn't even fed the damaged edges of his chest plate grind against nerves.

Hewason dl fours, shaking, quivering, moaning as ddicioustremorsrolled over him and heat
flushed out from the base of his skull. Hed left himself exposed to the creature's emotions, and now was
receiving the rewards. It was sweet, and no longer cloying but thick and syrupy. But it moved with such
speed, he was overwhelmed and couldn't respond.

Lintatai. He could fed it. HEd thought held felt it while sucking meat from crablike claws, but that
was ashadow of this. It suffused his entire being, rippling down his spine and out to histoesand
fingertips. It rolled in waves through hisbrain until he could see and hear it, as powerful asatropica
storm over the ocean.

Then it stopped. It didn't retreat, but it grew no more powerful, as some hidden part of his
determination dammed down doors on his Sense and halted the influx. Hisiron discipline and training
yanked him to an eddy in the wash, where he could maintain his Saf just long enough to think. He rode
the crest, dipped behind it and floundered for only amoment. Then hewasin control. Hewas still avash
inaseaof powerful sensations, but he was aert and aware.

Hed thought he was gritting histeeth, but had diced into hislower lip when he bit down. Wet earth
was abrading his cheek and in his nogtrils. Tendrils of weeds curled over him, twitching in the breeze of
histortured breathing. All these wereredl, present and he clutched a them for strength. The codl air.
The darkness. Held voided himsalf as he lost control, but even as unpleasant asthat was, it wasared
sensation. He thought to reach out, but his self-control took over. No Sense. None at al. Therisk of
attack was less dangerous than that of any moretal.

It took long minutes of dow, measured breathing to reach an acceptable level. He opened the front
of hissuit to let heat vent to the atmosphere. The coolness of evaporating sweat helped, asit was
something elsered and externd. His strength and balance returned, but he remained prone, head on one
outstretched arm that was cramping fromits circulation-killing grip on the punch gun. Hed wait awhile
longer beforerising.

The lesson here was that he had to rein in his Sense when fighting. It could be an intelligence asset



until hostilities began, but then it must be locked away. Some things should not be felt, and battle was
one of them. Battle must be a cerebra matter, lest it subvert the mind. So held fight asahuman did. That
was how it was done.

A smile, dl teeth, spread across hisface. Another valuable lesson had been learned. And it was
one he could use at once. Dagger thought he enjoyed killing? Thought he was dangerous?

Dagger had no idea.

Chapter 13

Dark turned dowly to formless grayness, then to twilight. Insgde, Dagger cdmed and returned
gradudly to what passed as normd for him. His breathing dowed from ragged heavesto pants and
findly to just exerted breething. He would not admit it even to himsdlf, but he was glad of thelight.

He sought refuge in bullying, as he had always done. " Good morning, Tirdd. Have you had
breakfast yet?"

"Why, yes, Dagger, thank you. | had one of the smaller flyer forms. They taste somewhat like
duck, or at least that's as close as human animals come. | would compare it moreto the bligrol of
Darhdl. But of course, you've never tasted such.”

"Tirda, we both know you're lying about the mest," he retorted, angered. Thelittle asshole was so
unflappable. Wdll, hed flgp shortly, when Dagger blew his fucking head off his shoulders.

"Y ou seem sure of your statements, Dagger. So why talk to me? Does it make you fed lesslonely?
Does contradiction please you? Does denying redity and being contrary fill your psyche? If you drown,
should | look upstream for you?'

Dagger ignored the incoming attack and kept taunting, probing as he dogged forward in pursuiit.
Dammit, there had to be a handle somewhere. "Tdll me, Tirdd, will you il take that round in the leg for
me?'

"Certainly, Dagger. Where do you want me to meet you?' was Tirdd's reply as he crunched
through the brush. The ground here was covered with something akin to dried pine needles from the
variety of treeson thisdope. They were dightly dippery, tending to dide and roll over each other, and
he bent down to lower his center of gravity with the box over his shoulder. It hurt his chest less, too,
though it made for greater exertion at the unnatura angle.

"Why don't | meet you, Tirda?'

"Namethe place, Dagger. Unlessyou're afraid?" Tirda sparred. "And will you bring Ferret with
you? Or will he be stalking you? Or just kegping you company in the dark?'

"Soundsto melike you're hiding your own cowardice, Darhel boy."

"Why isthat, Dagger? I've said | will meet you. If you realy wish, you know how to track me; that
advantage isyours. Y ou profess patience, yet are eager for me to reduce your task. Who hereismore
afrad? And afraid not only of dying, but of failing in one's dleged area of expertise. And againgt an
urbanite Darhdl. Perhaps you are not the tracker you would have others believe you are. Certainly you
arenot the bravekiller.”

Therewas ashift in Dagger's attitude. It was swift, sudden. "Well, even if we concede the point,
Tirdd, thefact isthat I'm akiller and you arent.” Just like that. Conciliatory, evenif only dightly. Less
argumentative. What was going on there?

"If it suits you to believe so, Dagger, I'll concede the point,” he returned.

"Hey, screw you, Darhel," Dagger shouted. "I'mtrying to. . . oh, to hell withit."

That was the end of that conversation, Tirdal thought. But what had Dagger <o riled?

He thought as he traveled, trusting that the problem would resolve itsdlf in time. Shortly, his
sdlf-awareness prodded him. What wasiit?

His Sense. That wasit. Asthishad gone on, it had gradudly increased in sensitivity. He could fed a



direction on Dagger, as he could with things that were very close. Y et Dagger was ill quite some
distance away, he knew. It had to be related to the continuous flow and recent push of tal. Historical
detailswere hazy, but the Darhel had at one time tracked their prey, scarce asit was, acrossvicious
terrain, following the thought images. That had to be what was happening here. It was probably agood
thing he didn't have the full Sense of his ancestors, on aworld as populous with life asthis. The
combined input would likely have driven him insane & once.

The odd thing was that Dagger was not directly behind him, but was following obliquely, asif
shadowing. That wasinteresting. "Dagger,” he said, intending to harass him with that bit of knowledge.

But that might not be agood idea. Upon consideration, the less he admitted, the better. Especidly
snce he didn't know how Dagger was doing that.

"What isit, Darhe?' Dagger replied, sounding highly agitated.

"How are you doing for rations, Dagger?' he asked instead. "Besidestheflyer, I've had two local
lizards and alarge insectoid to eat. They do taste somewhat like chicken. | think | understand that human
joke now."

"We both know you can't kill, Darhel," Dagger replied, repesting his previous comments, " So don't
bullshit me." It was clear, both from hisvoice and from aniggleto Tirda's Sense that Dagger had not
eaten anything not from his processor. Interesting. Either he couldn't hunt, or was squeamish about raw
mest, and Tirdd's blithe comments about it were more spikesin him. Best not to exploit thet, yet, either.
All these things could be used in their time.

That time might be soon, too, Tirdd realized. Theforest was thinning, leaving alarge oblate circular
areathat waslikely due to some old burn. It was severa kilometers across. Unless he turned to cut
across Dagger's course, he had to enter flat ground, which was a very unappealing option. He could go
around, but that would dow him, and Ferret might fan out to flank him. Dagger could cut across, safe
with his greater ranged wegpon, but Tirda could not. But he knew now what Dagger's problem was. It
was fatigue and fear of failure. And it had all come overnight. Was Dagger afraid of the dark, too? Was
that why he was probing, pushing, trying to provoke aquick end? If so, even more patience was caled
for.

He paused to examine the terrain. There was aways something not seen at first glance that would
help. There was what he sought; a stream coming down from the north had cut agully through the loose
soil of thisrich field. That's what he needed. Through there he could move at a decent pace, and even if
Dagger found him, held get few shots, and those would be obstructed. Girding himsdf mentally, he
trotted toward the shalow creek.

Ferret wastired. Thiswas as bad as Hell Week in DRT school, and he was amused &fter a
fashion. Hed never thought held have to push himsdlf that hard again. Y et here he was, injured, partidly
maimed, hungry, exhausted and strung out, his mind hazed with drugs despite his best effortsto keep the
dosesminimal. Theinitial pain had eased considerably; he now had numb feet and adull ache that
manifested itsalf as he walked. But anew irritation was about. His knees and good ankle were aching
from the exertion of carrying unresponsive feet. His hipswere starting to fed it, too. And he was il
sumbling and inefficient, causing overal muscle crampsand strain.

He'd been stuffing leavesinto his converter as he walked, and egting the patties it put out. Sure,
you could adjust them for flavor, but they lacked red texture and weren't the highest protein food. In
fact, the leaves hereabout were amost worthless. Vitaminstypicaly were unique to a planet, he didn't
redly need mineras except potassum for this short atime frame, and fat and protein came from roots
and seeds. What he was egting was going to come out about the sameway it went in, which would hurt
like hdl. Still, it kept the edge off the hunger, even if he was craving rat pack tunawith noodles.

Something came to him and he paused in thought. Something about the signs he followed was
bugging him. Just to double check, he raised the tracker.

Oh, shit. Hewas till following Tirdal. Dagger, however, was not leaving any sign. Not ahead,



anyway. So assume he'd pedled off to outflank one or the other. Icy adrendine rippled through him yet
again, though it didn't jolt histired body, Smply made him flush.

He thought back for afew moments. Hed seen sign of Dagger recently. Say, five minutes ago. The
sign had been about fifteen to twenty-five minutes old, as held been gaining during the dark, which was
more evidence of his greater competence over them. Still, no Dagger at present. Dagger several minutes
away.

That was potentidly very good if Dagger was after Tirdd, and potentialy deedly if Ferret wasthe
target. Suddenly, he felt very exposed, and his neck and head tickled in fear. His scalp had gone
itchy-numb from the helmet's harness, and held been planning to take it off for abit, but thought now he
would wait. Not that the helmet would do a damned hit of good against a gauss bead, but it might dow
down fragments or a very long-range shot. Or deflect abead enough to keep him dive. Anyway, it
made him fed less naked.

He decided it would be good to make contact again. He might as well let those two know he was
till here. And there were afew answers he wanted. Or at least questions he would ask. The answers
might not be forthcoming, but that would be useful, too. And he might find out why Dagger had pulled
off.

"Tirdd," hecdled.

It was only amoment before Tirdd replied, "Y es, Ferret?'

"I'm 4till following you, Tirdd," he said.

"Of courseyou are," was the response. "There's not much else to do until we reach the pod's
extraction points, isthere?'

"True enough,” he agreed. "Tirdd, you asked why | didn't contact you when Dagger fragged
everybody. | could ask you that same question, couldn't 1?'Y our silence then saysalot.”

"It says either | thought everyone was dead, or that | wanted to be alone and unbothered. Y ou
have to decide, of course, though it's rather moot. None of us can trust the others.”

"And why should I, Tirdd?" he asked. "Y ou took the box. Why do you haveit?'

"| took it to keep it from Dagger,” Tirdd replied.

"Fair enough,” Ferret said. "But why do you sill haveit? Y ou could hideit, and ambush Dagger if
he camefor it."

"That would besilly,” Tirda replied. "Weal know I'm not skilled at tracking.”

"True," Ferret said. "But Dagger seemsto be following you just fine. So why not try the ambush?
Or, since he can't get off the planet without you, just leave him the damned box. Hed haveto carry it as
well, and you could just stak him as he neared the ship."

"| can't takethat risk, Ferret,” Tirdal replied. "I haveto keep the artifact.”

"Why?"

"I havetold you."

"Those are pretty thin reasons. Y ou're inconveniencing yoursdlf, and helping Dagger.” Ferret was
arguing. Something waswrong here, and he didn't know what it was. But the Situation didn't make sense.

"Therearereasons| think arevaid for this" Tirda said.

"Likewhat?' Ferret asked too quickly. He redlly wanted to know.

Therewas silence. "Yeah, | thought so," Ferret continued. "Y ou want that artifact as much as
Dagger does. Y ou're both scum.”

"Ferret,” Tirda replied, "l can't convince you what I'm doing is for your own good."

" 'For my own good.' Sure. Humans are happiest as daves, right?' he retorted.

Tirdd sad, "'l redly am sorry, Ferret." Then there was Slence.

Wéll, if hewouldn't talk, perhaps Dagger would. Ferret aso knew something Dagger wanted kept
Secret.

"So, Dagger, was that dark night scary and creepy?"



"Ferret, youre ill dive. | told Tirda he should circle back and bag you, but hestoo nice."”

"Oh, stuff it, Dagger. We dl know you two are just avoiding each other. That'swhy you're
attempting aflank.” That was a dangerous comment, though he didn't specify who Dagger might be
flanking. But if hewasforced to reconsder it, held likely wait on Ferret and bag Tirdd first. At least
Ferret hoped that was how it would play out.

Continuing, he said, "He wantsthat billion as bad as you do. In fact, I'm planning to help him kill
you firgt, because he'sthe easier one.”

Dagger replied, "So, you recognize me as athreat. That's good, Ferret. I'll make sure you get a
nice, clean shot through the head. Will that make you fed any better?”

Ferret ignored the implication. "I'm coming for you, Dagger. Y ou're between me and Tirdd, soit's
tactically smart. And it'll befun, too. | never redlized killing could be fun. Thanksfor that."

"Of courseit'sfun, Ferret. That'sthe point of it. Usudly, they have no ideathey're about to die.

Y ou stare through the scope and watch them go straight to hell. It's kicky. But sometimes, they know it's
coming, and they know when they've made a critica mistake. That's going to be you. And I'm going to
enjoy the expresson on your faceas| blow ittojely.”

"You redly need help, you know that, Dagger?’ Ferret replied. Still, the threat had bothered him.
Hefdt vulnerable again. Was Dagger watching him? No, not from that rangein the trees. Still. Hed have
to watch for Dagger to circle back and stalk him. The rules were changing in this new war.

Dagger laughed. "They picked the right man for each job. Y ou're the skulker and sneaker. I'm the
killer. And the Darhel isjust anumber.”

"Y ou haven't managed to catch that number yet, pa. Looks like he's making good time. Of course,
he might just make it to the pod before we do, and leave us here. Hmm?"

There was a moment's pause. Dagger apparently was reconsidering his position. "I don't think so,
Ferret. | know something you two don't. He's not leaving with the box."

That had worked, Ferret redized. Dagger was more thoughtful and lessreactive. Could he push
him more? Perhaps. ™Y ou do redlize I've been talking to him, Dagger?' he prodded. "And we both
know what your intent is. We can sit down and talk, but first we have to kill you. Luckily, with you at an
oblique, that won't be hard when we reach the right spot. Well both have clear fields of fire, and good
approaches.”

"Why wait, Ferret?' Dagger asked. "I'll kill you assoon as| get ashot. So will Tirdal. Then well
ettle things mano a Elf. But you won't be around to seeit.”

"Nicetheory, Dagger. Y ou could tell that to ashrink, if you were going to be diveto go home." He
closed the circuit. Dagger was a bit distressed, but so was he. He didn't need to rile himsdlf up in front of
asoulless sociopath, even by audio.

Instead, he threw himsdlf forward, forcing hisfeet to carry him. After so many hours of limping, he
had it down. Hisambling gait was at least asfast asabrisk stride. First hed kill Dagger, then held kill
that Darhdl. If he couldn't get out of thisalive, he could certainly keep them from doing so.

* k% %

Dagger, like Tirddl, saw that the terrain was changing, and smiled mirthlesdy. That put the ball back
in hiscourt. Tirda could either head out onto the grass and get shot, or turn back toward him and get
shot, or head around and let Dagger flank him and get shot. If the former, it was easy—héd bein plain
view, his degth clear in the scope so it could be replayed again and again. If one of the latter two, he
could build ahasty blind and get the little twerp up close. Then he could see hisface ashe died, helpless.
Therewas afrisson of delight in those thoughts. If the little asshole went around, like the coward he was,
Dagger could get ahead of him. And that's exactly what the tracer showed him to be doing.

Ferret was the problem. That little son of abitch waslike arash that wouldn't go away. Dagger
wasn't sure precisaly where hewas, either. Likely tracking Tirda now, but he couldn't be sure. He had
been vague enough that he might be behind Dagger. Cursing again, Dagger wished Ferret had had the
manners to die when the grenade went off.



If Ferret were physically capable and had hisfaculties, he might aready have teamed up with the
Darhel. That he hadn't was agood indicator for Dagger. Not that it mattered. Dagger knew it wasthem
againg him. Whether they teamed up or not was aminor issue. Neither of them could trust the other,
though, when it came down to it. HEd have to ensure it stayed that way.

Still, Ferret couldn't be too close. He was talking. People who were talking weren't shooting. What
Dagger needed wasto pin Tirdd down in ahurry. After that, he could smply lieinwait for Ferret; he
had the longer-ranged wegpon. Also, Dagger outranked him, so he could call the bdl and just wait.
There werelots of options. So Tirda first.

Hejogged forward in a crouch to where the trees subsided to scrub, then eased to his knees and
into acrawl, therifle dragging behind his shoulder. Thiswaswhereit dl paid off. Heignored theflitting
flies and scurrying beetles. The day was warm and dry, the pioneer weeds ahead resilient and tough, and
Dagger was dim, vicious and expert a infiltration. Pleasurerosein him, displacing thelast vestiges of his
former worries.

Twenty minutes later he growled in frustration. There were too many life-forms moving about this
blaze, creating motion that distracted him. The tracer showed the box to be running acrossfrom
southeast to northwest, and he could see nothing in that direction. There was no way to take a shot from
here. The damned sensor in his helmet was crude and not much use to him, asit showed most of the
higher life-forms. If he had Ferret'stracker, there was a setting for afiner definition to resolve only
humans or possibly Darhd. Terrain and position were histhing. The enemy's thoughts were for the psych
boys and point. He just took the shots.

Of course, Ferret did have that tracker, and might have him pinned down to afew meters.
Granted, apunch gun didn't have the range of agaussrifle, but that little jackass was becoming amajor
pain and ared threat. He dso wasn't talking. Dagger assumed he wastracking Tirda, that they both
were, as he had the artifact and would be easier to kill.

After that it would get interesting. Neither he nor Ferret would want to be burdened with the box,
but neither would want to be too far away. Dagger had the better weapon, so he'd just have to keep
Ferret at bay until he could kill him, or until they cameto aded, so Dagger could kill him more easily.
But Ferret wasn't going to be easy to fool, and could track.

But first was to bag that Darhdl. It didn't really matter who did it, but Dagger preferred to have the
kill for score, and to be sure the bastard was dead thistime.

Should he climb atree? There were afew, scraggly and flimsy looking, but there should be one that
would give him ameter or two of eevation. That should be enough. The Darhd wasn't within range with
his punch gun, so why not? Ferret should be out of range aso, so if he did this quickly he could be back
on the ground for cover.

Thiswas definitely atask for chameleon camouflage, though. He brushed on the effect and
watched as his surface texture rippled and became al but invisible. The field would be detectable, but it
was low enough power not to be easy to localize. So dl Ferret would know without a stalk would be
that Dagger was nearby, which he aready knew.

Dagger rose to a crouch and stalked through the grass toward his chosen perch, which wasa
pseudofern that nevertheless had branches. The skin was green and soft rather than barklike, but the
limbs werelow enough for him to easily reach them. He clambered a oft and scanned aong the
streambed. There was movement, but it gppeared to be just herbivores watering along it, and they were
far downstream of where the tracer last placed Tirdal. He switched from scope to tracer, back to scope,
and finally saw movement behind atuft of crabby grass. Therethelittle bastard wasl He was using the
overgrown banksfor cover.

Dagger pondered, considering the shot first. Dagger never rushed, at least not in hisown mind. A
hornet round would flip over the bank and make akill, but the Darhel's harnesswould likely destroy it in
fina trgjectory. No good. However, if he could get agood shot with abasic projectile, hypersonic and
dumb, that would do it. It took more skill to make such a shot, but thiswas Dagger. Everyone knew he



was the best, and the little weasdl was about to, too. Or rather, he wasn't. He loaded the round while
amiling thin-lipped, and targeted the next break in cover.

There. A flicker of movement at the edge of the opening and then the Darhel wasjust there. It was
trotting, dowly, favoring itsright Sde. The box wasin itsleft hand and its punch gun wasin itsright.
Therewasn't much time to adjust for the shot, but there was enough.

The Darhel was moving at maybe eight klicks per hour. Time of flight was haf asecond. Say a
one-meter lead. Breeeesthe.

Asaways, it was better than sex. The Republic military tried to weed out the " over the edge’
specia operations types. But no system was perfect. And Dagger was, and aways had been, the perfect
psychopath. For him, being the team sniper was al about power. Y ou were the hunter. Y ou watched
your target and waited for the perfect time and took it out. It was the ultimate power over another
sentient and it was better than anything else. It was a heady drug that paid for itself over and over again
when you were gapping the enemy.

The shot was perfect. Dagger watched the round by observing through his scope fluctuationsin the
heat wavesintheair and it tracked in directly to wherethe Darhdl . . . no longer was.

Tirdal's Sensetingled, and he felt Dagger's grin. He knew he'd been sighted, but the only thing to
do was keep moving doggedly forward. He felt compelled to increase his pace, but the fractured chest
plate was dtill hurting severely, and he didn't want to risk damaging any organs. He kept steadily at it,
doshing through the shdlow stream and trying to keep his head down while still making time. He
hunched as he rose over rocks, stood painfully upright where it was low and smooth, and kept his Sense
aware.

Dagger was exuding crudty, frustration, egotism and hate. Then, suddenly, they faded to nothing.
How odd. Nothing materia had been known to affect the Sense, only distance. Y et Dagger was easily
within range.

Tirda redized what was happening just in time. Dagger was in atrance sate, preparing to shoot.
His emotions were down as he focused on the task and entered alpha state. That wasit.

Then an overwhelming wave of cruel pleasure rushed by. Dagger had fired and the round was on
the way.

Tirda felt the rush of emotions from the shot and sprang backwards, causing another tearing
sensation in his chest, made worse by the mass of the artifact yanking at hisarms. Then, ignoring the
pain, he leapt across the open area asthe first shot flew by, and rolled down flat. His helmet systems
were buzzing like mad, careting the location of the sniper, but Dagger waswell out of range of his punch
gun. He could fed the hate and frustration of the sniper drop to nothing again and redlized that it would
be this cat and mouse al the way across the meadow. It was time to push Dagger again.

Caming his bresthing so Dagger wouldn't hear the exertion and pain, he said, "'l can kegp thisup al
the way, Dagger. Y ou transmit your emotions so easily. Even the beetles are more reticent. At this
range, | have literally seconds to know you're planning ashot . . . from that tree, and to evadeit. So why
don't you give up now and I'll promise you a safe flight home and afair trid for mutiny, theft and the
murder of your team?"

Theonly answer was an intense wall of rage blowing over him. That, and avolley of five hornet
rounds that came whizzing overhead and dove for him. His harness cracked out its defensve signals, and
the two that were close thudded harmlesdy into dirt, showering it in small fountains. One careened off a
rock with a sharp sound, while the last two, far ahead, hit two of the herbivoresin the smdl herd. The
rounds didn't penetrate their armor but they must have stung. The beasts stirred and began to move a a
trot.

Quickly, Tirdal splashed dong and caught up with them, using their agitated movement for cover.

"Redlly, Dagger, emotiona outburstswill not solve the problem,” he said, taunting. Jem discipline
had to be different from human martid arts, but there was obvioudy some similarity. Hewould give



Dagger the smplest, mogt childish ingructionsto insult him further.

By now he was among the animals, moving dowly and deliberately to keep them between him and
Dagger. "Firg, let's consider our center. Look within while breathing dowly, and find the 'hradir, what
you would cal apool, except it isasphere. It isround so asto be even, cam and unruffled by waves.
Our emotions cause waves upon it, but like any volume of water, it absorbs the energy and holdsit
within. If that istoo complicated, think of asoap bubble. That often works best for those with chaotic
minds, or children.”

The only reply was two more shots. Thefirst was near enough for Tirda to throw himself prone as
one of the creatures shook and reared back. The other was quite some meters away and indicated that
Dagger redly didn't know where hewas & this point.

Ferret heard the shot far ahead and dropped down for cover. While it was only ajoke that he
could hide behind aleaf, he was good, and was invisble in an instant. Then he analyzed the threat. He
had his sensors maxed and they confirmed that faint cracking sound to be a gaussrifle, sniper type. The
gear quickly assessed sound pressure, atmosphere, genera terrain, and flashed an estimated distance up.
There were seven more shotsin two volleys. So Dagger hadn't hit with hisfirst round. That was
interesting. Was hein fact shooting at Tirdal and missing? Or at other threats? Ferret decided held keep
dert for any moreloca forms. Herecaled vividly that they were armored against most rounds. Was
Dagger deding with several smal ones or one tough one? Or was Tirda attacking him and drawing his
fire?

No way to tell. And theinformation held acquired redly didn't tell him anything he didn't already
know from his own senses and the lifesigns gear. It was confirmation, though, and that was ahelp.
Sowly, herose and moved forward. Now would be the time to make headway on them.

The treeswere thinning, S0 the best guess was that they were shooting it out on flat ground. Dagger
likely had sought atree or other high point. If he used his chameleon, he'd be hard enough to see, and
Darhd couldn't kill, which waswhy Tirdal was running.

Correction: Darhel had never been known to kill. But Tirdd certainly seemed different. So assume
held find it awkward but not impossible. Hesitation would likely be his undoing, and he was smart
enough to know it, so hed be hiding.

Timetotalk to Tirda again.

"Tirdd, Dagger is between us, gpproximately. Should we attempt to flank him?"

Tirdd cameonin only amoment. "That would be agood idea, Ferret, if | could be sure of where
you were, and if we could trust each other. Asit s, | expect you to shoot as soon as you locate me. So
I'm afraid | can't agree.”

"Dammit, Tirda, Dagger'sthe greater threat here.” Thedienwas 0. . . dien. Precise, logica. Any
human would be at least disturbed if not worried. Tirddl was not. It wasinfuriating.

"| agree. But it'saso likely you consider meto bethe easier kill. Therefore, to expose mysdlf
would beto invite the two of you to try for mefirst. That's the rough part of athree-way war, Ferret.
Whoever movesfirg, dies™

Sighing, Ferret acceded to the inevitable. He wasn't going to persuade Tirdd yet. Hed haveto
bide histime. For now, threats would make thingsworse. So he said, "Okay, Tirda, | guess we can't
work aded now. But keep it in mind. Dagger's the threat we have to eliminate, then we can try to come
toaded.” Thoughif he got alucky shot at Tirdal, hed damned well takeit.

"Fair enough, Ferret. Good hunting.”

"Yeah, youtoo," he grudgingly admitted. "Aslong asit's Dagger you're hunting.”

"Of course | can't be convincing in that regard. Now if you don't mind, Ferret, | think we're done
for now."

Tired, aggravated, head itching and now going numb, Ferret limped on, and decided to harass
Dagger somemore. If he could push Dagger into exposing himsdlf or making any misteke at dl, they



might get rid of him. It would aso be abargaining chip with Tirddl.

He smiled for amoment. Every part of him was either numb or screaming in agony. Hed always
thought he didn't want to die in bed, but he was beginning to think it had advantages.

"So, Dagger, it'snot going too well, isit?’

"S000, you think you can see. Tell me, Ferret, where are you?' Dagger asked back, voicelight.

"Dammit, Dagger, you coward,” Ferret exploded. "I'm tempted to tell you so | can blow you away.”

"Y ou're going to stop me?' Dagger replied with asnicker. "Are you trying to suck up to Tirdd the
sameway? Y ou know he'swith me, don't you? That'swhy he's not helping you." Thelast part was
reasonable, but bullshit. Dagger wasn't as tough as he tried to be, and Ferret had aways known that.
Andinthelast . .. had it only been two days? It seemed like months. . . every mora weskness the man
had had come out to play.

"He's not helping me because he'sagutlessfreak," Ferret said. "We both know that. I'm not afraid
of him, but you should be afraid of me."

"But, Ferret, my friend, aren't you suffering neura effects? Are you going to limp up and bag me?"
Dammit, Dagger knew how to twist things. That insult was worse because it was true. Ferret choked
back tears and forced his quavering voice under control. Every step sent metal spikesthrough hislegs.
Every sumble from afoot that couldn't find its own footing was another jarring jolt through the heel and
up. Muscleswere cramping up in hislegs, in his hips, even in his neck and shoulders from wincing and
reecting. His much-lightened ruck wasn't hel ping ether, in that regard. The cumulative effect was causng
asevere headache under his hemet-numbed scalp. That was causing sporadic nausea, which madeiit
hard for him to even swallow weter.

"Oh, the neural effects were minor. I'm still walking, still talking, and gtill have afew wegpons. |
wouldn't count on having range on me. Y ou may be a better shot, but | have tactical position, and Gun
Dall'scannon,”" helied.

That seemed to make Dagger pay atention. "You'relying," he said. "Or you would have mentioned
it eerlier.”

"Sure I'm lying, Dagger. Come here and find out. Want to meet at two thousand meters and welll
each giveit our best?'

There was no reply for amoment, and Ferret pressed home his advantage. "How about something
more manly? Let's say a hundred meters. Or fifty. Something areal man can call achalenge?|'ve seen
what Dall could do to atarget at fifty meterswith this mongter. Be kindafitting to have her hardware
gplash you across hdf the continent. Ready, old pa ?!

"Ferret,” Dagger replied, and it sounded for amoment asif he had caught something in histhroat, |
don't play macho, you know that. | seeyou, | kill you. So if you redly have that cannon, you better use
it

"Oh, I will, Dagger," Ferret promised, feding arush thet revitdized him yet again. He hated running
on drugs and nerves, though. "1 will."

Chapter 14

Dagger was redly getting pissed, and redlly getting tired. These two cockroaches hadn't died,
weren't falling back, and weren't nearly as afraid asthey should be. They should both be dead. They
should both be rotting bug chow. And he wasn't going to get along range shot, and wasn't going to get
close. Except he needed to.

The bitch of it was, there was no way to bow out if he wanted to. Hed betried for treason, mutiny,
desertion, murder and anything else they could find to tack on, then either shot in the neck or tossedina
vacuum chamber. Hed committed so many capita crimes, there was no way to turn back. Hed known
what he was doing when he tossed that grenade, had been prepared to risk the bugs and the possibility
of Blob shipsas hel€ft, because that risk existed anyway, and the payoff was huge. But thiswasjust a



nightmare.

Thinking back to his shooting, the goddamned EIf was right, Dagger decided. He normally moved
right up until the shot was taken, then shifted. To make thiskill would require getting closer, or much
camer, or both. At closerange, the time of flight would be impossible for the Darhd to avoid. Sofirst
held try the cdm. It would befitting to use the Darhel's own smartass comments againgt him. He knew
when a shot was good, so the trick wasto restrain the satisfaction until after he hit. Then he could laugh
hisassoff.

The scope picked up a heat ripple that wasn't like the herbivores, behind them and arill of dirt.
Back to work. He dowly squeezed the stud and watched, till in trance like at amatch, as the parabolic
cone of the bullet's path arced toward theripple.

Asif reading hismind, because he was, the annoying little creep dropped before the bullet hit. Dust
rose on the bank beyond him. Sighing, growling, holding back his anger, Dagger tried again. Good shot,
and thistime he closed his eyes. Hed give the round time to do its magic to avoid anticipation. But hed
known it was agood shot, and that was dl it took, apparently, for the asshole to pick up areading. He
wasn't there when the round went pagt. It ripped through more grass, sending stemsflying, but didn't
touch the Darhel. Son of abitch.

Thelittle bastard was rapidly getting out of range, too. While the wegpon was rated for fifteen
thousand meters, one rarely saw an opponent over three kilometers. The Darhel had been within aklick
of him therefor afew moments, and he/d been so tied up in trying to get the shot that he hadn't pursued.
Blagt it. Thelittlerat had got him so wound up he hadn't been thinking.

Dropping down from the tree, he headed off in pursuit, crouched low. Hewasn't afraid to admit to
himsdf that Ferret was athreat. He was ill at an adequate range for bagging Tirdal, outside that of the
punch gun, close enough to see by eye and maneuver. That might not be close enough, though. The
shadows were getting long, and night fell quickly here. Hed haveto stick closer.

Hed dso, heredized, haveto take astim. He'd been running for nearly thirty-six hours now, and
hadn't dept, had barely eaten, and hadn't even had that much to drink. Hopefully, that injured little troll
wasn't any better off and would lag back soon. He wondered what supplies Ferret had? He knew he
was last, and could rest in theory. He could stop for food certainly.

What game was Ferret playing anyway? Was he trying to score points by stopping Dagger? Or
stopping Tirdal? Hed thought for awhile the two were dlies, which was laughable. He must have seen
Tirdd with the artifact and made alogica but wrong conclusion. If he could steer him toward Tirdd firg,
that would take alot of stress off Dagger. Smiling, he opened up the circuit. "Hey, Ferret," he cdled.

"Thereyou are, Dagger. So, you missed Tirda with seven shots. Too bad.” Ferret was gleeful
underneath. Timeto put astop to that.

Lying, and hating himsdlf for it, Dagger said, "I hit seven times, Ferret. Y ou know | aways do.
That's not why I'm cdlling.”

"Right, so what's your point?' Ferret asked.

Smiling broadly, Dagger said, "Y ou recdl that Tirda isagunnery sergeant, and ranking being here.
He getsto cal the pod. It might be best if you were to concentrate your efforts on him first, then worry
about me."

"S0, he did screw you over, huh?'

"Of course hedid, Ferret,” Dagger said. The best way to deal with astory change was to make the
liebig, and condescending. "Did you actualy beieveI'd aly with that Darhd freak? I'minsulted.” As
soon ashesad, it, heredized hewasinsulted. Did Ferret actudly think held dly with the dirty little EIf?
Dammit, every time he had to deal with them, these assholeswere apain.

"Dagger, you'd pimp your mother for abuck. Everyone saw the hard-on you had for that box.
Hell, we haf expected you to fuck it right there.”

"Didn't see that grenade coming, though, did you?' Dagger said, and laughed.

"No deal, Dagger,” was Ferret's cold reply. "You diefirst. And thanksfor letting me know you



redly are afraid, aswell asalousy shotinacrunch.”

Slence

Dagger squeezed hisriflein white-knuckled frustration. That was not how held wanted it to go.
These two scumsuckers were tying him in knots. Remember, he thought, people who are talking are not
shooting. So it wastime for Dagger to stop talking.

He checked the tracer again. The Darhel was about two kilometers away. No risk from the punch
gun. He dropped into the river's channel to get more water. It would have to be processed by his suit
before he could drink it, but it made senseto fill up while he could. He swalowed the stim, washed it
down with the warm, flat dregs from his suit'sintegral canteen, then stuck down a siphon tube to suck
water into it for later. That done, he strode out, intending to close with the Darhdl.

It was amazing how fast dusk fell with this planet's rotation. The shadows were long before he
reached the woodline on the far side of the clearing. Tirdd was sill ahead, a good two kilometers, and
il moving at aswift pace.

Had he been in the Darhd's position, he would have stopped to set up an ambush. That thelittle
crud didn't, but just kept running, was proof of his cowardice. If they kept heading north they'd hit that
savanna, and then he'd either have to get in the open or head back toward Dagger, and Dagger would
gap thelittle freek. He amiled again at that cheerful thought. It wouldn't be long now.

Onceingde the woods, everything changed. It was dark. The sun behind him flickered like flames
through the shifting growth, throwing thick shadowsthat grew thicker and more substantia asthelight
faded, until he was once again in pitch blackness. He kept the IR and enhanced screens up on hisvisor
s0 he wouldn't have to see the stark nothingness. He now knew how Gorillafelt. Hed made fun of
Gorillds phobiafor months before held given up. Now it struck home. His own fear was something he
accepted and denied smultaneoudy, and that made it something held never actually dealt with.

A tree stepped in front of him, or seemed to. Another reached out itslimbs and clutched a him.
Hands of roots caught hisfeet, and he moved at alight run, once again turning every dozen stepsto scan
around. Thetreeswere cavorting and laughing at him, snagging on hisrifle barrel and leaning in toward
him.

It had to be aside effect of fatigue and stims, he thought. He couldn't be afraid. There was nothing
here to worry about.

As hethought that, batlike wingsfluttered past hisface.

He screamed.

* k% %

Tirdal didn't hear the scream, but the sensors on his suit did and reported the anomaly as a possibly
wounded "teammate." He grinned at the confirmation of his deduction. So Dagger was afraid at night. It
was unfortunate he couldn't take the opportunity to just kill him, but the recent kill of the predator made
him redlize that killing a sentient would toss him into the abyss of lintatal. It was ftill necessary to be
patient and seek the right circumstances for an encounte.

In the meantime, however, there was no reason not to stick afew pinsin his opponent. “Oh,
Dagger," he said into the communicator, "how are you doing?"

"Ffine, youlittlefreek,” wasthereply.

"Interesting, Dagger, you sound relieved to hear my voice," he said, goading.

"Well, I'd rather hear your screams, of course,” Dagger said, sounding asif he weretrying to be
brave. "And aslong asyou're on air, there's achance of that."

"l see,” Tirda said. "It couldn't be that you're afraid of the dark?"

Dagger laughed and it sounded forced. "What would make you think that?'

Tirdal scanned back on his sensor log and played the amplified sound in question, with the
bellowing noises of nearer animals cacophonous over it. "That's not your scream of panic, Dagger? Or
was it astubbed toe?!

"Youfilthy littte motherf—" Dagger spewed astream of profanity for over aminute.



When he dowed for breath, Tirdd said, "Dagger, that was neither creative nor clever, though I'm
sure it was heartfdt. Also, most of those suggestions areimpaossible for humans, much less Darhel. They
do tell me much about your persona tastes though. But since you have nothing to say that's productive,
we should end this conversation. Unlessyou'd like my company in the dark?*

The profanity resumed, louder and even more hysterical. It appeared that Dagger very much
wanted company in the dark, but would never say so.

"Very well, Dagger,” Tirdd sad after he wound down once again. "I'm closing this channd. And
perhaps | should come and put you out of your misery now. Look for mein the shadows," he added ina
lugubrious voice picked from ahuman "vampire' movie. He wouldn't attack, of course. But if Dagger
thought so, it would be. . . amusing.

Tirda brought his attention back to putting distance between them. Perhaps Dagger would curl up
inafaint until daylight. Though despite his phobias and mora cowardice, the man was, in fact, bravein
many ways, "bravery” being defined as continuing despite one's fears. If only held understood that, he
would have turned out amuch better human being. Instead, he had apparently spent hislifetrying to
compensate. Such awaste of potential.

There was movement ahead, and he froze. He eased down into a squat and dlipped over behind a
tangle of bush. He hefted the punch gun, hoping he wouldn't have to useit. He summoned Jem, ready to
lock thetal down if akill were necessary. Cautioudy, helet his Sensefed ahead.

Hisvison had adightly greater frequency range than that of humans, so hedidn't redlly need his
night vision gear most of the time. He brought it up now, becauise whatever was there was just beyond
the range of acuity. A glancelet him relax. Browsers. The disturbance ahead waslarge herbivoresin a
clearing chittering faintly asthey snipped off the local woody grass that was not unlike bamboo or felda.
Still, he should avoid them.

Or should he? The herd was large and a detour might bring him to predators stalking them. They
hadn't shown any red interest in the team as they'd crossed the veldt, he remembered from the insertion
four days ago. Wasit only four days? So he might aswell go through, cautioudy, and trust their noise
and form to give Dagger even morefits.

Drawing his Sensein to only afew tens of meters, he stood and walked s owly, weapon raised so
asto create adistraction if need be, and approached the creatures.

The crashing, crunching sounds of stalks being pruned and chewed were rather impressive, he
thought. These creatures were easily the size of large horses or even buffalo on Earth. No animal from
growth-poor Darhel could compare. They towered over him, noting his passage with brief waves and
twitches of antennae, but took no further notice. He was not food, nor predator, and so didn't enter into
their world. He kept his distance just the same, lest he spook them. They actudly had improved his
progress by shearing the ground smooth in this area, and he was through rather quickly.

He reentered the woods proper and it became thick, dark and oppressive once again. Humidity
was greater, condensing into afog in the dropping temperatures, and seemed to closein around him. His
pace dowed and he had to meander and detour often. The terrain had changed, and this appeared to be
what he'd heard called "second growth." It was tangled and dense, with quick-growing soft trees, weeds
and vines knotted through them and wrapping around the taller trees dispersed through the mess. He
thought about hacking hisway, discarded the idea because of the obvious signsit would leave, and
ettled for crawling under and through, pacing around and occasiondly scrambling over. There were
thorny plants here, too, and some took vengeance for hisintrusion in the form of cuts and scratches. He
sighed. Those would be beaconsto Ferret's sensors, but the dternative was to take along detour.

Ferret needn't worry about leaving traces, Dagger and Tirda must. It was till astalemate that had to be
broken.

Taking adevice from his gear, he planted it at the base of afern analog. It might not be needed, but
he wasn't going to use it anywheredse, and if al dsefailed it wasalittle mass removed from his gear.
Hed been lucky to haveit, but now it wastimeto get rid of it. He programmed the mechanism, hoisted



the box back to his shoulder and kept walking.

Hewas only about a kilometer past the herd, he estimated, when Dagger screamed again. This
time, he could hear it over the background white noise of the forest.

"Ah, Dagger, | seeyou've found the herd,” he said.
* % %

Ferret heard the screams, too. At first, he'd thought perhaps Tirdal had scored. There had been no
weaponsfire, though. So, yes, Dagger was a city boy who couldn't handle the deep dark. And he was
following Tirdal again. Excellent. He wouldn't say anything yet, but hed saveit for the right moment.
He'd aso have to keep agood eye out for whatever critter had scared Dagger.

That also told him that Dagger was using atracer. He'd gone off the track, and been able to spot
Tirdal well enough to shoot at him, assuming that had been what he did in the meadow. He'd climbed a
tree to shoot, so assume Tirdal had been the target. Had he climbed atree? Ferret hadn't seen it, but
deduced it. He could be wrong. Fatigue was screwing with hismind. But hell, he had to have some basis
for his conclusions, so yes, Dagger had climbed atree to shoot and missed. Hornet rounds at atarget
out of direct Sght?

But he had pedled off and then come back to resume the stalk. So therewas atracer and it had to
be on the box. Likely Shivaor Bl Toll had put it on there as a paranoid measure. More likely Bell Tall.
So if Ferret bagged Tirda, he could use the box as bait. If he nailed Dagger, he could track the Darhe,
and use awegpon with greater rangeto get Tirdd. All useful.

The bad news was that he was lagging behind. Pain and drugs, hunger and fatigue were taking a
terrible toll on him. Hed have to hope for something to break the stalemate, or for one of the othersto
buy it and makeit asmplefight. That might be too much to hopefor.

Under the other distractions, Ferret kept wondering if gangrene or other rot was setting in. The
nauseawas getting worse. True, he'd experienced that before, sometimes to the point of gagging on his
tongue as deep and awake fought for control, but thisfelt different. He hoped it was environmenta, with
the odd gravity and light. He feared it was his own fate catching up.

Stll, if theworst he could do was be adistraction until one or the other of those bloodsuckers
killed the other, that would be a gtart. After that, he'd just have to see. Maybe he could get close enough
for acrippling shot. If they all starved to death here, or got chewed by cockroaches, it would be hard on
Ferret, but good for the human race.

He redlized he wasn't bothered by that outcome, and that redlization scared him. It wasironic. He
was more disturbed by his mindset change than by hisimpending desath.

Taking another deep breath to relieve some of the pain in his chest, he pushed forward. The dark
was hisfriend. Dagger was mest if he had anything to say about it.

"l suppose you think that was funny, Darhel?* Dagger rasped. His voice had a biteto it that
indicated he was on the ragged edge of self control. He didn't notice that himsalf. What he did notice
wasthe indicators of something entering that thicket over there, and Darhel bloodstains. The cocky little
bastard had now screwed up, and Dagger would kill him. Slowly, too.

"Funny, Dagger?' camethereply. "No, | thought the bare ground would make you fee more
comfortable than al those spooky trees, so | led you to it. Why, did the herd of harmless grazers scare
you?"

Dagger shut off histransmitter, checked it to be sure, then growled quietly, teeth clenched until his
jaw turned white. He had to kill something, and he had to kill something right now. There! It wasa
foot-sized besetle, climbing up atree acouple of meters away. He strode over, raised hisrifle, and
smashed the fucking thing flat with the butt. Goo squirted out the edges, and he smashed it again. The
legs thrashed and wiggled as he smashed and smashed.

He was panting for breath, sheened with sweat and could fed his heart hammering in his chest and
his pulsein his ears. But he was cdm enough now to pay attention again. He looked around, partly in



fear, though he denied it, and partly for intel, which he focused on.

Therewasafaint heat trail Ieft here. Thelittle fuck couldn't be more than aklick ahead, maybe less.
Forgetting hisfear, forgetting stalking discipline, Dagger rushed forward. His phobiawas ill there,
however, and it was causing him to be overeager. Closenessto the Darhel was companionship to the
unconscious part of hismind. It meant held be safe.

Hefollowed the blood and genetic trail, and could easily see the signs of passage. The Darhel not
only had no idea how to sneak through the woods, he'd often picked some of the thickest crud to crawl
through.

It should have made Dagger happy, but it didn't. Thisincompetent little EIf wastraipsng aong like
achild, and had been able to avoid Dagger for two days. It was pure luck, and it was insulting. He
wasn't going to alow the bastard to think he was better than Dagger. He was going to catch him and
hurt him.

In fact, he was going to leave him here, crippled, to Starve to death or be eaten by bugs. To hell
with killing him. Hed do the Darhel thefavor. Sinceit couldn't kill him, hewouldn't kill it. And held do
the same for Ferret, too. One human to another. A smile crossed hisface as he emerged from atangle of
vines and found clear forest floor.

Hed taken only three steps when his suit's systems shrieked awarning in his ears.

He reacted from training and fear, and dropped flat. He just made it, but ashe dove, hefdt a
vicious gting in hisright caf. What the hell”? He scrabbled for his pistal, never releasing hisgrip on his
rifle, while spinning around on his back, his good leg propeling him. Wide-eyed in hysteria, pulse and
respiration hammering at him, he sought the Darhel.

Nothing. Nothing here. But there was a smell of steaming wood and areport scrolling across his
screen in symbols. It had been adirectiona projectile mine, and it had to have been set by the Darhdl. It
was low on the base of that tree, and its flechette actualy might have hit hard enough to cripple himif he
hadn't been so fast.

Goddamn that Darhdl! Thelittle bastard should be dead! Dragging himsdlf to agtting position, he
dapped a nano-bandage on the wound. It was only superficia, and if held got the patch on quickly
enough, he should avoid most of the tautness that went with it.

But it did prove that he was close, and that the Darhel, coward that he was, couldn't kill him
directly. He got his hyperventilation under control. He had enough oxygen; he didn't need to breathe for
afew seconds. Only when hefdt the breathing reflex resume its norma demands did he spesk. "Hey,
Darhd," hesaid. "You missed.”

"How unfortunate, Dagger," came the response. "I shal endeavor to learn from my mistakes.”

"Y ou arent going to live to make any more, pa," Dagger assured him. He felt confident again, and
it had nothing to do with therising gray of dawn.

"Well, thank you, Dagger, but with aslong alife as Darhd can expect, some errors are inevitable.
While superior beings, we are not perfect.”

It was obvioudy a ddiberate misunderstanding and agoad. He didn't want to listen to any more of
that, so he shut off the communicator.

* % %

Ferret heard the crack of the flechette mine, and smiled. It was adistinctive sound, and it meant
Dagger and Tirdal were mixing it up. Ddightful. His nerves reached out for anything dangerous as he
closed on the area. Hisinfrared and Dagger's would see each other at about the same range, but he was
following. He aso sedled his suit for the time being, no matter if he cooked like apot of bubbling
spaghetti sauce. He needed every advantage he could get for right now, no matter the cost. If he could
get close enough for just aglimpse of Dagger, hed try to stir him into afirefight in predawn dark.

It wasn't long, though in the sweltering thickness of his closed suit it seemed like hours, before he
came across the area where the mine had been emplaced. There was molecular resdue and there were
pheromones, and histracker updated its records. Both Dagger and Tirdal had passed this way, and not



too long ago. Dagger had thrashed around, but didn't appear serioudy injured, but there was residue that
might indicate a surface wound. Tirda, however, definitely waswounded. Blood was sufficiently present
to regidter.

Now might be time to talk to both of them. Ferret opened abroadcast channd and said, "So, guys,
what now? Dagger's scared beyond reason, and Tirddl isbleeding. It lookslike I've got al the
advantages here." He kept his voice cheerful, under tight control, so as not to betray the pain he was
feeling. He hoped he wasn't | etting out any hints that sensat could pick up. So far, though, he seemed to
have been safe. Tirda really did need to be close to resolve detalls.

Tirdd replied first, "Well, Dagger, it appears you are fighting thisalone. In fact, wedl are. Two
againgt whichever one makesthefird critica mistake.”

Dagger replied, and quickly, "That will be you, Darhd. Y ou're the one bleeding.”

"You pin al your hopes on aminor wound,” Tirdal said, "and ignore the psychologicd issues. No, |
think Ferret and | arein much better shape in the ways that matter.”

Ferret cut in, not wanting to beleft out of this. He was not the plucky comic relief. "I may bethe
only oneuninjured,” he put in. "Dagger appears to have taken some damage himsdlf. | think your mine
naledhim."

"Scratched mysdf on astick," Dagger ingsted a once. "Not that it matters. | can kill both of you
with one hand taped.”

Ferret said, "I'll take that bet, Dagger. Will you do it now?"

For the moment, Dagger was silent.

Tirda said, "Dagger, thefact that you've had to lie about allies who appear not to support you
indicates your position is precariousin your own mind. That weakness of spirit will be your undoing,
regardiess of any physicd threats."

"Tdl me, Tirdd," Dagger replied now, "what isthe sound of one Darhe dying? Why are we having
this stupid chat? Everyone comfy now? Can we stop talking and start killing? | know | can, you two
seem to bereluctant.” There was aragged edgeto hisvoice.

"Trying to find away to shut down the communications, Dagger?' Tirdd asked with aliltin his
voice. "You must remember that only the senior troop can do that. | think this exchangeis useful, and
would likeit to continue.

"I'm dropping out again,” Ferret said. "I've got work to do. But if you kill him, Tirdal, and bury the
artifact where| canfindit, | promisel won't kill you."

"I'm sorry, Ferret, but | can't make aded like that."

"That's because you're too cowardly to kill," Dagger snarled.

"| figured thet, Tirdd. Pity | can't let you liveto enjoy that billion. Later, assholes.”

He closed his channel for now. That had been ingtructive. He and Dagger were both argumentative
and childish, likely due to fatigue, and the damned Darhdl sounded fresh asadaisy. But Tirdal knew
Dagger didn't have Ferret asan dly. Dagger knew Ferret wasin the loop. And Ferret knew they were
both sdllouts hed haveto kill.

Sighing, he checked hisrate of movement and sumped along faster, feding anew pounding in his
caves.

Chapter 15

The coming daylight was a necessary save to Dagger's sanity, but it wasn't enough. Between
fatigue and poor rations, he was lagging badly. Now he was wounded, too. He knew he had to catch
Tirdal today, end thistoday, or he wasn't going to bein shapeto do it ever. Then there was Ferret. The
little twerp was one hell of atracker, and tough as nailsto still befollowing. Hewasn't eveninit for the
money. The asshole was doing this from duty, and seemed to think it would matter.

He reached for his canteen straw and sucked at it, but got nothing. He'd been sweeting al night and



had sucked it dry. He was going to have to take a break and get some real food, aswell as more water.
The weather wasn't excessvely warm at the moment, but he was exerting himself alot. Hell, he had to
be exhaling aquart of water aday, never mind what he was pissing away. If held had any ideatheréd be
ared fight after the grenade, he would have made sure he had some rations with him. Hed dropped his
ruck because he hadn't figured to need anything for those few seconds. He was lucky to havetherifle;
he hadn't needed it, but just never put it down if he could help it. The wisdom of that habit was obvious
now. He could kick himsdf for not thinking of food when he grabbed supplies. But who would have
thought it? He vaguely remembered aweek in training regarding logistics and support tail. Hed dept
through mogt of it, eager only for the afternoon’s shooting and running.

It wasironic, he thought, the position he wasin. The reason he dways harassed people about their
food choices was because he really wasn't as hardcore as he pretended. He hated raw meat, and he
hated bugs, worms and larvae. Now, he was in a position where he had to either eat them or die. Hed
trained for it, hated every minute of it, took vengeance upon the world by harassing dl others about it,
and now had to do it himself. It served to wake him dightly, the rage did. The universe seemed to take
delight in fucking him over hisdiscovery of the box. But held get out of this, and it would just make the
memory that much sweseter.

Somewhere here there had to be some of those flyers or small mammals. He needed food, but
would haveto be ahell of alot hungrier to eat raw bug. So mamma it was. Something with its boneson
theinsde. He kept an eye on the terrain for any areathat might contain them, and tried not to think of al
the bugs he saw. He was connecting them with food, and that brought back bad memories of that week
of training.

Shortly thereafter, he found a depression with scattered puddles. There were lizards there, and he
decided that lizard was close enough, being at least a chordate. All he had to do now was get one.

He could have snuck in and snagged one, but that took time. Conscioudy, he was confident of his
ability to stalk, and repressed any thoughts that he might not be. Intellectudly, the faster he ate the better.
Somewhere below that, he desired to shoot something. That would make him fedl better, get out some
aggression, and waslessinvolved than trying to grapple areptile. Shooting was naturd for him, and the
rail pistol was near silent. If he adjusted the velocity down below sonic speed, there wouldn't even be a
crack from the round. Ten seconds with the controls, five seconds to aim, breathe and pop! he had a
lizard. Two more pops gave him two more, asthey looked small. The rest scattered, but held gotten
three in less than three seconds.

He moved up and grabbed the corpses, headless or nearly so from the hydrogtatic shock of small
beads. He whipped out his knife as he did so. He chopped off the remains of the heads and the feet and
laid them on alog. With quick strokes he dit and gutted them, sectioned them into legs and torsos, and
grabbed thefirst hind leg.

He hesitated just long enough to get his brain in control and shut off his senses. Then he bit into the
warm, rubbery flesh and tore it loose from the bone. It was dimy and stringy in his mouth, and he
choked it down, coughing and trying not to vomit. Perhapsif held shot them yesterday, he could have
had them dried and chewy by now, instead of as something resembling raw squid. He bit again, dmost
regurgitated the first bite dong with it, and chewed, avoiding touching it with histongue until enough
sdivabuilt up and alowed him to force it back and down.

Grimacing, he stuffed the rest into a pocket, wiped his hands free of sticky lizard blood on his suit,
and stood up. He'd need water so he could wash this suff down in small biteslike medicine. Hejust
couldn't make himsdlf actudly chew the stuff. And the taste would linger until he got to some water.

Tirda had lied, if held actually eaten the damned things at dl. They tasted nothing like chicken.
* % %

Tirdd, for his part, had his own demons to wrestle with. The cat and mouse game, just asit would
cause multiple adrendine reactions with humans, was causing his system to flood with tal hormone. This
was dangerous, but to get the absolute most out of his system he had to useit. He had to release the
demon and risk the overload, risk the zombie state of lintatal, if he was going to win againgt the sniper.



Hed stretched out his Sense yesterday and been able to see what Dagger was doing. Only by
maintaining that state could he gain enough intelligence to outthink and outmaneuver Dagger.

Then there was his need for more food. While Dagger could last quite some time on converted
weeds, and likely could shoot an anima and est it with little worry, he thought, Tirdal had to struggle
with each creature in his psyche, but had to, had to, eat severa each day. Worse, he was approaching
his own fatigue limit, this being forty-seven hoursinto the chase. Food would keep him going, though he
could already fed the stress and damage to his muscles caused by the drain his metabolism placed on his
body mass. He was dert for more food now, seeking creatures with the least intellect. If they were
sdf-aware, he could find himsdf over the canyon of lintatal again.

He found two large roach type creatures and was able to pry them apart and feast on the succulent
white meat without extreme discomfort while walking. The terrain was becoming easier, which was good
inthat he would leave fewer sgnsfor Dagger and could move faster, but bad in that he deduced the
savannawas ahead again. He would be forced to enter the broad plain, and Dagger's shooting range
and vighility would both improve dramaticdly. Still, Dagger had to be feding severe fatigue. Another
day would likely destroy his effectiveness, and Tirda had been trained in patience.

Hefound it ironic that he was trying to outwait a human professond inthe art. Still, the end result
would be instructive, assuming, of course, that he survived to report back. It would be ingtructive only to
himif hefailed.

Theterrain was very open now, the trees sparsely spread and the undergrowth thickening into
scrub again, here where the sunlight was greater. 1t changed to thick grass on the continental plain ahead.
Tirdal dropped to acrawl and dipped under what growth he could, seeking some kind of cover to use
ahead. It was very awkward to crawl on the points of his elbows while clutching the box behind his head.

There was awash from a stream, perhaps the same one he used as before. It was narrower and
shalower than the one in the woods south of here, which would make sense, theterrain herebeing a
broad plateau above the rich forest beneath it and the ancient hills. No matter. The cut would provide
cover, possiblefood, water, cooling to refresh him, help mask his IR signature and other lifeformsto
create confusion. It would safely take him some distance.

Ferret decided to have another whack at Tirdd. If he could get him to team up, they might outflank
Dagger, thered thregt; then they could discussthe box. It might be they'd haveto kill each other over it,
but they could try, dammit.

"Tirdd," he sad, "we need to ded with Dagger.”

"Of coursewe do, Ferret,” Tirda replied. Ferret was Sighing in relief as he continued, "And Dagger
and | need to dedl with you, and the two of you with me." Ferret gritted histeeth in frustration, but Tirdal
was gtill talking. "Anironic Stuation, to say the least. Dagger's motives are obvious: money. Y ours
appear to be driven by loyalty, but of course we can't believe that. Mine are driven by asmilar loyalty,
complicated by other issues. Y ou know you can't trust Dagger and believe you can't trust me. | know |
can't trust Dagger and know | can't trust you under the circumstances, though if | could explain things,
you would agree, | hope. Dagger knows well both kill him, given the chance. Darhel don't redlly have
irony, but | begin to understand it. A perverse concept.”

"So we agree on Dagger," Ferret said. "Wetake care of him, then we can talk. Y ou followed me
the entire mission; you must know what I'mlike."

"It would be atempting offer, Ferret,” Tirda replied, "except that | have no way of knowing
whether or not you're offering the same ded to Dagger. The artifact isthe catalyst for dl thistrouble.”

"Hide the damned box, Tirdd!" Ferret snapped, dmost pleading. He redly didn't want to fight both
of them. Heredlly didn't want to kill Tirdal. Tirdal had seemed like adecent enough guy. Alien.
Whatever. Heredly didn't want either of them to kill him, or for fate to catch up with hiswounds. "
don't needit! | just need to know that you don't haveit, and certainly that Dagger doesn't. If you can't
get it off the planet first, we're safe to hunt Dagger. Then we can go together—you tell me where the box



is, | takeit, you control the pod. Balance of power."

"It would be areasonable suggestion under most circumstances, Ferret, but at present | can't do
that. | haveto maintain control of thisartifact. | redize that creates distrust on your part. | can't help that.”

Ferret, frustrated by talk, said, "Tirdd, I'm on your Sde, dammit.”

"That's probably true, Ferret,” Tirdd said, "but we both know | can't afford to believe that."

"Dammit!" Ferret said, frugration in hisvoice. "Can't you read my mind?'

"I can't answer that question, Ferret, though the answer should be obvious." Ferret likely wastelling
the truth. The whole scenario wasn't organized enough to be a conspiracy. Ferret did seem to have pure
motives. Of course, those were human motives, not Darhel. And as harsh asit was, there was no reason
for Tirdal to team up with a crippled human, and every reason to split Dagger's attention. It was doubtful
that humans appreciated thet logic.

"Okay, Tirda, can you tel mewhere Dagger is? And I'll go take afew shotsat him.”

"| supposethere's no harm intelling you thet, Ferret. Though shooting at him wouldn't be sufficient
proof. If you are able to wound him or kill him, it will show you have agreater interest in either the
artifact or your own life than in Dagger's existence. Y ou see the problem weface." If he could get Ferret
to do that, it would improve Tirdd's odds. If he could get Ferret to panic, he might be able to confirm his
mindset, as he had with Dagger. But it would take a strong emation.

"However, Dagger isbehind mein terrain that is opening up. | can't be more specific than that. As
to hisgrid coordinates, stand by." He considered carefully how to not give his position away. Heredlly
didn't have Dagger localized that well, but if Ferret headed that way, it waslesstrouble for him. Ferret
might aso try the same stunt with Dagger. Either way, it made sense to shareintelligence about the
common enemy. Irony was truly afascinating concept. "Based on the pod's position as we deployed as
zero meridian, heres Dagger'sgrid,” he said, and read off the numbers. "That should place him within
five hundred meters. I'd bet on it being less than haf that, but | can't guaranteeit.”

* % %

"Got it, Tirdal," Ferret said. Wow. That was only about a kilometer ahead. They were moving as
dowly ashewas. Of course, three days of fatigue, wounds and the device were burdening them dl. "I'll
try to bag him. Then you'll join me after that?" he asked. Hisvoice wasrising.

"l can't do that, sorry,” Tirda replied, voice still even, very even.

"Dammit, Tirdal, I'm on your Side! Please!" Ferret said, growing panicky.

"I don't know human voices well enough to ascertain their qualities. Y ou're distressed, that's dl. It's
an honest emotion, but not specific enough. Y ou could be being threatened by Dagger, or you could just
beinpan.”

Ferret sounded sad, hurt, when hereplied, "Then fuck you, you dien turd.”

* % %

Tirda was till having trouble with the concept of human stress. They could dmost appear to
change sdes on awhim, especidly when angry. Y et usualy, there was one side they stuck to. Though
they did act on the cusp of the moment sometimes, often unpredictably and illogicaly. They might go
outside the available choices and do something utterly irrdevant.

What would Ferret and Dagger reasonably do? What might they do that wasn't reasonable?
Speculation was necessary, eveniif likely to bewrong.

* k% %

Dagger saw the trees tapering to scrub and knew the grasdand was ahead. Now would be agood
time to detour off to the east and seek high ground. If he could get up on the bluffs he saw, he would be
inagood position to pardld Tirda and get off good shots. He was aching, wiped out and suffering from
thirst and hunger, but this would be over soon and he could rest and even cook some mesat. He had to
admit the little twerp had put up one hell of astruggle. Not bad for a soft, urban wimp.

Drawing aragged breath through his parched throat, he shrugged deeper into the straps of hisruck
and resumed walking. His step was lighter, though. The end wasin sight.



The dope up toward the bluff was stegper than it looked, which, cometo think of it, was agood
sign. More helght meant a better field of view, meant easier shooting. He leaned far into the pace, and
rested by putting his gloved hands down and pulling himsdlf along by tufts of grass and rocks. The stems
came up to his head when he did that, and mothlike insectoids fluttered up in hisface. He caught one as
he inhaed, which got crushed between hislips. He spat dry fluff and insect wings, grimacing in distagte.
Dammit. He needed water.

Wéll, there wasn't any water, and wouldn't be until he headed down. So it would be best to stop
bitching and get the job done. He could and did drag out a freeze-dried package of fruit he'd hoarded
from the rat packs. It was fibrous and tough, but melted dowly in his mouth with what little sdliva he had,
providing some refreshment and much needed sugar. The physica and psychologica boost helped him
increase his pace dightly.

Theterrain wasleveling out and he was on along fingerlikerill that headed into the forested
foothills. Redly, thiswasthe long way around back to the Blob site, and he was amazed that the Darhel
was doing that.

Wasit possible the Darhel were in league with the Blobs? Dagger considered that, brain working
furioudy. It just might be. Tirda didn't seem worried about the Blobs; he did seem afraid of Dagger,
despite his banter. It would explain much. When he got back, held have to report that.

Report what, Dagger? We're not going back. Oh, long enough to write areport, so | suppose we
can mention it, but redly, who gives adamn? Kali was waiting, and Earth, the Alliance and the Republic
could go die.

But asto right now, if Tirdal San Whatever was working with the Blobs and could reach them with
his mind, Dagger was screwed. But there was nothing he could do about it, so he would just keep going.
And redly, Tirdd had had two days to do something and hadn't. It was worth reporting as additiona
cover to confuse the trail—it might even create conspiracy theories asto Dagger's " disappearance” if he
saditinafew bars. Good idea. But there was no threat here.

Correction: there was one threst. He was the thregt to Tirdal. Ferret was anon-starter. It was a
shame he couldn't cut thelittle guy in on aded, at least to start with.

Just then, Ferret called.

Ferret was now in aquandary. He was close to Dagger. He didn't want to get too close. Enough
into punch gun range to line up agood shot and nail the asshole was dl it would take. And awound
would be as good as akill. Aslong as the man was incapacitated, he could be dealt with. It would be
eader to close a dark, apart from IR signature. It would be easier to closein daylight with good
vighility, apart from the equa vishility hed show. It would be best to do it soon, before pain and fatigue
knocked him over. Hed staggered severa times recently, and thought held had amomentary blackout
ashewaked. It might have been just the hypnotic effect of pain, but either way, it wastimeto end this.
He didn't have the strength to go another day, he was sure.

Perhaps he should use that pain for effect now? Appear helplessto Dagger so asto be
underestimated, or to present himsalf asbait. Y eah, what the hell. Enough running through the woods, it
wastimeto bring it to ahead. Part of him didn't care anymore.

"Look, Dagger," hesaid, "I don't careif you keep the bloody artifact. | don't careif thelittle alien
turd dies. | just want off thisrock. Can't wework out adeal?" It was a sdllout, maybe. Worst case, held
try to talk Dagger into giving him aride somewhere before he took off. Best case, Dagger might make a
mistake and Ferret would kill him. The problem in that wasthat if he were sole survivor, héd haveto
have avery good story to back up his case.

But Ferret didn't want to die. He redlized that of a sudden. He had to clamp down tight to avoid
getting a stutter, because hefelt, knew at that moment that he was going to die before he could get to the
pod. Part of him might not care, but another part did. Death from stranding, or gangrene, or by Dagger
was scarier, more absolutely gut-puckering than death from the Blobs or feral Posties.



"That might be possible, Ferret, but you'd have to prove your bonafides. So, you kill Tirdal and
you have aded." Dagger replied.

Ferret didn't need to be a sensat to know that Dagger had no intention of following through on that
bargain, but was just fishing for help. The man was transparent scum. Worse, he didn't ssemto care.

"Then you hdp mefind him. | don't have most of my gear," Ferret lied.

"Oh, Tirdd won't be hard to find." Dagger could almost be seen to smirk through the voice-only
transmission. "He'sjust out on the savanna, west of the ridge I'm standing on.”

Ferret paused amoment before he replied. Had Dagger known held let out that bit of information?
Hejust placed himsdf relativeto Tirda and the landscape. Ferret couldn't think of adeliberate reason
he'd do that. He must have just let it dip out. The next question was, had he redized his possibly letha
error? Or was it agaffe he was still unaware of ? Either way, Ferret had amomentary advantage and
was going to pushit.

In hismind, however, he was triumphantly shouting, So that's where you are, you fucking scumbag.
Between the grid and that admission, Ferret had him pinned. He was on that rise ahead and to the east.
It was ablock perhaps two hundred meters square and longer north-south than east-west.

Controlling hisvoice, Ferret said, "Okay, Dagger, I'll track the freak down and nail himiif | can.
Worst case, I'll spot him for you. I'll get the box, and you come and talk things over. Ded ?

"Sure, Ferret," Dagger replied. He had an easy, smug tone that didn't betray failure. Was heredly
unawarethat heldd given hislocation away?"We can awaystak thingsover.”

"Solet'sdoit,” Ferret said. "I'll head west and pin him and call you back when I'm ready.
Whichever way heruns, well have crossfire.”

"Looking forward to it, Ferret,” Dagger agreed.

Ferret called Tirda a once. "Tirdal, Dagger ison that ridge. HE's trying to line up for ashot on
you."

"Of course heis, Ferret. Thisishardly news," Tirdal replied. He didn't sound surprised.

Widl, no, hewouldn't be. It was, after dl, entirely reasonable.

"Yes, Tirdd," Ferret said, "but he'swaiting for meto bag you. HethinksI'll doiit.”

"l dso think you might, given the circumstances. Even if you were not disposed to previoudy, you
have nothing to lose by killing me and blaming me, and the two of you sharing any income. Or just
bargaining with him for your life. Though | think you would be foolish to trust anything he says.

"I don't trust the murdering scum, Tirdal. | do trust you," Ferret said.

"That would be auseful turn of events," Tirdal agreed, not redlly sounding enthusiastic even by the
standards of a Darhel. "However, there's no effective way to proveit.”

"So let metdl you this, Tirda," Ferret said. It was part treaty offer, part desperation, and part
professional need. "I'm wounded. | need medica attention.”

"You redly have my sympathies, Ferret, but | can't possibly get that closeto you.”

"Tirdd," Ferret replied, "You tdl mewhat | should do. Y ou're the medic.”

"That'sfair enough, Ferret,” Tirda agreed. At last. Something. ""Describe the nature of your
wounds.”

Ferret said, "I took some of the neural grenade. Both feet and lower part of the left leg. I've got
partid feding in my right ankle, and the rest is a combination of numb and fucking painful. I can walk
with difficulty. | took painkillers, astabilizer, and aminor wound med.”

"If that'strue, Ferret,” Tirdd replied, "I'm surprised you can walk at al.”

"Much better than Dagger thinks| can, though it hurtslike hell. Not aswell as| need to.”

"Describethe pain, in detal,” Tirda asked.

Taking abreath before thinking about the agony, Ferret said, "It was amassive jolt through my
body, like an eectric shock. Then it wasjust excruciating in my legs. After somerest and the painkillers,
it'sjust my feet and ankles, and the right one has partid fegling. The feet have no sensation, but when |



move them, stabbing pains shoot up to my knees. A bunch of secondary effects like nauseal'm not
worried about. But | expect gangrene after awhile.

"Gangreneisunlikely, aslong as you maintain circulation,” Tirdal said. His voice wasthe same, but
he sounded atiny bit friendlier, or at least not actively hostile. Amazing what being acrippledid for
peoples mindset. "To that end, walking is helping you. Asno centra nervous tissue has been damaged,
you should, eventualy, make afull recovery. It will take months without therapy, hours or dayswith
proper meds.”

"Redly, Tirda?It's not permanent?’ Ferret was eated. He might actudly live through this? He
forced calm and caution back upon himself. He till had a battle to fight. And he was coming out of the
woods, so held have to crawl.

"It shouldn't be," Tirdal said. "Humans have recovered from neurd lash before.”

"All right, Tirda, then | need to get medication. Do you have that?' Crawling was easier than
walking, if dower. But he had both of the otherslocated within afew hundred meters. Aslong ashewas
dert, he should befine. And if medswereavailable. ..

Tirda'sresponse was dow. "Ferret, it's an externd effect for nerve inductance and is often
described as'excruciaing.’ My genera module can mimic the effect well enough, though it's both
extremey painful and easy to find with good scanners. Dagger would likely locate me. Also, you need a
naniteto rebuild the tissue. | have that, too. But, Ferret, we can't get that close.”

Panicking for real, now, Ferret replied, "Dammit, Tirdd, I've got to have help! Can't you leavethe
equipment somewhere and let mefind it?' He'd been whipsawed by pending doom and survival for three
days now. Hewas about at hislimit.

Again, apause. "That might be possible. They are not of useto me, asthey are human specific.

Y our best bet would have been to acquire Shiva's gear before you | eft the bivouac.”

Tirdd fdt the pain under Ferret'slast reply. And at that moment, human anguish matched with
human pain through Ferret just to that edge where Tirdd could fed him, Sense him.

Ferret wastelling the truth.

Of course, Ferret was il crippled. "Ferret,” hesaid, "1 am forced by circumstancesto believe you
arewhat you say. | can Senseyou. | will meet you. | would, however, prefer that you disarm. | will so
need to ask other things of you."

"Disarm?" came the panicked reply. "I can't do that!"

"Y ou need not dispose of your weapons,” Tirdd said. "Y ou must smply not have them at hand
when | meet you. In sight, nearby will suffice. Once you are treated, we can discuss strategy.”

"And what about you? Do you disarm?"

Tirdal had known he would ask that, and replied, "I have the medical care you need, and the billion
credit artifact. My bargaining position is much stronger. Y ou understand that | am risking much, we both
are, by doing this."

"Right," Ferret replied. "1 guess| knew that."

"So tdl mewhereyou are, Ferret. | may have to have you move some distance to a safer location.”

"Yes, | know, Tirddl," Ferret replied. And again, Tirdal could fed hishonesty. Reveding his
location was a very persond, frightening act under the circumstances. It wasintimate, in its own way,
and Ferret's psyche couldn't cover that. The flash cameto Tirda for asecond only, but it was enough.
Ferret waswhat he said. "I'm at the edge of the forest, likely south of you about fourteen hundred
meters”

Tirda consdered. Heredlly couldn't go back, or hed be exposing himsdlf to Dagger over very flat
ground. He had marginal terrain here for cover, but it was better than nothing. If he was ableto treat
Ferret, who had made it thisfar with acrippling wound, they'd have the tactica advantage. However,
Ferret would ask questions, and Tirdal would have to have answers. He couldn't come up with a
convincing lie, and didn't dare tdll the truth.



Also, treating Ferret would take time, and there was no way Dagger was going to leave them aone
to do that. Redlly, the philosophy of life was the true path. The wounded and weak must be allowed to
die that the breed could improve. There was certainly no time here to changeit.

Of course, humans didn't think that way for themsalves, and didn't even graspit asan dien
concept. Nor was it something he wanted to broach with Ferret at this point. It might servelater, if he
needed a panic asadistraction.

"That'sreally not agood place at the moment, Ferret,” he said. "Exposureis high. Can you travel
more?'

"l can move," Ferret replied, sounding unsure. "But | can't go forever.”

"Y ou shouldn't need to,” Tirdd said. "If you can last until dark, we can meet and get you treated.
All three of us need rest, and Dagger islesslikely to try gpproaching both of usat night. Also, we can
take thingsin shifts, provided we can come to an agreement.” Tirdd didn't need rest that badly; he was
just now reaching the level of fatigue that created disorientation. How the two humans were managing
was amysery. They weretruly amazing crestures, to be studied further. He redlized, however, that
making them think he needed rest was good disinformation. Ferret was likely to let some minor amount
dip to Dagger, which would keep Dagger off guard. Also, he could use Ferret as bait that way, and
perhaps get the sniper between them. This endless draw had to be ended.

Ferret's reply wasfull of regret and resignation. "Yes, Tirddl. | can last until dark.”

"Then let us keep each other informed and meet then,” Tirdal said.

"Right."

Dagger was glad to have heard from Ferret. It meant he was failing and couldn't go much longer. In
truth, Dagger was amazed he'd done aswell as he had. But now it wastime for the red expert to end
this. Hed casualy let dip hisown location, hoping Ferret would try to approach him in an eager bid to
get ashot. There was no chance of that; he had theoreticdly afifteen thousand meter effective range.
Ferret'swasline of sight, but the beam of a punch gun decayed rapidly from internd effects of the
photons and atmosphere. Besides, he could see the tree line from here, clearly through his scope. If
Ferret moved, hed nail him.

And speaking of which, he was reaching a good place to start spotting and shooting from. He
moved to akneding position, automatically mindful of concealment. HEd been doing it so long it was
inginct. Even from that height, though, he could see the panoramic spread of the plainswith late
afternoon sun to light everything. The grasses were waving in ripples of yellow and pale green,
occasiond blues and tans of other vegetation visble in patches. There were dots of herds shuffling
acrossin various directions. The wind was generdly toward him from the southwest, which likely didn't
meatter here but was never a bad thing.

Now to find histarget. That was how he dways thought of his enemies: targets. He recalled once
giving alecture to a classwho were on afield trip to the base. The teacher had been a cute little thing,
but wouldn't give him the time of day. Since he couldn't get in her pants, held decided to freak her out.
One of the students had asked the age-old question, "How can you shoot someone?”

Hed given hdf his gaze to the student, haf to the teacher, and replied, ™Y ou just superimpose a
target over their forehead and shoot the target.” Her expression had been precious.

And Tirda was about to get atarget superimposed on him. As soon as Dagger relocated the little
fresk.

Dagger raised his scope and its panoply of sensors and got to work, sitting cross-legged in the
grass. He kept an eye out for intrusions or threats, because there were a couple of superbeetles
wandering around in the middle distance. It wouldn't do to have one of them attack or even just spook
him. Ferret would recognize a pook if he saw one, and closein on him. Tirdal might not, but even so, it
didn't fit Dagger'simage of his own competence.

The box was over there. He squinted down to take a cursory look, then raised therifle dowly until



the scope covered that same area. It was a sandy riverbank, and apparently Tirdal was keeping below
the crest of it. There was movement, lots of movement of animals burrowing through thetall grass. No
particular one stood out. Tirdal was there somewhere, but Dagger wasn't ableto tell for sure. Still,
sooner or later he'd show himself. Dagger lowered the scope, and grabbed cords from afront pocket of
his harness. Thefirgt plugged the tracer into his helmet display. That would makeit easer to follow. The
second plugged into the scope, o he could snag aquick look at magnification or in various spectrato
zero in. Hed raise therifle to proper position to shoot, of course, but in the meantime the scope would
serve extraduty.

Now it wastimeto wait. It was warm though not hot, but between exercise and sunlight, Dagger
was swesting. At least he was still sweating. If the sweats stopped, it meant heet exhaustion, followed
shortly by desth. There was no one hereto treat him.

Ferret noticed movement out of the corner of hiseye and turned his head. " Shit, Tirdal, you've got
aflock of giant batsmovingin."

There was amoments pause before Tirda replied, "1 see them. They are not overhead yet, though.”

" think they will be soon. What happened on the way in? Do you remember what the captain said
about them?" Therewere six of the things, circling in the sun and moving acrossthe savanna. They
obvioudy saw something they liked. Ferret redized hewas actudly afraid it might be Tirdal. Of course,
the same things might come after him shortly.

"I missed that discusson dso, Ferret. | think it was between the captain and Gorilla," Tirda said.
"But theré'snothing | can do about them at this point.”

"Tirdd!" he said urgently. "They're not only carnivorous, but if Dagger figures out they've spotted
you, you'retoast."

"| redizethat," wasthe cam reply. "However, thereis nothing | can do at thispoint,” he repeated.
"| am open to suggestions.”

Ferret thought it was rather obvious. " Shoot them some bait,” he said. "'If they have fresh meat they
don't have to worry about, they'll ignore you."

"Of course" Tirdd sad. "If | could find game within rangethat | could kill with apunch gun, that
would be an excellent suggestion.” There was amoment's hesitation before he said, "And if | could
withstand another psychic blow from killing something that has a consciousness.”

It hit Ferret at once. Of course. There were alot of sensat Darhdl. It seemed asif they were all that
way. Everyone had assumed that it was mostly their sensats volunteered, but there didn't seem to be any
that weren'. If the emotions of those around them were present like that, no wonder they avoided
crowds. And no wonder it was hard to kill, or be around killing. "Ah, hdll, Tirddl," hesaid, "I'm sorry. |
didn't know."

"Nor were you supposed to, Ferret. Nor any humans. But it's somewhat obvious now and till
leaves mein aquandary. If you can get close enough to perhaps hit one, | will trust you to do so.
Especidly as| don't have much choice.

Ferret thought about that for just amoment. "Tirda, as soon as one of usfires, Dagger will track
the shot. So we want to shoot at him only. If heisn't ducking bolts, he's going to be shooting back.”
Meanwhile, the pterosaur flyers were steady. They seemed to have acquired atarget.

"Patching through,” Tirdal said and at once, Ferret could hear Dagger say, " So, Tirdal, the flappies
tell meyou smdl like chicken yoursdf."

"What are you referring to, Dagger?' Tirda asked, pushing just ahint of curiosity into hisvoice.

Either it wasn't good enough, or Dagger was too shrewd to be mided. "They're circling over you,
my friend.”

"Oh, those," Tirdd said. "I seethem, Dagger. Some distance away. Ferret might be there, ashe
seemed nearly dead last time | spoke to him. Why don't you go investigate?' Ferret snickered under his
breath. Y es, Dagger, go investigate and I'll shoot your sorry assin the back.



"| redlly don't think so, Tirdd," Dagger said.

"No?Why don't you cal him, then? Ferret seems to have stopped responding, and | can't Sense
him anymore. In fact, he was rather weak the entire way through this.”

"Right. I'm not as dumb as you look, Elf. But | will see you soon.”

"Asyou keep saying, Dagger. It's been over three days now. Y ou make promises like a human
politician.”

"Bye, Elf," Dagger said. The channd closed.

Tirdd sad, "Well, Ferret, that's where we stand.”

"Yeah," Ferret said. Just then, Dagger caled him. He patched it back to Tirdal as a courtesy.

"Oh, Ferret, are you there?!

Ferret kept totaly still as Dagger continued, "1'm about to take a shot at the Darhel. Y ou know I'll
get him. And then, buddy, pd, I'm not going to kill you. I'm just going to leave you here. | don't reckon
you can last 9x weeks of trangit time back, plus six more weeks of trangt time here, assuming anyone
decidesto corroborate our findings. Y ou might want to just do yoursalf now, or snuggle up to the Blob
base and hope for anice clean nuke."

He absolutely burned to cal the man a psychopath, afreak, a piece of shit, anything. But he had to
say absolutely nothing. He gritted histeeth and took it.

"Very well, Ferret. If you're dead, you won't notice. Rest in peace.”

The channel closed, and at once Ferret said, "Tirdal, | think we all know where we stand now."

"Yes, Faret. Very much,” wasthereply.

"Fine. But when we bag this son of awhore, you are going to tell me why you have the box."

"Ferret, unlike Dagger, | won't lieto you. That information isnot going to be available. Thereare
things| cannot discuss, just as you have thingsin the Republican Army you can't tell Darhels. But we do
know where we stand regarding Dagger.”

Sighing in frugtration and pain, Ferret said, "Okay, Tirdd. I'll trust you for now. But | have no idess
about those flyers.”

"Nor I," Tirdd sad.

* k% %

Dagger sat patiently, waiting. It was what he was best at. He often got frustrated on long crawls or
chases, but not while waiting. There was dways apayoff in agood shot. The sun was bright, his gear
chafing and his hdmet was heavy. Held take that off, not being worried about incoming fire, except that
he needed the imaging screen. The discomfort was minor enough. His cottony mouth and cracked lips
were far more annoying, aswasthe rumblein hisbelly and the fatigue dragging at his eydids. He kept
twitching from tiredness, almost asleep and then back awake.

Hedidn't believe Ferret was dead yet. Soon, certainly, and Dagger would be glad to help with the
process. But hewas dive now. The tracer showed the box to be down there, about under those gliding
reptiles, so that'swhere Tirda was. Ferret was playing slent. That wasapity. It wasaso abit of apan
intheass. But hed nail Tirda shortly, then get back to Ferret.

Ah, therewas the trace. It was moving steadily, enabling him to compare it to terrain festures, and
therewaslow bank ahead where he might get ashot. Nodding dightly to himself, Dagger rolled forward
into a crawl and eased up to the edge of the bluff. He stopped about a meter back from where the edge
rolled down to meet a cliff face of earth and tumbled growth. The grass curled over him and he was
nearly invisble. Once he triggered the chameleon circuit, he effectively wasinvigble.

Hisvisor gill showed him thetactica diplay, and he waited, ready to kill that image and go to the
scope proper, which was nestled against the matching window on the visor built into the sniper's visor.
He had theriflein agood position, and squeezed the control that extruded the bipod legs. They sought
the surface, spread out their paddidlike feet, and therifle was as steady asit was going to get. All he had
to do now was wait.



The dot moved north, closer to that shallow area, where he could see the narrow waters widen and
ripple around the rocks, glinting in the light. Dammit, that water looked cool and tasty. Soon, hetold
himsdlf. Don't get distracted.

There! Bare hints of Tirdd's chameleon helmet showed above the edge, just ripples, but Dagger
knew what they were. Therifle's rounds could punch right through that soft sand. If the first shot was
only awound, it wouldn't matter. Once Tirdal dowed, Dagger would get into position and take him out
joint by joint. Or try to get Ferret to do it for him, which could mean held need even less effort. He
focused through the scope, through the target, inhaled and relaxed, |etting part of the breath escape, then
held firm and watched theimage. Tirdd intersected the third line of the reticle, which should be enough
lead. The oscillations caused by Dagger's tremors were as dight asthey could get, dmost nonexistent,
even conddering his condition, and he squeezed the stud. Therifle recoiled in the dight fashion gauss
wegpons did, twitched dightly and steadied. There was the crack of the projectile's hypersonic passage,
the wounded air trying forlornly to keep pace with athoroughly unnatura event, and in his scope he
could seetheflat, barely arced passage it | eft, heat-damaged air molecules showing on the screen. Dirt
flew fromthebank . . .

Andthelittle bastard fell!

Chapter 16

Ferret heard the shot. It was close enough to be agood crack. A quick scan with his sensors
narrowed the source to agrid about one hundred meters on aside. And Dagger was within that box.
Sure enough, it was up on the ridgeline. But without a scope, there was no way to get agood shot. He
couldn't start picking away at random, because Dagger would backtrack the energy discharge. It was
frudrating.

What he could do was dug theintdl to Tirda, assuming, hoping, Tirdal was il dive. That would
show where he stood on things, and with two of them tracking Dagger, just maybe they could get him on
the run. 1t would have to get dark again, too. That, added to the rest, might give them the edge they
needed.

But assuming they succeeded, Tirda was going to have to have some very believable answersto
some tough questions.

He attached the grid to atransmission and sent it to Tirdal. Then he sent it to Dagger, just to let him
know he was being watched. Ferret grinned arictus that would have scared even him, if heéld had a
mirror. Pain, fear, fatigue and grime gave him avisage to scare agargoyle.

* % %

Tirda felt the shot and launched himsdlf into the wash, artifact flying clear. The bead cracked past,
showering him with loose sand and bits of grass. That had been close enough for him to not only hesr,
but fed the dap of the shockwave. Then heredized it had hit him, dicing through hisruck and his
shoulder. It was a minor wound, but would be extremely painful, as the mass of the ruck would rest on
it. Still, he couldn't have Dagger thinking he'd succeeded.

"That was agood shot, Dagger,” Tirdd taunted, keeping tight rein on hisvoice and the growing
agony underneath. "Not good enough for an intelligent target, of course, but good enough for arock or a
dummy on the pop-up range." Herolled down deeper to secure the artifact again.

"My shooting is plenty good enough, EIf," Dagger snarled back inrage. "Y ourejust afilthy little
cheat." He definitely sounded upset over Tirdal's evason. He seemed to fed that Tirdal not dying wasan
insult. Well, there were more insults where that came from.

"Cheeting, Dagger? s not the unofficid motto of the DRTS'If you ain't cheating, you ain't trying'?
By that argument, your control and coordination is aso chesating, because not everyone can do it. No, if
thisgameisto be played properly, each player must use hisresources. Surely as great a shooter as
yourself can predict my evasions. . . giventime. Infact, if you're as smart as you believe you are, you
should have seen a pattern dready.” That was a dangerous statement. Tirdal wasn't aware of falling into



apattern yet, but he just might have. But he had to goad Dagger into thinking even less, to leve thefield
between them.

At that moment, the signal from Ferret camein. He cleared the screen and dlowed it to appesr,
and studied the map reveded. His Darhel gear could come up with much of the same datafor him, but
of course Ferret didn't know that. And thisdid prove Ferret wasan dly, at least until Dagger was taken
out of the equation. After that, they'd have to see.

"Asfor cheating," he said with addiberately human tone of malicious amusement, it wasn't | who
tossed a grenade into aresting party while hiding behind arock.”

That seemed to have donethe trick, Tirda thought, as four shots ripped overhead of his cover,
blasting dirt into the water. And his Sense showed him Dagger's surroundings, the link between them
suddenly solid. He saw the scopeimage, saw himself asatiny form that had moved just in time and sunk
out of sight. The sun was over there, so Dagger was on that bluff to the east, as Ferret had said. Tirdal
brought the image of that back from his memory and confirmed with an image from the suit sensors
cameras. Dagger was. . . right about there, and that might just be in range of the punch gun, if he took
the shot now. The punch gun, he reminded himself, was a speed of light wegpon. All he had to do was
account for the .7416 seconds of recharge time and dodge for cover in between shots. He set the
artifact down and got to work.

The suit's computer set up the map for him, and he shifted to adightly less steep section of the
parched dun gully. Then he was up andpoounk! firing, dropping, shoving to theright off aprotruding
rock, up andpoounk! then down and left to the flat piece of shale and up andpoounk! and left againto a
hardened chunk of clay and fire and right and fire and I eft and again from the same location, asrandom
as an ordered mind could manage.

A Sensecameto him, but it was not of Dagger firing, it was of Dagger panicking. Tirdd grinned his
toothy grin. Securing the artifact, he moved out.

Ferret just lay sill and rested asthe firefight ensued. Dagger was clearly not shooting well.
Interesting. He was terrifying on the range, great in exercises, had done well enough against the bugs that
had jumped them. Asto real battles, Ferret knew of hisrecord, but wasn't aware of any specific
commendationsfor his shooting. Thingsdid tend to go to hell in an engagement, true. But Dagger's cold,
caculating fagade wasjust that. He clearly wasn't that impressive a shot when it came down to it. That
was good to know.

For now, Ferret inhaled the fetid odors, the grass and strange pollens, the dirt and casts | eft by
things likeworms. The loca sun wasto the west and into Dagger's eyes. After the four shots, he had the
sniper located pretty much within aten meter square, allowing for sonic digtortion from the grass. He
was surethat if he could get alook up that way, he could pin Dagger down exactly. He might even get a
good shot off, as extreme as the range was.

Then Tirda was shooting back. So Darhel could shoot and mean it. Whatever philosophy kept
them from engaging in war was aguiddine only. Tirdal and likely others had obvioudy gotten over it. It
was about time, he thought, that they took some of the load. It was also, he redlized as an afterthought,
about time that humans kept an eye on them. Militant Darhelswould be bad, with the greater accessto
GalTech they had.

For amoment, Ferret just lay there and grinned. Then hisfatigue-sodden brain realized thiswasthe
timeto move. He pulled hiskneesin at once and started crawling under the waving stalks, hoping to
close afew meterswith Dagger. If this could be repeated afew times, he'd be close enough for agood
shot from cover, well ingde his practica range.

Of course, it would have to be agood shot. Hed get the one only, then Dagger would shoot back.
He might hit, too, even if he wasn't showing the greatest aptitude at present. Obvioudy, Tirdal was
dodging. Ferret had less agility at the moment.

* * %



Dagger's view was disrupted by the incoming map from Ferret. He scanned it at once, wondering
what it was, as he hadn't triggered anything he was aware of . It took amoment for himto redlizeit wasa
map of hislocation. Thelittle bastard was dive and had teamed up with the Darhel. Wdll, that wasfine,
because Dagger had planned on killing him anyway, and thiswould just make it that much nicer. He
growled anyway. Asshole.

Then he flinched asthe first shot sngpped into the cliff. Tirdal was shooting back! He actually could
doit. That wasn't a pleasant thought, if it was going to be ared fight.

Stll, it was extreme range for the punch gun, and the EIf had little skill a aimed fire. He hunched to
take ashot in case the little bastard showed up again, and he did, but over there. Dirt showered down
from thefirgt explosive hit, and the second bolt hit off to Dagger's|eft, then another hit beneath him some
meters, then another. Hisflinch had turned to awince but he was now coming out of it. The pathetic little
bastard couldn't shoot for shit. Even with a punch gun, Dagger could have done better. He cursed
himsdlf, angry insdefor |etting the little twerp make him afraid.

Then the world shifted under him and the bluff started to dide forward toward the trees.

Heroseto his knees and tried to scrabble backwards, but it wastoo late. The landdide wasin full
motion. He did manage to get far enough back to be againgt the fresh new bluff face as everything else
collgpsed under him, and the fal was not far, only about eight meters. The crumbling dirt gave him a soft
surface to land on, and then through. It blew up around him and began to compact again.

Holding hisbresth and trying not to panic, he threw hisarms around until he felt air. He half dug,
haf sivam hisway up and snorted in adusty lungful of ar. Clouds of thered clay il lingered inthe arr,
and he could smell the earthy aroma of the newly dug dirt, aswell asthe slicate tang caused by the
punch gun's beam burning dirt to vapor. He spit dirt and wished again for water.

He whipped his head around, terrified that Tirda or Ferret would be right there. He clutched for his
rifle, but it was still buried in the soil. Hisright knee struck it as he thrashed, and hereached in asfar as
his shoulder to get hold of it.

Dragging it out was a struggle itsalf, and the weapon was packed with dirt. Hed have to find cover
soon and fidd drip it. For now, he banged the muzzle as clean as he could get it and fired around point
blank into the dirt. The projectile didn't make much noise, barely having time to create a shockwave. It
did shower dirt and clean the muzzle the rest of the way. Likely, some had plated insde the barrdl, but it
would have to do for now. Hetried to stand and fdll instead, fedling dizziness, nausea and pain. What
now?

"What now" was obvious. Hed twisted an ankle in the fall, was suffering the beginnings of heat
exhaustion, and was burned out with fatigue. He needed rest, water, real food and medica care. What
shape wasthat little turd in? Apparently he had water and didn't need food . . . no, wait, he needed alot
of food . . . maybe he had eaten animas. All right, then what was with hisaverson to killing? Maybe it
was killing sentients? Some kind of feedback into hisbrain? Hell, it might just take afew shots of large
beasts near him to stun him. Why hadn't he thought of that earlier? And what of rest? What about
Ferret? How was that little punk handling? True, he could stop for water, being last, but the injuriesand
fatigue couldn't be helping him.

Dagger redized hed haveto rest. Had to. He smply couldn't go on at this pace, and dammiit, it
was getting dark again. He let gravity pull him down into the soft earth to catch afew breaths.

Then another blast of apunch gun threw dirt in hisface.

He dropped down lower, and rolled off to one side, away from the shot. His brain, experienced at
thiseven if disoriented at the moment, realized the shot had come from the south. That had to be Ferret,
then. If the two of them were linking up, Dagger wasin abad place, caught in crossfire. He whipped up
hisrifle, let the scope follow the rapidly diss pating plasma shesth back the way the shot had come, and
marked the location.

Then he dithered down the dope, trading range and position for safety and concealment. So the
little asshole was back there, and trying to be clever. He would see about that. It took him only a



moment to light the spot on hisreticle and squeeze off around. Ferret might have moved from that spot,
but if not, he was dead. If he had, he was about to learn that Dagger could track him back just aswell.

Ferret had moved, and fired again right after Dagger did. Dagger rolled, squirmed back, and shot
agan. Hisremaining fear flushed from him. Thiswaswhat helived for: achalengeto thewitsand
reflexes. "Bring it on, Ferret," he said into the communicator. "1've got your name on abead.”

* % %

Ferret heard that and realized he'd made a mistake. He should have tried to get closer with Dagger
distracted. He'd figured a shot then, with Dagger busy, had agood chance and was relatively safe. He
hadn't thought the man could discern direction and threat so fast, then respond. He was agood shot. He
was one bastard of ashot. Thefirst one had been within ameter, even as he moved. The second one
had damned near taken hisface off.

But there was something about the ego behind them that just begged for aretort. "Hell, Dagger, I'm
not worried about the one with my nameon it," he said, preparing to fire and move as soon ashe said,
"but al those ones you keep shooting addressed to ‘occupant’ or ‘current resdent’ are redlly pissing me
off."

That did it, Ferret redlized as another bead ripped past. But he was committed, now. He had a
dight depression for cover, only hisface and arms were exposed, and any shot that hit him was going to
kill him so fast held never know it.

Hisplan wasto stay till, watch Dagger's movements and make his own shots as close to those of
asniper as he could manage. The sights on the punch gun weren't nearly those of a precison gaussrifle,
but were plenty good enough for ranges|less than a thousand meters, and the weapon was theoreticaly
more accurate, being light speed and line of sight. It had more punch up close, henceits colloquia name,
and any good shot would more than equdize things.

And that bead Dagger had just fired came from right there. Ferret zoomed in as best he could, saw
aflicker that might be a camouflaged Dagger, and fired.

He missed, apparently, because another bead camein right afterwards. It tore at the grass and was
s0 close he could fed the dap of the shockwave. From aprojectile that tiny, that wasimpressive. HEd
take one more shot and move, he decided, and shifted hisweapon just dightly.

* % %

Dagger watched the shots comein. Ferret was right there, and if they kept swapping fire, he'd hit
sooner or later. Of course, Ferret might, too. He wasin the grass there, though he didn't show on
infrared even in thislatelight. It might be wise to shift for cover.

But that insult had really stuck in hisass. Who the fuck was Ferret to criticize his shooting? Who
the fuck was Tirdal? They'd been shooting as much as he had. Did they think they were specid? Were
they proud of the fact they couldn't do it?

No, Ferret was going to pay for that comment. And it wasright then that Dagger saw it.

The grass shifted just dightly, and there was Ferret, hard to see but clearly outlined. He wasn't
chameleoned. Either he'd had tech problems, or he'd just plain forgotten. And now waswhenit al paid
off.

"Why, Ferret,” he said, "you seem to have forgotten your chameleon.” Ashe said thelast word, he
stroked the trigger.

For just amoment, the universe linked two minds.

It wasthat link between hunter and prey. The prey knew he had made a critical and final mistake,
and looked up. The expression on Ferret's face wasn't of fear, though there was a hint of that benesth.
There was dso disgust at failure, after so tough a struggle. Mostly it was sadness and regret that the
artifact wasto leave the planet with one of the others.

The hunter knew he had the shot. Dagger smiled acrue smile, an dmaost sexud thrill running
through him. The tougher the target, the bigger the thrill, and Ferret had been aroya paininthe ass. He
had dl thetimein theworld, or lessthan a second. Hisfinger brushed the trigger and the gaussrifle



cracked its projectile.

At thisrange, flight time was negligible. Through the scope, awake through the air wasvisible,
ripples expanding from a shape that was a conicd arc. What was that shape called? Dagger wondered
idly. Hed haveto look it up sometime.

Then the round ripped through Ferret's face, the husk pedling away to expose afew micrograms of
antimatter. 1t had been aneedless touch; any of the rounds would have killed. But Dagger was glad it
would be excessve. There was alow, dull explosion that he wouldn't hear for asecond or more, the
reaction muffled for just amoment by flesh and bone that then expanded ahead of the shock wave, too
fast for human eyesto see. Ferret just disappeared, everything above his abdomen vaporized by a
combination of shock wave and steam explosion. His punch gun dropped, taking his disembodied hands
withit, and hislower half gushed red, pink and gray innardsinto afetid hegp in front.

"Now that's sweset," Dagger said in awhisper, smilefrozen on hisface. One asshole down, oneto
go. "Hey, Tirdal," he transmitted, "Ferret's dead in front of me. Y ou're next."

Tirda replied of course. He dways had aglib answer. "So | deduced. How unfortunate for Ferret.
It does, however, smplify matters for me to have the weaker mind be the only pursuit. We shal see
each other shortly, Dagger. Or at least one of uswill seethe other.”

"Better hopeit'syou, Tirda. Though you can't do much except duck. Y ou won't be within range of
me with that shooter.”

" 'Hope isnot aDarhel concept,” Tirda replied. "We shal smply see. 'Good luck,' in human
parlance.

"Y eah, screw you too, Darhel. It's six down and oneto go," Dagger said.

Tirdd wasjust an annoyance, now. Dagger felt one hell of alot better with asolid kill for histaly.

Stll, it was getting dark in ahurry. Under his elation was aleaden wave of tiredness that kept
dragging him down. It would be best to move ashort distance away, and find aplaceto. . . hide. . . for
the night. The word wasn't pleasant, but he would be hiding from Tirdd and locd animds, not from the
dark. Hed make it close by, so he could watch Tirdal's current location, and this chewed spot of the
bluff, in case the EIf came up to look. Though he was betting Darhel boy was too timid and
inexperienced for that.

In the meantime, food, water. His processor could produce lettuce-looking stuff that had alot of
moisture. That would have to suffice, he supposed. It would taste like grass, but it would keep him dive
for now. And Tirda wouldn' attack, because Tirdal couldn't be sure of getting within range without
getting shot. The high ground was the best place, and Dagger had it.

Now, where to camp? He could roll against another crumbled dirt face and let it collgpse across
himsdlf, his head and shoulders covered with the gear cover from hisruck propped up with rocks and
gticks. Yes, that would work. It might even be cool, if he dialed the suit down. The dirt would absorb
energy from him and radiate it away, and it would be dispersed enough not to be obvious.

Firgt thingsfirst, though. He needed to swalow anano for the ankle, stuff alot of grassinto the
processor to get water from it, and clean the muzzle of hisrifle.

He squirmed the rest of the way out of the scree, and gingerly took to acrawl. It would keep him
low and protect both his screaming ankle and throbbing knee. Ripping wholefistfuls of grass, he stuffed
them into the mouth of the processor until it was packed full. It worked more efficiently when lightly
loaded, but this was an emergency. He opened the sedl around his boot, hiked up the pant leg and
pressed the nano carrier againgt hisankle. It seeped in, feding cold, then the ankle began to itch, then go
numb. Hopefully, it would be useable by dawn.

He had to settle for running a cleaning rod down the bore of therifle, rather than afull stripping. He
couldn't risk loang components. The charged brush seemed to clear everything, and héld just haveto
assume the scope was il igned and resight it if needed. 1t had been fine for Ferret, but that had been
less than athousand meters, and he didn't know how closdly the round had hit his point of aim. A few
microradians off was an angle of departure that would compound with distance. Also, it might have been



loosened and any jarring could make shooting much less precise. For now, he couldn't changeit.

It was near dark now, thelight fading asfast asin Earth'stropics, even at this|atitude. He checked
the processor and was rewarded with the sight of crisp, wet rectangular sheets, reminiscent of lettuce
leaves. He grabbed them asfast asthey came out, stuffing them into his mouth and chewing. Y es, ahdf
hour of this might get him another day's moisture. And he'd redlly need to take adump when he awoke,
he decided. Unbelievable that a stalk could take so long.

Much refreshed and hedlthier after eating, Dagger was at the same time exhausted beyond
description. Paintore at hisleg gill, dong with the myriad aches and pains that were exacerbated
between deegps. He rolled back againgt the dirt face, pulled the cover over his head and shoulders, and
kicked back with his good foot. A softly rumbling shower of dirt concedled dl but hisface, and with the
chamdeon circuitslive he should beinvishble.

And tomorrow, he thought, consciousness fading, he'd see about that damned EIf.

Tirdal decided he should rest abit before continuing. With Dagger cam, he could do so, though
there was no guarantee hed have long. But that would wait until afterwards, if there was an afterwards.
There were things to be done now, such as moving for solid defense against shots or predators. He
wasn't sure of the differencein fed between Dagger adeep and Dagger in ashooting trance, so he
intended to be cautious and maintain good cover. A Sense to the south didn't show any presence of
Ferret, and there'd been a brief flash of fear when Dagger shot. Still, he called, "Ferret, are you there?'
There was no reply. So assume Ferret was dead. That was unfortunate, really. The young human had
definitely shown his mettle, staking the two of them for dayswhile crippled. Hed deserved better.

Tirda had been getting rather disturbed by the flyers, but they were now circling off to the southin
thefailing daylight. It waslikely the shot against Ferret had tossed enough vapor up that the smell of
blood was clear. That would explain their interest. He didn't know if they were nocturnd, but losing their
presence was a good thing.

Tirda knew humanswould fed unpleasant about the creatures esting one of their own. Hewasn't
bothered emotiondly, and was glad of the distraction. Ferret had put on an impressive showing in this
incident, and there would be much to consider and report. In the meantime, he was still of useto Tirdd,
evenif it was as bait. He wished held been able to examine that mind more. It had been frightened, hurt
and overwhelmed, yet had stuck to agod through dl hindrance. Truly the mind of awarrior, as
untrained and inexperienced asit had been.

But the universe waan't fair, and dwelling on it wouldn't affect anything. Tirdd would meditate |ater
and think of Ferret; for now, he had urgent needsin thisworld. He sank aslow into the gully as he
could, ensuring his head was below any line of sight.

First was the wound on his back. It wasin a position where one would have a buddy trest it, but
that was not an option. He opened his suit and peeled it down, avoiding inhaling the sweety stink of
himself. Two hundred and seventy Earth hoursin the suit with no bathing. It was just one more of the
glamorous aspects of military service,

Reaching back carefully, he was able to gingerly apply anano-loaded bandage. 1t would hed ina
couple of days, he decided, though it would leave afurrow that would have to be treated by
professionas. In the meantime, he wouldn't be putting that box on his shoulder.

It would make senseto put it in his patrol pack, distributing the load. If he snugged the hip belt and
used the head band, too, he could distribute the mass well. However, held be lessflexible thus
congrained. Likely held just have to take the mass on his shoulders and dedl withiit.

To that end, he should remove excess mass. There were thingsin there he was nat, frankly, going
to need for this. He reached in and started sorting.

He was going to change suits, he decided. The damaged one could be | eft behind. He pondered for
amoment, but yes, it could. Even if the chameleon circuitsfailed, he planned to be far enough away to
dodge Dagger'sfire, and the camouflage hadn't hel ped so far, so why keep atorn suit? He unzipped and



shimmied between the two, shoulders tiff and keeping low. A consderable amount of sand came with
him, but that was inevitable. Five kilos lighter, he consdered what else could go.

Socks. He didn't redlly need socks, even though humansissued them, and he wouldn't be changing
again soon. Keep one pair to swap off and dump the rest. He thought of using them for extra padding on
the straps, but that was afield expedient and he'd belosing mass, so why bother?

Ammo. He had an energy pack in the punch gun that was good for eighty more full-power shots.
That should be enough. He'd take one spare to be sure. That Ieft four of them he could dump. Hed
better keep his cameraand recorder. It didn't mass much and contained information that was important.

That was about ten kilos removed. It would help considerably, and with the device strapped inside
his pack it was far lessbulky.

Why was he doing that, though? There was no question |&ft in Tirda's mind but that the sniper had
atracer somewhere, and the box wasthelogica place. He sat with it in hislap, turning the box over and
over until he found it. It was an dmost undetectable spot, which could have been abit of dirt except that
it didn't come off. And it wouldn't come off, either. The tracers required a specia solvent to remove. He
tried digging at it with his monomolecular blade but only just scratched the cover of the device.

So. Hewas being traced, not only tracked. Tracking he could have dedlt with, eventualy Dagger
would comein close and he would have a reasonable chance. He should have pushed things at the
camp, kept them amost in contact. But between the damage from the hornet round and the ultimate
prohibition againg killing asentient he'd chosen the other path. He should have pushed the issue further
when Ferret started shooting. He hadn't been able to see Dagger at that point, but afew cover shots
wouldn't have hurt the situation. It would have been amoraleissue a least, helping Ferret and disturbing
Dagger. Thetruth wasthat his Darhel mind needed avery conscious decision to shoot and he hadn't
madeit. Now it was going to cost him.

He knew he was being traced. But did Dagger know that he knew? That was the question. Since
the meadow the sniper had been less responsive, but Tirda could fed hisanger out there, somewhere.
Not close, but definitely still on thetrack. If hedidn't realize Tirdal had left the device somewhere. . .
Yes, that was an idea.

Things were quiet now, too. Quiet to his Sensein thisfading light. Had Dagger decided to rest? If
0, Tirdd could approach and kill him.

The problem with that was that he'd have to not use his Sense to do o, lest the reaction from battle
throw him over the edgeinto lintatai. And without using his Sense, he was vulnerable to ashot from
Dagoer.

No, Dagger had to get close enough to him, but not be allowed take a shot. A resting Dagger was
abad Dagger, in that regard. Tirdal needed him off balance. He could wake the man, but that would
give away what he planned. Dagger would fatigue further, but hed know Tirda couldn't approach him.
That was an advantage he needed to keep.

He thought about retreating to the south, back to the site of the murders. That's where the gear
was. But there was nothing there he needed that justified the hike, and it would put Dagger between him
and the second extraction point, thus reducing his options. It would be nice to have some of the gear, but
it wasn't afair tradeoff. Ferret'slifesigns tracker might be useful, and he likely had ammunition and weter.
But he wasn't skilled in the tracker's use, and held expose himsdlf considerably trying to get it. Not worth
it.

o, rest for now, move as soon as Dagger tirred. Tirda stretched out his Sense for wesather,
animals, and one specific animal, then leaned back with hisruck asachair back to rest. His overmind
could relax and recover while his submind stayed dert. It wasn't as good asred deep, but asolid
meditation would help.

Chapter 17

Dagger twitched and sad, "Unh?!



Coming awake, heredlized he'd dept for some hours. It was dawn again, the sky above him just
purple. He felt much better, too. Now to nail that damned Darhel.

He crawled cautioudy out of his ersatz shelter, and opened his suit to drain and dump. He pinched
out aturd that was hard and sore, because he was dehydrated, but it took pressure off. It was so hard
he could fed hisass dam shut asit dropped, but he hurt ahell of alot less afterwards. That
accomplished and dust wiped off his hands and face, he chewed some more of the moist leaves. They
helped a bit, but real food was called for. Well, that would just have to wait. Held taken care of the rest.

"Good morning, Tirdd!" he greeted, trying to sound even more cheerful than he was. He donned
gear and brought up the sensors.

"Good morning, Dagger. Did you enjoy deeping in?' Dammiit, the EIf till didn't sound distressed.
What was he, a machine? No, not a machine. He was in about the same area, so he'd rested, too. Just
an dien prick. Dont credit him with any more than that.

"Very much, Tirdd," hereplied. It wouldn't do to act bothered. "I thought the extratimewould let
you consider your position. Alone. Down there. Burdened with the box and a short-range weapon.
Running out of time. Might be agood ideato negotiate a surrender, hmm?"

"Y ou make good points, Dagger,” wasthe reply. "But I'm not sure we can trust each other at this
juncture.”

"Surewe can, Tirdd," he said. Hed thought this through. ™Y ou can tell when I've dropped my
rifle. .. hdl, I'll eventhrow it down. Y ou drop the punch gun as| comein range and you can tell I'm not
armed. Then we both unload our pistols and hold them up to prove it. Then we can talk about the box."
Whilel gtick aknifeinyour throat, asshole.

"That'sagood idea, Dagger,” Tirdd said, and Dagger smirked until he added, "but we should have
donethat three days ago. Y our position has become clear and your 'soul’ asyou cdl it, isdimy and
grotesque. Frankly, 1'd rather attempt to negotiate with one of the predators. At least they arelogical
and have adefined god | can understand.”

Forcing cam upon himself, Dagger replied, "That isunfortunate, Tirdd. Inthat case, I'll haveto kill
you." And you'rein aprime place for ashot.

"We knew that, Dagger, didn't we?" Tirdd replied. He was fill cdm, damn him! "And | just might
kill youfirg."

The sgnd went dead.

All right, so he wanted to be that way. He was just about fifty meters north of where hed been at
dark yesterday. So, on alower ledge, far enough back not to fal, settlein, set therifle, and prepareto
deliver God's Vengeance upon the Darhdl.

* k% %

Tirda knew what was to happen. They both did. Hed move, Dagger would shoot. From there,
Dagger assumed hed be killed; he assumed held avoid teking fire. This stadlemate, asit wascalled in
chess, was tiresome and he was about to break it, but to do that he had to expose himsdlf to thefire
first. There was nothing doing but to get it over with.

He shrugged back into hisruck, feding the soreness and tightness across his shoulders. That was
made worse every time he moved his head with the added mass of helmet. It would do for now, and he
counted himsalf lucky. A couple of centimeters degper and the shot would have shattered both
shoulders. Dagger redly was that good. HE'd have to force Dagger to take ashot, and be ready. He'd
need tal in his system to boost his Sense. He reached inside himsdlf and released alittle.

That wasn't happening as quickly as hed like. He might be starting to suffer from fatigue himsdf, his
submind less easy to control. So he recaled thefed of thekill, the taste of meat from yesterday. That
didit. He could fed the energy flow, and then his Sense came on, detected the nearby herds, then
Dagger, and the rate increased, pushing him toward . . .

A steady, controlled level of ta, regulated by Jem discipline. It was abit easier to control today,
though that might be due to the familiar conditions. How held handle anew set of factors he didn't know.



But Dagger wasthere, so if he stepped out over here. . .

Dagger was drifting, drifting and was shooting now and Tirdal dropped forward and flat over a
shelf of shae asthe round cracked overhead and threw amist of water up from the stream. Then hewas
up and moving and Dagger was there and angry and shooting now and Tirda dropped Sidewaysin case
he'd anticipated thefall. He landed in apile of sand asarock erupted chips on the far bank. He stood
and felt Dagger shoot at once and dug in his hedls to change his momentum, then dropped as another
crack presaged another cloud of migt.

That should do it, he thought. Dagger hated to miss more than just about anything else, would be
easy to track with that storm of emotion roaring off him, and Tirdal could keep track as he decided how
to execute hisplan.

Then, only for amoment he could fed the human asif Dagger were he.

Dagger was pissed. Serioudy pissed. He crushed another beetle on arock beforeit could scuttle
out of range and watched the rabbit-sized pseudoisopod writhe as he loped off. The damned Darhel had
just dodged the bullets. Sure, it was vagudly possible, even with the high speeds of the " dumb”™ sniper
rounds. But you had to know that a sniper had shot. That was the point of using adumb round; it had no
emissionsto detect. Y ou had to have an active system to detect it until it wastoo late.

But the goddamned sensat could fed him take the shot. The only way to stop that wasto fedl
nothing when he killed the little shit. Which meant adopting a new shooting approach and, frankly, took
al thefun out of it. What wasthe point if you couldn't get the rush from the kill?

So, to kill the Darhel he had to fed nothing. But the point of killing wasto fed something, wasn't it?
So what was the point of killing the Darhel? Oh, yeah. A billion credits.

So, thistime, fed nothing. Not even excitement at getting a billion credits. Not until the box wasin
his hand. And the Darhdl was dead. Fed nothing. That ought to be easy enough; it was his norma way
of life.

Thelink severed as quickly asit had formed, tenuous threads of consciousness snagpping away.
That was Dagger's mind then. It was crass, paranoid, full of afear of failure and incompetence, of
showing fear or doubt. Any emation, any humanity, was weakness to Dagger.

Tirdd sucked on the pulp from his processor while he sorted out the thoughts. He couldn't face
killing something elsein order to eat. His emotionswere just too out of control and he was afraid held
lose control the way he currently felt. Order was essential. Anarchy would lead to death, asit was
leading to Dagger's.

Growing up, he never could understand the tal addicts, the Darhel who did things to push the edge
of lintatai. Now he could. The ta wasthe most heady drug available to the Darhel and it was
manufactured in their own bodies. After the pain, which was brief, came the rush of pleasure, then the
long duration of nothingness, followed by asated cam. It wastoo easy to lose onesdlf init, accomplish
nothing and fed little while doing S0, and fed good about whét little there was.

Td addiction till killed thousands, millions every year; no Darhel would bother to care for one that
had succumbed to lintatai. Those who failed the test would wither away, dying of dehydration usudly. It
was harsh, but necessary. It had taken hundreds of millenniato force their evolution back to this point,
wheretd could be used even if at great risk. It might take hundreds more before the Darhel became
what they had once been, before the Aldenatainterfered with their heritage and corrupted their destiny.
The strong must continue, the weak must nat, if they were to be awhole race again.

But he knew his own control and itslimits. It had fluctuated throughout the pursuit, the gameif you
will, and now if it were pushed he wasn't sure he could hold back afull tal orgasm. Which would be
desth.

By the same token he was becoming more and more addicted to the tal himself. He had never
experienced the range of emotions he was permitting himself. Even Dagger's discordant emotionswere a
pleasing sensation. They were spice, addicacy, againg the paate of known pleasures.

For that matter it seemed to be part of his enhanced range. If he fully controlled the td his ability to



track the sniper decreased; it was only when he let some of thetal hormone trickle into his system that
he could find histracker.

He wasn't sure he could get the glinak back in the box. When he was done with this mission there
would be plenty to meditate about. And much to discuss with his master. Perhaps even with the masters
of the Art themsdlves.

He took a deep breath and considered his situation. The pod would move in another two or three
days. If he headed directly for the next Extraction Point, Dagger would set up aong the way, moving to
intercept as necessary. If he headed up into the hills there would be even more areas for the sniper to
ambush him, and held be approaching the fire. Not good.

It appeared it wastime for a Darhel to enter once again upon the hunt. There was athrill to that
knowledge, with aforeboding cloud hanging over it. Thiswas no game. The fates of three racesand
hundreds of planets, perhaps the galaxy, would balance on what Tirdal San Rintai did next, and how
well hismind could fight genetic programming.

The question was what to do with the box. He pondered that for afew moments. He looked
around on the plain. Then he amiled. It was avery predatory and devious amile.

The EIf had been moving steadily towards the Blob site but now he'd turned back to the west,
crossing the stream to do so. Therewas|lots of clear savannain that direction, large enough that it was
on the map. What Tirda thought he was doing there Dagger couldn't decide. He moved north and west,
down off the bluffs and the visud advantage they gave, aming to cut the Darhd off. The Elf had headed
across the stream and onto the savanna proper, al grass and shrubs, and probably intended to get well
out of range and out of sight. But to get to the pickups he'd have to come back to the east and either
north or south. Best to find agood spot on his probable route and wait for him. Dagger would lurk
behind him until he turned, then take the hypotenuse to cut him off. If he Started at an angle, Dagger
would know which extraction point he intended to move toward, and could charge ahead, around the
Elf, and be waiting for him. And if Tirdal took more than two more days, he'd have to head south
ayway.

Perfect.

Dagger hunkered down in the grass to wait, nerves and sensors dert for any disturbance around
him, and kept an eye on the box's movement.

* % %

Thiswas atechniquethat Tirdal had rarely practiced. Alonid, the Indowy adept, was the master of
projection, but Tirda had never shown much ability at it. Still, he seemed to be managing adequately. He
couldn't tell if the large browsers were seeing him as one of them, not at dl, or asmply as himsdf and
werenot afraid. Their primitive eyes didn't move to indicate the direction they were viewing, and the
waving antennae were equally reticent. They weren't oooking, however, so something wasright. It took
only atrickle of tal to maintain the concentration for theillusion. Of course, that trickle wasin addition to
handling the stress on his twice-wounded body, and aiding hisfocus on Dagger, and . . .

The gargantuan insects were quiescent though, paying no atention to the strange biped in their
midst. And everyone aways said that thousand-klick-an-hour tape would stick to anything.

The "herd bull" wasthe size of alarge bison or smal eephant. To support that bulk with an
exoskeleton required a materia far stronger than chitin and the armored carapace of the bug was at least
ahand span thick. It might be an impossible kill with a punch gun, depending on how the shell reacted to
the blagt. It would be difficult with the rounds Dagger carried. Not impossible perhaps. The antiarmor
rounds might work. Antimatter would certainly work, though it might require blowing adeep crater with
multiple rounds. But Tirdd wouldn't need to kill it and wasn't planning to.

He crouched for amoment then legpt up and over, free of the grass and with aclear, panoramic
view. Even with his chameeon in effect, thiswas a dangerous time, and held have to work quickly lest
Dagger see him and take a shot. That, and the insect might spook and toss him or didodge him, possibly



stampede or crush him.

Hewas atop it, sitting dightly astride as he swung his pack around and ripped open the top
compartment flap. He heaved out the artifact, kept hold of the pack with one arm through it asit flopped
down, and held the box till with hisweight while he snagged theroll of tape with hisleft hand, reaching
over hisright and into the pack in afashion that would impress an Earth acrobat.

It wasn't an easy task, with only one hand and hislipsto get the tape going, but he succeeded. The
first piece held the box just still enough for him to get a second piece on, then athird. He was stretching
out afourth piece when he suddenly found himsdf flying through the air from atruly € ephantine buck.
The giant pill bug had dl the agility of aterrestrial beetle but, luckily, had the reaction speed of adug.
Perhapsit had dower neurd paths, or was less sengtive on its back, or just stupid. But the herd bull
now had the Aldenata artifact strapped to its magnificently striped and armored back, with the tape il
hanging from the |ast strap held been fastening. And Tirdal was freeto hunt. He grinned again and angled
through the herd, crossing the paths of the large beasts just behind them.

Chapter 18

Wheat in the hdll did the EIf think he was doing? Hed moved aong the east Side of this savanna,
which looked like it was probably asinkhole lake that had emptied out, then moved rapidly west, then to
the north. Now he was moving west again. Sowly. More meandering than moving. And al thewhileon
the savanna. He had to have a better knowledge of tactics than that.

Dagger had found alondly tree and climbed it for agood |ook. Generally he hated to shoot from
trees. If you were detected it made you a perfect target and even without being detected it was a
vulnerable spot. Better to be hunkered down on the ground. But you did what you had to do and the
savannawas amixture of high pseudograss and bushes; there was no clear view from ground level. He
referred to histracker, then tried to spot the same general areaon the savanna. It was severd clicks
away and the ground was rough but he couldn't spot anything that looked like the Darhel. Therewasa
large herd of those damned beetle things that had gotten in hisway before. The Darhe might be staying
among them. That wasn't abad tactic, actually. Dagger would have to get closer to take a shot, and
thered be alot of interference.

Then he ratcheted up the magnification on his scope and swore. The box was attached to the
broad gray back of one of the damned herbivores.

Without even thinking about it he was on hisway to the ground. The Darhe would come looking
for him now. He couldn't kill, though. There was one thing that all humans knew about Darhel; no matter
how bad they were they couldn' kill.

So was the shoe on the other foot or not? Oh, thiswasjust lovely.

Why couldn't the asshole have had the decency to die?

Tirdal paused and took afew breaths. Thiswasredly playing with the black side. Theta reacted
to hatred, fear and aggression, al the demonsthat lurked in the Darhdl soul. And it also accentuated
them, causing afeedback loop. Now onthetrail of hisfirst kill, Tirda congtantly found himsdf forcing
the glinak back inits cave. If it wasthisbad just trying to track in on the sniper, it would be nasty when it
cametimefor the. . .the.. . Kkill.

That, and he'd have to dodge numerous shots. It was better than adraw that would leave him
stranded, with Dagger in control of the pod's landing Sites, or leave both of them stranded to die. Though
that option was preferable, asalast resort, than to let Dagger have the artifact. If so, Tirda was
prepared to face that deeath. It would be an easy one. All he had to do was let tal push himinto lintatai
and he'd not care what happened next. Of course, the chewing of predators would drag him out of
trance in order to die, but that could be avoided by hiding in acave or depression.

Td was dtill an enticing option, too. He needed it, and the dosage he required increased ashe
devel oped the taste and the accompanying Sense. Would it be possible to build immunity through



exposure? Research said not, but Tirdal was certainly running at alevel rarely encountered. If control
was the reason, then it spoke wd | of him asan individua, but would not help therace. Helet his
thoughts continue as he rose and pushed off again, running in alow crouch to stay below the grasstops.
He was uncomfortably aware of thetrail he wasleaving, smashed flat behind him. He could do nothing
about that.

He summoned Jem and breathed deeply, regrouping his control. The breath caused an achein his
chestplate that was not gone yet. Had he been able to rest more, it would likely be healed by now. Asit
was, it had improved, but would need medical care afterwards, or the healed, misaigned crack would
forever be awesk spot. Thetight painin his shoulderswas il there, though discarding gear and the
artifact had reduced it to a mere annoyance for now. Hunger gnawed a him, feeding thetal. Thirst hadn't
hurt him yet; hed been near water and able to resupply. But he was reaching afatigue level that would
begin to affect him, even with the brief nap held had. Ta seemed to increase strain on the metabolism, as
well as causng him to use more energy.

Alwaysthetal. Every problem in the Darhel psyche and physiology came back to tal. How had
they accomplished so much with that stonetied to their feet, anchoring them? More questionsto be
asked afterwards. And more reasons to loathe the Aldenata.

But for now he must move, until Dagger reacted and he could Sense the activity and respond
accordingly.

At atrot, he headed east, making no effort to mask his movement. His head stuck above the grass,
making him fed exposed and naked as he bulled through it. Either Dagger would see him and start taking
shots, or held get clear and be able to circle around, Dagger having no idea where he was. He couldn't
get too far away, or Dagger would smply snag the artifact and go. That would leave him with no bait,
and il risking stalemate and abandonment. But there could be no gain without risk.

He'd gone about three hundred meters when Dagger faded in his perception again. Likely a shot
would follow. He gave no indication of his awareness, though part of him shouted to take cover. Instead,
he breathed deeply, let his stride even out to a pace that didn't require thinking, and reached out with his
Sense astal rose, ready to respond.

Shot fired! his Sense shouted a him. He threw himsdlf sdeways and low, rolled over the lumpin
his pack and stayed il as tufts and seeds drifted down, torn loose by the projectile's passage. The
crack of tortured air rang his ears and echoed loudly from the hills. He breathed in the smell of the grass,
and that of the earth just centimeters from his nose. His chin stung where the muzzle of the punch gun
had smashed it as he landed. He took a bregth to steady himself and held motionless. But staying il
would smply let Dagger take afollowup shot to end this, he redized at once. He scrambled forward and
ran again, faster. Hewould keep this up until he had Dagger in agood frame of mind.

Shot fired! And again he dodged, thistime dropping as soon as possible. A smal eruption of dirt in
front of him indicated Dagger was trying to catch hisfeet. That would be a difficult shot, but obvioudy
Dagger thought he could make it. Not good. It might have been best not to provoke him in thisterrain.
Stll, it was better than just running, hoping for achance. He could also fed ta pushing at him.

Shot fired! Dagger was getting angry. Tirdal could fed it. Thistime he dove far forward, hoping
Dagger wasn't leading him much, in response to hislast two evasions. If hewasright, held gain afew
moments as Dagger repositioned for the next shot. If he was wrong, hopefully hisarmor would dow the
round enough to reduce the injury. He arched in midair, landing flat on his abdomen and dapping the
ground with his hands and toes to absorb the momentum. 1t was easier than he'd trained for, in thislow
gravity, dthough he got bashed in the head by his own gun again. At once he pushed up and went into a
rapid crawl on toe and fingertips, scrabbling under the brush like aloca scavenger. Thetall grassand
gtaky growth reluctantly parted in front of him, bending but little from the narrow print of fingersand
toes. The plant tops waved but little, leaving Dagger abroad potentid target areato choose from. Dust
and tiny insects blew past Tirdal'sface.

Hefdt another shot and rolled to his right, where the shots were coming from, hoping alow round
would pass over him. It did, the grass cushioning his massfor amoment before ripping away, leaving a



flattened area. But Dagger now knew what he'd done there, and that round had aready been close. It
wouldn't take many more before this cameto an end.

Another one came, thistime ahornet round that cracked overhead asit targeted him. His suit
snapped out asignd and the dead round banged into his hip, making him wince with pain but not causing
major injury. That was good. It meant Dagger was getting frustrated, and doubted his own ability to
make the shot. But he could shoot quite afew more rounds, and eventualy onewould hit Tirdal.

Then something happened.

The tenuous connection between them solidified again, and he could fed Dagger shooting. For just
amoment, he could see what Dagger saw, aghostly image over the redity in front of him. He closed his
eyesfor amoment to catch the scene, and moved. Dagger was aiming right a him and shooting now as
Tirdd rolled away and rose to hisfest, the shot chewing ground where held been, then another passing
behind him. Dagger fired, leading him and he just stopped, standing precarioudy where hewasfor a
moment, then moved at an angle then forward. Another hornet cracked, but he knew it was coming and
doveforward. It missed him, barely.

Then the connection broke, feding asif it werefull of gatic. Dagger was furious, howling angry. He
was panting and swesting and starting to shake. But he wasn't shooting.

And Tirda knew where he was. He was on alow hummock of the rolling ground to north and east.
Now he was heading for higher ground and treesto the north. Very well. Tirdal would meet him there.
Should hefollow behind Dagger, or circle around the east?

Follow. That would disturb Dagger even more. He grinned again, despite the sting in his hip now
turning numb, the achesin his shoulders and chest, theitching from abraded skin irritated by swest, the
urgent, gnawing hunger and the cloying promise of tal.

It wastime for Dagger to fed some of this.

Helet ta build, dowly, until he was experiencing adizzying, exhilarating rush. It was il
controllable, though it took concentration, and held have to shut it down in ahurry before anything
resembling akill. HEd just have to hope nothing attacked him across this savanna. In the meantime, he
could easily fedd Dagger over there. That confirmed, he moved at alow crouch, helmet batting the grass
aside as he strode. He reached out for other life, and found the herd, dumb and contented with its grass,
and abuzz of lesser creatures underneath that, nonsentient and merely background. No predators
reached him here, though there were somein the "distance,” undefinable. They would not be close
enough to worry about, so he drew his awarenessin to focus on Dagger and anything in that range.

Dagger was moving for that small copse of trees, yes. Likely sometrick of geology funneled water
and nutrients to them, asthey stood on solid ground, al done. And Dagger intended, most likdly, to
climb oneto use asa platform for a better shot. So while he moved that way, Tirda could hurry closer.

Should herisk the kill? Should he risk trying to capture Dagger? Both had their dangers. Hed have
to decide soon, but options were always desirable.

And there was Dagger, far ahead but visible. The range was about akilometer, and Tirdal could
see his head and rifle. The man was so enraged or so conceited he wasn't bothering with cover. Well,
good. Some stray shotswould serveto annoy him further . . . and just might hit him. Tirda stopped,
raised his punch gun and took careful am.

Thefirst shot caused an eruption of dirt ahead of the sniper, who sent out a mental shriek of fear
but then dove for ground with trained reflexes. Tirdd fired again and again at the area, tossing staksand
dirt in cascades. Dagger's fear was papable, edging up toward the level of hisrage. And
there. . . fatigue, despair. Emotions were piling on each other, wrestling to be the most important. Tirdal
realized he could not ask Dagger to surrender. It would be perceived as weakness. He must push and
keep pushing until something snapped. It was till possible, however unlikdly, that Dagger might ask to
surrender. That would be the best outcome. But it must be begged for, not offered.

Dagger was moving now, low and dow. Tirda took his best guess asto where and fired again. As
long asafew of his shotswere close, Dagger wastoo low to realize they were smply lucky, and would



continue to panic. The occasiona wisps of smoke from scorched grass couldn't hurt, either. It would be
best to space the shots, so the seventy left would last agoodly number of minutes. Tirdd recalled a
human joke about Murphy's Law of Thermodynamics: things get worse under pressure. So pressure
there would be.

Infact, fire might not be abad thing. Brush fires couldn't be too uncommon here, even though the
oxygen level wasn't that high. It was a perfectly natura occurrence the Tdek shouldn't notice, and might
serveto throw Dagger over the edge.

A tiny adjustment to the punch gun's controls, accomplished as two movements between the
ongoing shots, and the beam would disperse just dightly more. However, that meant alower-pressure
plasma sheath around each bolt, which should encourage dry, stalky growth, covered in dust and flaky
husks, to ignite.

It was a pity the wegpon wouldn't fire faster. Still, four or five shots on the same areashould do the
trick, the subsequent beams providing more ignition sources and adight wafting of air through the
growth to fan the flames. Tirda picked a spot he was sure was ahead of where Dagger was, drew it
back to what seemed agood estimated distance, and started firing.

Dagger stopped prone and took afew breaths. He cringed as another scattering of dirt preceded
thepoounk! of the punch gun. The damned Darhe had figured out away to track him. He thought at first
that Tirdal had acquired some gear back at camp, and had findly figured out how to useit. Hisactions,
however, indicated that he was only able to track sporadically, when Dagger was most frustrated. So it
was his damned sensat crap. He seemed to notice when Dagger was going to take a shot, but only after
thefact; he till could only sense emotions, not thoughts. So the thing to do would betojust . . . shut
down. Get in that sort of meditation mode like when he was shooting. Just . . . become arock, ablank
goot . . . What wasit that Darhel had said?"Think of afloating bubble. . ." Hed use that one, snce he
must. He shut out the earlier comparison to a pool and the surface. Had the dimy freak detected a
resdua thought of that time when he was eight, when the local bullies had held him under a the loca
swvimming hole? Could it be coincidence, or wasthe Darhd trying to enrage him with bad memories? If
30, it wasworking, and Dagger didn't believe in coincidence. So don't think about that. Think about that
sogp bubble bit. Ignore the implied insult about how smple and childish it was. There would betimeto
gloat after hetook the shot.

Then he twitched again as another shot landed close enough for him to smell cooked lime from the
ground. The Darhd bastard was learning quickly, and Dagger wondered if he'd managed to meet up or
talk to Ferret. He was getting harder to kill, not easier.

How could something dodge so many rounds? He was sure afew of them had nicked, &t least.
Enough to dow the dien twerp down. Except they hadn't. Was his suit that good? If so, Dagger might
be in deep shit. But that wasn't reasonable, or Tirdal wouldn't be running.

Except he wasn't running now. He was attacking. A sudden change in tactics indicated desperation.
So Tirda wasin bad shape. A faint grin crossed hisface as he thought of that. The asshole wastrying to
keep him scared as he approached, but he still wasn't doing too well. His best attack so far had been to
try to topple abluff. No matter what happened, Tirdd still couldn't actudly kill.

A familiar odor crept into hisnostrilsand brain. It was pleasant and relaxed him just dightly. That
was nice. It wasn't something hed smelled here, it was. . . grass smoke?

Then through the waving stems he saw an orangeflicker that wasaso familiar. Y ou asshole!” he
whispered hoarsaly, and started to shimmy back in panic. A lucky beam must have caught something dry
and flammableinthisarid terrain.

Then Dagger redized there were more flames, making that crackling noise that meant they were
gpreading. Oily gray smoke hung low around him, and tickled his nose and stung his eyes. Shit. A whole
areato hisleft wasflaring up, between Tirdd and him.

Still, that meant he could use it as ascreen, and held better damned well hurry, he realized, because



that was the direction the prevailing winds were coming from. If that was afive kilometer breeze hefdt,
it was asfast asabrisk walk. He'd need to be faster than that.

Eyeswide again, feding frustration, panic and fear fight with exhaustion and stress, Dagger roseto
acrouch and sprinted the hell east and north. HE'd had generd plansto go that way anyway, but he
hated, just hated, being forced into a course of action. But a grassfire was not something he could
ignore, and it wouldn't react to his wegpons.

Herode over his shivers and thought of how best to dispose of therageand, and . . . fear . . . he
was focusing and concentrating. How about as amenta attack for that sensat bastard? Throw some of
thisat him and see what happened?

Areyou reading my mind, Tirdal the Darhel, cowardly little bastard? Read this, asshole.

Tirdd felt Dagger's mentd outburst. Once again, he had a flashing connection to hisenemy'sbrain,
thoughts and feglings and sensory input cascading over him. Raw, seething hatred! Power and control.
The strength of it caused histal levelsto rise, and he fought to lower them. That was the ongoing
problem; maintaining thelevel high enough, without flying off that precipice.

But he had caught that brief glimpse of Dagger's surroundings. He was now farther to the northeast,
amogt to those trees a the edge of the prairie. The fire behind him and to Tirda's right front was dying
down to an angry black and red scar, the red fading to ashen gray asapal of smoke rolled up and
thinned, the upper edge flattening out in the Stratified air.

Dagger's detectability was fading in and out as Tirdd fought thetal levels. Also, he seemed to be
becoming "fainter.” Asif hewas getting ready to take ashot. Or, more likely, trying to mask his
emotions. Therewasalot of rage there. Timeto twesk it even further. Also timeto stop shooting, so as
not to provide areturn target. He got low and began to belly crawl, arms stretched out ahead to
minimize damageto the grass.

He cdled up Dagger and started playing mind games again. " So, Dagger, how are you doing?' he
asked as he dipped through the stalks, bending rather than breaking them again. " Of course, | don't
redly haveto ask. | read your mind."

He paused at a thinning of the weeds, only to determine it was a path cleared by another herd of
gargantuan insectoids. Good. He'd learned much in the last three days. This was something else for the
Darhel to practice, on ether cultivated "wild" areas or remote planets. The human monopoly on force
became less of apotentia threat as other tactical knowledge grew.

Dagger replied, abit bresthlessy but sounding surprisingly well controlled, "I take it you've never
seen ared brush fireyou little asshole? Y ou do know they can go againgt prevailing winds, spread out in
long lines, creete firestormsthat suck air in to feed them, and generally not do what you want them to
do?'

Tirda had known some of that. The rest sounded very reasonable and he redlized he—they—hed
been lucky the grass was merdly weather dry and not kindling dry from drought. That was not amistake
he should have let himsdalf make from eagerness. On the other hand, risk was an essentia part of war.
He should push the man more, since he seemed worried.

"Dagger, afew degrees of flames and carbon monoxide with sulfur isn't bothersometo Darhdl. |
may decide to do that again. It'smy turn to chase now."

"Oh, quit with the bullshit. I've seen Darhel burned in accidents. Y ou're as easy to cook aswe are.
That was either an accident, or you'reredly clueessout here.”

"If 0, Dagger, it doesn't speak well for the humans I've been learning from," he said.

Dagger apparently decided to ignore that. He seemed to be getting smarter. Instead, he changed
the subject. "That was rather clever, hiding the box on the bug. It would have been redlly clever to keep
it low, where | couldn't seeit sticking out like a saddle on aboar.” There was adight smugness
pervading the control in hisvoice. And the control was obviousto Tirdal. Dagger wastrying hard to
suppress his emotions. Suppression, however, was not what he should do. They should flow, not be



bottled up. And Dagger seemed to do exactly the opposite of what anyone wanted . . .

"| felt you needed the hint," he said to goad Dagger. " So far, you've shown little ability to outthink
or outtrack anything smaller and brighter than these bugs." The bugs were impressive, though, he thought
as he skipped behind one and dropped back into the stalks. They were the size of Earth's extinct
rhinoceri.

"| tracked Ferret, and he was supposed to be the vaunted master of it. Y ou remember Ferret? |
think he was wetting his pants when heredlized | could see him. He wasin good cover, too. Better than
you've ever had. But thefickle finger of fate holdsthetrigger. And if you're so good | need ahint, why'd
you drop the box and hide in the weeds?"'

"Very smply, Dagger, | found your tracer some time back. It no longer serves my purposesto
have you follow it. That was aruse to keep you where Ferret could stalk you," he said. He dso could
use Ferret asamythicd aly. And as the man was now dead, Dagger couldn't cross check. "Now that
Ferret isgone, | have no need to make things smplefor you anymore. Y ou'll have to do somered
tracking. It'stimefor you to learn afew things."

With that, he rose back to a crawl, though this crawl was asfast as agood jog for ahuman, fingers
and toes extended like alizard's, but reaching far forward and behind to reduce the profile they cut in the
grass.

"I'm going to kill you, you dien fresk," Dagger said.

Tirda spoke again to keep Dagger talking rather than shooting. "Really, Dagger, you should
acquire calm, not just the outward symptoms. One should focus not upon the blankness within, but the
blankness without, dlowing it to draw the ssorm.”

Dagger interrupted his spidl. "I've got a philosophical question for you, Tirdal."

"Yes, Dagger?'

"If aDarhd gets his head blown off in the middle of the forest, do the trees hear anything?”"

"There, Dagger, you've made progress. Y ou've acknowledged your anger. Now allow it to draw
your fear of competence with it, and learn to fedl. Only then will you be ableto track aDarhel on flat
ground without the tracer."

The crack of aprojectile echoed across the savanna. One of the large herbivores twitched and
staggered, trod in acircle as its sharp-edged feet threw clods of sod and grass. It was seeking its
antagonist, and confused at not finding one. Moments later, it lined up on anearby bull and charged.
There was nothing wrong with its gait. The armor-piercing projectile had done no more than chip its
cargpace and annoy it. And that should be another lesson for Dagger, Tirda thought. The beast's
thoughts had spiked at the shot and were now subsiding back to norma. Dagger needed to do the same
thing, and disappear behind the noise of thelocd life.

Dagger wasn't stupid. He knew the conversation had been designed to distract him. Anyway, a
good sniper worked better in slence. To say nothing could be the scariest statement of dl. And the
damned EIf wasn't going to trick him into not using the tracking module. That whole jab had been an
attempt to throw him off. It hinted of "fairness," and Dagger was not one for “fair" when "effective’ was
available. Hed use the tracker, the superior range of hiswegpon, his cunning and precision. And, he'd
use his human ahility to kill. To do otherwise would be slly. Let the Darhel mutter his philosophy.
Dagger would shoot beads instead.

Hetook deep draftsof air, both to revitaize hisflagging strength and to calm his nerves. Now he
had to get into agtate that Tirdd couldn't track. That would mean histoolswould give him the
advantage. Histoolsthat didn't depend on emotion.

Tirda redly was desperate, he reminded himsalf. He wastaking, running, hiding the box, setting
fires. It wasdl very annoying, some of it was foolishly dangerous, and dl of it meant he was out of
practical ideas. Thiswas abattle. A low-scale battle between only two combatants, but <till a battle.
Some damage wasinevitable. Tirdd had troubleinflicting it directly—probably he couldn't kill and was



hoping to push Dagger into getting injured, thus leaving him herein acowardly fashion.

For amoment he remembered his own thregt to Ferret, but that had been vengeful, not of necessity
based on fear. Anyway, Ferret was dead, cleanly killed one-on-one.

Otherwise, Tirdal wasjust hoping for alucky shot to catch Dagger, and al Dagger had to do was
stand up to thefire, figuratively, and dish out what Tirda couldn't take. Hed gone face-to-face with
Ferret, thisgutlesstroll should be easier. And that'swhat he was. Not an EIf, but atroll. A filthy little
freak from arace of freaks who needed humansto fight for them. So hereit came.

Dagger was going to head for those trees, get agood position, and at this range he could watch the
Darhd's brains splatter asthe round hit. That would be swest.

Dammit! Cam! It'sjust an exercise. Locate the target, paint the target, shoot. Just like that bet with
Thor. Just like the range. Afterwards was the time for abeer and aboast. And that artifact would be dl
the boagting he'd ever need. It would make him part of the war stories people passed around. Better
yet, it would be one of the true ones.

He performed a maneuver that would have made hisingtructors proud. With an enemy at close
range, he exfiltrated unseen and secured anew position. Chameleon at full power, because that was one
of thethingsthe Darhel couldn't track, and he redlly didn't care how much juiceit ate up now, ashe
wouldn't need it after today, he squirmed snakdlike, curving through the grass. Straight linesarea
giveaway of intdligent activity, and along, winding path would not only be harder to see, but if seen
would be mistaken for an animd track. He did asllittle damage as possible. Hisriflewas dung over his
shoulder, aloop of the ding held in his hand as adrag. Some of the beetle and flyer formswere
disturbed at his passage, but nothing larger, and those only twitched because of the movement, not
because they noticed this strange apparition.

Movement ahead made him stop short. He held utterly still, breath clenched, as he examined the
shape. It wasasmall scavenger form, about a half meter long, and it trudged on past a an angle. Good.
He resumed crawling, seeing the copse dark ahead. He'd pick one about three treesin, which would
give him aclear enough field of fire, and provide both screen and some hard cover.

The grass thinned as he neared the outer reach of roots, and the ground rose dightly, too, built up
from centuries of rot and decay. The tracking gear showed Tirda to till be about fifteen hundred meters
away, though the little asshole was moving at ahell of aclip. Well, that would makeit easier. And with
Tirdal heading straight at him, easier still. An upright, advancing target. The Darhel was asucker if he
thought that was agood tactic against a sniper. Still, Dagger would have to be quick across the exposed
ground, as he couldn't spare the time to find the best approach or circle around behind. Then held have
to be quick into position for ashot. He had perhaps two minutes.

Taking abreath for courage and for extra oxygen, he scurried like alizard across open ground. His
eyeswere set on atree ahead, and he made straight for it, then shifted sideways and dove around
behind. No fire. Not detected by the Aggressor Team. Close eyes, avoid thinking, just bresthe. We
have atarget, and that target isjust atarget. A pop-up, computerized dummy, just like athousand
others. It'sapass/fail shot. Show the general how good histroops are, then have a beer. Remember the
old joke? One shot, onekill, drink coffee. A target was atarget was atarget.

In his best shooting trance, Dagger crawled low and quickly, seeking agood, climbable tree.

That one. Easy to climb, easy to evacuate, and it appeared to have a decent view from abouit five
meters up. Perfect. And the target wasnow . . .

Lessthan seven hundred meters? How did thelittle bastard move that fast?

Dagger clambered quickly up thetree, trailing hisding. He found asolid limb about three meters
above the ground, and paused to drag therifle up. He made it up two more limbs, right to five meters or
S0, with agreat view, even better than he expected. It was perfectly framed by the main trunks and limbs
infront. He could lean over thisangled limb while standing in that crotch, and would have cover fromiit.
Helinked al his sensors and his scope to make tracking fast, and gazed out quickly. He was going to
pass this shot, so he'd have to take it fast.



The target was about there . . . and there was no movement there. Therewas only grass. He
checked everything again. Right there . . . and nothing, not even the haze of achameleon. Therewasan
IR source, maybe, though the sunlight even filtered by haze madeit only aghost. . ..

Thetarget was crawling, except it was the fastest damned crawl Dagger had ever seen. Holy shit,
that wasfast! And no clear target. Blue Team was being tricky. So for this exercise, switch between
hornets and antiarmor, and fire asfast as possible. Outthink, outfight. Ready ... and. . .

Tirda felt Dagger's presence. Dagger seemed to have learned, as his mind was reasonably cam
and ordered. Ordinarily, that would have sufficed to mask him, but Tirdal was running tal to the very
limits of his control. He had a Sense, a hunch of where Dagger was, and he was going to exploit that
right now.

Dagger was dill focusing on the fact that aDarhd would find it tough, if not impossible, to shoot a
human. That thought stopped him from thinking about whet else Tirda could and might shoot at. Like
that tree. That oneright there.

Flashing agrin any human would recognize as triumphant, Tirda eased his punch gun forward and
fired.

A flash told him Dagger wasfiring, too, but there was nothing to do but follow through. His
carefully amed shot blew shreds of wet, fibrous wood out the back and into the tree behind it. Which
wasthetree Dagger washiding in, if his estimation wasright.

Hetried to ignore theincoming fire as three hornet rounds cracked. Thefirst blew dirt in hisface.
The second dammed into his boot and made his foot numb. The third he couldn't identify, except that it
hadn't hit him. Then he wasfiring again, into the tree behind the first, shutting down his Sensein case he
got lucky and hit Dagger. Twigs tumbled from the limb the shot had hit, and stray twigs blew out. They
weren't much good as fragments, asthey lacked mass. Still, they'd distract. In that time, he shifted his
am down near the base and started firing deliberately. Three shotstook just over 1.5 seconds, and that
particular tree had no base. The remains started to tumble sdeways, its limbs whipping and crashing
through the other trees. Then he turned his attention back to the one Dagger was hiding in. Another shot
at amain limb blew chipsin dl directions. HeEd not noticed Dagger's next shot, which had amost taken
his hand off, but the next one cracked overhead, aclear miss because Dagger was too busy to think.
That falling tree was crashing through the one he used as his platform.

Three more shots took out the base of Dagger'stree. That should have a positive effect. Tirda
grinned again and moved hisaim to ancther.

Dagger wasfiring histhird rapid hornet round at the warm spot in the grasswhen the treein front of
him exploded. Wet sap, splinters and chunks ripped past him and splashed over him. "Gah!" heydlled
aloud, suddenly spooked. How the hell had the Darhel done that? And could he actually shoot to kill?
The noise of the punch gun continued as Tirdd kept shooting.

There was nothing for it but to recover position and shoot again. Thiswaswhereit ended. He
shifted his grip, took agood stance and resumed firing, thistime the dumb rounds. Hed march them
aong that line and hit something, he was sure.

Then the branch less than a meter above his head exploded. A chunk of it dammed into his hemet,
dizzying him, and another jarred hisrifle. Before he could recover, he was being whipped by tendrils and
the tree was shaking as one off to hisright fell acrossit. He shifted his balance, trying to recover position,
asthe tree shook convulsively. Then again. He figured out what was happening and quickly jumped out
his escape route, wanting to be clear of thetreeinahurry.

Hisfal took him through the branches of the downed tree, and he scrambled through the obstacle,
rifle held high to avoid tangling it. Branches caught at hisfeet and thighs as he fought to free himself.
Already, he could hear histree cracking angrily, and it just might fal backwardsand crush himiif he
wasn't clear.



Off to hisright, another tree was spewing splinters.

Dagger ran. He'd find cover some distance away and wait for Tirdal to follow. But thisareawas
not safe. Hetried to force his breathing back into control, but was scared. And admitting he was scared
frightened him even more. He could hear trees crashing behind him, and wondered where the hell he
could get agood shot and not be exposed? The farther awvay he was, the easier the Darhel could dodge
hisfire. Up close, hewasin range of the punch gun, and it had been proven twice now that an inability to
kill wasn't entirely a hindranceto thelittle turd. He needed to stalk better, wait for him to pick aroute,
then move to intercept. He batted at tendrils of stems, sacrificing stealth for speed.

Wasn't that little bastard ever going to degp? That five-hour nap seemed along time ago, and had
barely taken the edge off hisfatigue. But if the Darhel wouldn't rest, he couldn't. What would happen if it
shot him while he dept? Or just buried him? Because Dagger knew he couldn't stay awake another three
days until the pod left for its second point putting him between it and the Darhel.

Then heredlized it was al moot. The Darhel was now tracking him. Hed have to move fast and
switch rolesagain.

Ahead was clear grass and adight rise. If he backed up that hill, he could keep the copsein view
and shoot the damned Darhd if he came through. Or, held bein agood position for along shot, and
there was nothing to collapse around him. Breath tearing at his parched throat as he tried to moderateit,
he dropped to a ditting position and scrabbled backwards, rifle pointed out and ready to swing to any
threat.

* % %

Tirdal wasn't about to follow Dagger into, through or around that copse. It wastoo likely heldd be
targeted. The sniper was definitdy till aive, though therewas ahint of injury or paininwhat Tirda could
Sense. All good, but not enough.

However, Tirdd was now confident he could ambush Dagger, on terrain of hischoosing, pin him
down and inflict injury by proxy or directly. Whether or not he could kill directly was another question,
but a crippled Dagger put Tirda in amuch better bargaining position.

With Dagger confused, Tirdal beet aretreat for the stream, careless of the path heleft. Hisplan
was to reach a scrubby areahe'd passed through not long before, al tangled and thick though not
qudifying as"forest,” merdly brush. It was strewn with rocks and would provide severa good placesto
dodge and shoot from. As Dagger's thoughts seemed to become coherent, again he began a series of
Zigzags to make himsdaf somewhat less obvious.

Hetook long lopes down the dight dope to the stream'’s bl uffs, then dropped over them. Dagger
was dert now, and was garting to move. Hewas"far" and gpproaching "middl€" in Tirdal's mind. Good.
That gave Tirda enough lead to get where he wanted to be.

He splashed across the stream, following agame trail southward that more or less paralleled the
stream. He knew that he was leaving atrail but didn't know what to do about it. The terrain was karstic
and therewas alarge chunk of limestone, alow bluff redly, on this side. He looked at that, looked at the
surrounding trees and his clear boot tracksin the mud and smiled.

Chapter 19

Dagger had moved off to the east, trying to keep cam and think of nothing. But it was hard, very
hard. The Darhel would be out there somewhere, and now the tracking was on the other foot; for the
first timethe Darhel was the hunter instead of the prey. Of course, that meant that he was closing. When
Dagger saw him he would be too close to dodge around. If Dagger saw him firdt.

That meant the hummocky terrain to the south. If he could bypass the Darhdl, who was sure to be
coming east, and get to the hills, especidly to the southeast, he would have agood chance of getting the
first shot in. If he moved by bounds, found an open area, set up, waited, then moved again, he had a
good chance of getting the first shot in anyway. The Darhd didn't gppear to be ableto zero in on his
position, just get avaguefed for hisgeneral locade. That would work. And keep calm.



Tirdal sensed the change in Dagger's demeanor. He was somewhere to the northeast, and even as
astrong fedling of gloating came through the contact began to fade until it was dmost impossibleto
discern. Apparently Dagger had taken his commentsto heart about masking hisfedings.

Helet alittle of hisanger dip and felt thetrickle of ta hormonefill hisbeng with afeding of
lightness. But even with his enhancement he was back to "near/far” and the sniper was. . . somewherein
themiddle.

Obvioudy Dagger was doing one of two things. Waiting, or swinging around to get on Tirdd's
backtrail. Since the plan wasto lead the sniper into another trap, it was important to make and then
break contact. But with thefed of location fading it was going to be difficult. He or Dagger could walk
right up to each other without even redizingiit.

He marched into the scrub, and it was as bad as he'd hoped. Tendrils caught at his boots, coarse
grassdragged at his suit, rocks of every size protruded into his path. Small flyers|ofted past him, and
once aboot-sized insect jumped from in front of him, digging frantically under the matted grassto find
shelter. Then there were the choking vines, stiff plants and gnarled, low trees. It was sere and desolate
and perfect.

Edging alittle closer to the savanna, he headed due south, every sense divefor the dightest sign of
Dagger.

Which waswhy he didn't notice thetiger bestles.

The creatures were not tigers, of course, and not beetles. But they were two meter long predators,
abeit with short legs, and their mandibles were adapted to cut through the tough shells of theloca
herbivores like can openers; they were more than capable of taking gpart alone Darhdl. Their evolution
had taught them to be stedthy, lest the large prey crush them underfoot with their knife-edge hooves, or
bite with their own jaws. Such abite wasn't likely to befatal at once, but would cripple the predator.
That led to death from starvation, and improved the stealth and reactions of the surviving lines. Thetiger
beetles moved stedthily toward this strange little snack, darting and freezing.

Tirdal sensed the attack before thefirgt rustle of underbrush and the things were on him. He
dodged the firgt, but his Sense said "seven and he knew held havetofire,

* % %

Dagger heard the hollow dap of the punch gun to the east and grinned. The EIf had runinto
something he couldn't run away from and it was going to cost him. The sniper cut immediately to the
southeast where he knew the Darhd'strail would be. He listened to the shots, gauging direction and
distance. He must bein that patch of crud across the stream. The EIf had been stupid not to pressthe
attack when he could, and now Dagger would exploit it. At arun, weapon high, he bounded down the
bluff, keeping ears open for the punch gun, eyes open for the Darhdl and feet dert for tripping hazards.

It was agood kilometer, which was along run on thisterrain with thismuch crap. Add in lack of
deep and water, fatigue and a bad ankle plus afew new dings and Dagger was worn out and panting for
breath by the time he neared the stream.

Tirdal wasn't sure how he had dodged thefirst rush but now it was afurball. Two of the predators
were down, one of them twitching, one broken, but those were lucky shots. Two more had been hit but
it wasn't stopping them; he had to hit anerve center to kill the crestures. Neck or belly were the targets.
Neck or bely, he reminded himsdlf as he dodged another leap. They were pack hunters, and waited for
cues from each other. They circled around at arun and dove in atight sequence, oneto distract, one
from behind, the rest from the sides. He Sensed their leaps only instants before, but it had been enough
so far. He knew their pattern, now, but could he maintain hisluck and speed? Hisfirst evasion had sent
pain shrieking through hislower chestplate. The second one had amost caused him unconsciousness.
There was another danger; that of areaction equivalent to human endorphin response. Part of hisbrain
was Sensing his enemy, part clamping down tightly on agony, part controlling ta and preventing the
cloying sweetness and urgency of lintatal, leaving badly eroded menta processesfor wielding the punch



gun, twisting through the blades of their jaws and staying mobile.

It took three quarters of a second for the punch gun to cycle and the pauses between shots were
the mogt incredibly long three-quarters of a second he could imagine. He had accepted that he would
have to fill each of the beastsfull of holesuntil he hit anerve junction, but the question was who would
be dismembered first. He ducked aleap, rolled to the left through thick weeds, untangled from them and
the matted grass beneath, skipped back a step and fired. The gun wentpoounk , his chosen target
staggered, lintatal surged toward the center of hisbrain and histraining locked it back down. The
contortions and battle outsde were amere shadow of the war within, of hormones versus sef-control. It
was literdly as hard as controlling an orgasm in progress, that threatened to spill over at the dightest
opening. Except that thisorgasm would kill him.

The insects scurried back into a circle around him. He backed away through a gap, delaying the
inevitable, dmost ssumbling in the thick, close-spaced stalks, until the punch gun recycled. He pointed
and snap-shot just as held been taught on the training range, pointing for the head of the nearest beast,
hoping for a stun, blunt trauma or perhaps something better. The creature was stretched out at the run,
and the shot caught it on the short but exposed neck. It wasn't dead-on, as the head rolled between the
forelegs but remained attached by asinewy string inside the articulated plates. Still, theinsect tumbled
and began to twitch. It was akill. A surge of tal brought bright halosto everything in Tirdd's vison, and
he took another breath, laden with the coppery stench of blood, the earthy smell of insect guts and the
ozone tang of the shots. He focused on the sensations, through them. See the camness of thelake. The
currents run undernesth. Only the rippleswash the shore.. . .

Pain lanced again, thistime through his right thigh. His Sense had been distracted and missed this
one. He drove the butt of the weapon down, tearing the mandibles free, fabric and flesh following them
with an animated trail of blood droplets. The blow might have damaged the creature's jaw, asit seemed
askew. A twigt, point, shoot. Point-blank through the open mouth would aso kill one, it seemed, and
another surge swept through him. Forcing the searing pain in his chest and leg aside, he legpt over the
horse-gzed carcass, its legs thrumming the ground in desth, and turned to face the remaining three asthe
tortured nervesin his shoulder, chestplate and thigh caused a cramp the entire length of hisright side,
from shoulder to ankle. Thetiger beetles seemed to lack therational senseto leave alosing battle. Or
maybe they were starving. Or maybe Darhd smelled like chicken. They were going to leap now, and
Tirdal dropped. It wasn't hard to let gravity do the work.

Asthey jumped, hefdl behind the last corpse, itslegs till twitching, brushing him in amacabre
caress. But hewas pointing straight up as they went overhead, and his shot caught one of them at the
rear of the underside. That one split, itsrear legs and joint tumbling free with agout of entrailsand yellow
goo toland in atwitching heap. Tirdal dragged hisfeet painfully under himself in asquat, then shoved as
hard as he could, rising up the curve of the carcass and over to the other side of the corpse, twisting as
he went. The ankle on hisdready injured leg responded too dowly to the landing, and he felt it crunch,
traumainflaming the soft tissue into an ingtant orain. He shot again and nothing happened. 1t had not
been three-quarters of asecond. The remaining pair spread wide, and he fired as the weapon recharged,
getting one obliquely underneeth asiit left the ground. He dropped and rolled in close to the corpse
behind him and waited for recharge and another attack.

Thefina tiger beetle continued itsleap into arun and disappeared.

Tirdd did what any human martid artist would. He went into recovery breething, dow and
controlled, forcing his chestplate to obey. That alone reduced the pain somewhat, and he curled into a
comfortable position. Sitting folded was preferred, but any position that helped an injury wasthe choice
inthefied. He grounded histhoughts and drifted for just amoment, pulling himself from the edge of
unconsciousness. The cliff marks the edge. The edge can be waked. From the edge one can seeinto the
distance. Behind is safety. Look not behind, but over the edgeto thefear . . . He came back enough to
fed thelintatai, and split hismind to deal with it. Thewind stirs ripples through the leaves. The leaves
sway thetree. The tree bends and flexes but does not yield. Suppleisthe tree. Suppleisthe mind.
Emotions are but leavesin thewind of existence. . .



It took only aminute, but it was aminute well spent. Control returned, his mind aglow with the
thudding of his heart and the warmth of emation. All fell away into acool, refreshed focusonagak in
front of hiseyes, itsdun length covered in fuzzy white hairs.

That, and agaping wound in histhigh and a sprained ankle. For the former, a sdf-heding bandage
was caled for. He cut away more of the damaged suit, keeping the hole as smal as possiblefor
protection. He eased the bandage inside, pressed it gently around the edgesto sedl it, then stroked its
surfaceto activateit. It would disinfect the wound, staunch the bleeding, and drop nanitesin to effect
repair. It would be healed in aday, if he could only rest and eat. But of course, that was out of the
question.

Rising painfully to hisknees, then hisfeet, using hisarms and the punch gun for support, he pressed
apatch to his neck, letting amild analgesic and more nanitesinto his bloodstream. What he needed was
the Darhel equivaent of anarcotic and amuscle relaxer, but that, too, was out of the question.

The scrapes and minor tears hed haveto ignore. It was time to move. He lurched off deeper into
the brush.

* % %

Dagger squatted low. The firing had stopped as he came down the hill. That could mean dead EIf,
or crippled EIf, or that hed won his engagement. It wastime to be cautious again. That thick tangle of
crud was definitely where he was, and there was nothing to do but easein dowly, rifleraised at the
ready and be prepared to shoot at any disturbance. This had to end soon, and there would be no better
time. The Darhel had to be disoriented and possibly injured, too. Even likely injured. That had been alot
of shooting, indicating a predator.

So watch out for predators and wounded Darhel. Shoot both, ask questions later, he thought as he
brushed fronds aside with the barrdl of hisrifle. The undergrowth was thick and matted, and hed haveto
step carefully. What he needed was ahint asto where Tirda'strail was. From there, he could stalk him
down. And it would be damned near impossible for thelittle freak to dodge in this undergrowth.

Dagger was smiling faintly as he pushed forward. He raised branches carefully, stepping undernesth
and then lowering them to avoid swishes or sngps. Each step was thought through before the foot went
down. He twisted as he walked, turning historso to avoid growth where possible, so asto minimize his
own trail. The sun was hat, flyers drifted up past him, disturbed by the movement, and pods and seeds
clung to his skin and his gear. Rather than prickly like earth seeds, most here were gooey. That had to
be because most life-forms had shells and not fur or festhers.

Then he came across a cracked stick. Near it was aflattened patch of grass. There, aturned log.
Thiswastrall, certainly. In afew moments, Dagger had it. A drop of violet blood glistened on atall
blade of grass.

He smiled; adrunk blind man could follow thistrail. There were broken stalks from clumsy
footsteps, bent and torn leaves from the passage of abody. Now to get in agood position to take the
Darhd down. Though from the size of the blood trail the Darhel wasn't going to be much of achdlenge
anymore. More violet drops and faint greasy smears showed him to beinjured.

Had Dagger seen the Size of the areatorn agpart in the fight, resembling atornado touchdown, and
the corpses of six dead tiger beetles blown into pieces, he wouldn't have been so confident.

It waslikely that Tirda would seek shelter, somewhere to patch himself up and rest. He might have
major traumafrom that fight. He might have astrain or other damage. A concussion, even, if Darhel
were susceptible to them. Shock. All things that would dow him down. Dagger would exploit each one
of those, find and nail him. He would be calm, methodical and professond, and afterwards held gloat.

The gloating would be very swest. It had, after al, been ahell of achase and abastard of afight.
That made the coming victory that much more enjoyable.

* % %

Behind both combatants, the local scavengers had found the sign of the battle. Snuffling and

twitching their antennae, those niche-fillers moved in to examine the area. There was protein in plenty



here, with six large, well-fed predators dead, and their shells were aready open. The meat would be
efficiently disposed of in ever-smdler bites until the antlike legions scoured the skeletons clean. Then the
insect borers would crumble those and the sun would break down the structure until it became merely
crunchy soil underneath. But for now, best to feast quickly, lest some other predator dispute the rights.
Most of them tore at the dead animals, but the areawas crowded and blood had splashed widdly. Some
of that blood was interesting, different. What tasty flavor might such awounded cresture yield when
dead?

A pack leader chittered, and brushed her antennae over her pack. At her lead, they trundled off
through the scrub, following the scent of that strange blood. One stopped for alast bite of tiger beetle.

Tirda could sense the sniper back on histrail; Dagger's control was dipping in thethrill of the hunt.
Not that it mattered; there wasn't much he could do about it. Admittedly Dagger had been supposed to
follow him but Tirdal wasn't supposed to have haf histhigh bitten away at thetime.

He splashed back across the shallow stream and up the other side, which was adry rock shelf that
might help hide his passage. He reached down to try to get his bandage into better position. He was
deding with alot of problemsat this point; multiple injuries, exhausting lack of deep, theta hormone
which aso responded to injury, general stress, and he hadn't eaten dl day. But right now &l he could do
was hunker down and try to set his planned ambush.

Once across the water he headed along his backtrail for adistance, then siwung back towards the
stream. He could sense Dagger getting closer; the menta "scent” amost had horns attached to it. But he
should have timeto get into position. Whatever happened he should have the advantage at these ranges.

Thiswould be agood spot, he decided. Solid rock would shield him from the gaussrifle. There
wasn't much on the other side for Dagger to hide behind that a punch gun wouldn't blow gaping holesin,
and if Dagger tried to cross the stream held be exposed. Thiswas as good as it was going to get.

While Tirdd didn't have any dedicated tracking gear, there were motion sensors built into his suit.
Hedowly diaed up the sengitivity, so anything over twenty kilogramswould register. That was overly
sengtive, but he wasn't sure just how good Dagger was at snegking. It might be that his audio or motion
sgnature would be quite smal. Twenty seemed a good number.

Then he seded his suit. Gloves and boots hermeticdly joined to cuffs. A membrane dropped from
his helmet and fastened to the neckline. The suit'sfabric stiffened molecularly and became impermesble.
Tirda was now wearing an dmost solid barrier that should keep any genetic or chemica scansfrom
locating him. There was leakage through the hole on histhigh, but that could not be helped. He leaned
back againgt the rock and brought the chameleon effect up dowly. At low levd, it wasn't an easily
detectable power source, would last severa hours, and would make him as close as possibleto invisible,
provided he didn't move.

Of course, now hewasin a pressure cooker. Air was thick and humid and would get worse, with
only carbon dioxide escaping. Incoming radiation and heet, unradiated body hest, sweet and exhaed
moisture would steam him. It was unpleasant aready, in this environment hotter than the one hewas
used to, but he estimated he could survive an hour or so if he kept activity to aminimum. A bit of Jem
meditation, without using tal, which was a change, reduced his awareness of the discomfort.

Sowly, heraised his awareness again. Hed have to be very sensitive until he had Dagger located,
then withdraw his Sense and use hiseyes and ears. If it came down to adirect shot, he'd have to lock
everything down and hope for the best. He till wasn't sure he could kill, but asolid maiming would do
aswell, and even amoderate wound would keep Dagger and the artifact here, which was aless than
optimum solution, but acceptable and preferred over the box leaving.

His awareness came up dowly, and there was Dagger, staking him from "near." So hewaslikely
just across the creek. Tirda focused on that. HE'd get an immediate warning of any predators, which
would haveto do, as he couldn't be distracted any further. Only Dagger should be in his Sense now. No
digtractions, nothing to require moretd. Thetrickle he was using was adangerous leve of itsdf, with dl



that had happened so far.
Now to wait.
* % %

The pack could tell that the prey had headed for the crossing and it knew a shortcut. It was aware
that there were two smells ahead but it could expect to overtake at least one of them by the time they
cameto the stream. Then they would feed. They took their food where they could find it, and only from
the weak. That wasther role. The aphafemal e kept the others focused with chemical exudations.
Wounded prey could be dangerous, and al might be needed to subdueit. It might even be that one or
two of them would die. If S0, they too would become food. There wasllittle thought in the creatures, only
hunger and focus.

* % %

Dagger consulted his HUD and frowned. The stream was ahead; the trail probably crossed it. He
would need to be careful there; it was agood place for an ambush. He wasn't assuming Tirda couldn't
shoot him, no matter how strong the evidence so far wasthat he couldn't. There were no bluffsto fal on
him, no treesto fal around him. Those memories momentarily shook his concentration, but he
suppressed the anger. Cam. Stay calm. Locate target, shoot target, score points for the team on the
exercise. Only an exercise, like so many others.

Yes, thetrail led to the muddy banks of the stream. The target had jumped across there, not
leaving footprints but leaving dickened grass and asilty eddy in the water. It couldn't have passed more
than afew minutes before. Target was across there somewhere.

Dagger bristled dert, extending a human version of Tirdd's Sense. It was neither trained nor
sophisticated, but anything out of place would send awarning to him. He moved to hiskneesin adow
ank, rather than adrop, taking more than aminute to do so. It was rough on his ankle and painful on
abused and exhausted muscles, but it was a necessary step.

From his knees, he bent gradually to rest one hand on the ground. From there, it wassmply a
matter of patience. It was more than five minutes before he was settled. Another minute passed before
the chameleoned muzzle of hisrifle parted two stems of grassto overlook the stream.

Okay, Target. Where are you? | need those pointsfor awin.

Tirdd settled on hisrock with aquiet sgh. Nothing trying to eat him, no onetrying to kill him for
the moment. Just abig dab of limestone and dirt. And, shortly thereafter, a sniper, who would try to kill
him. He breathed dowly, evenly, overmind controlling the pain and the rising core temperature, and aert
for trouble with hisnorma senses. His submind kept aert with his Sense and worked on heding him. At
this point, it might even be considered damage control. Medical care and recovery was certain to be
involved.

Loca smal beetles and ant anal ogs crawled over hisboots and suit. He was still enough to be part
of theterrain to them. An odd, unseeable part to be sure, but not unusual enough to bother such sensitive
but nonsentient creatures. There was nothing to do but wait until Dagger moved from "near” to "very
near,” unless an image came to him sooner.

Dagger was nearly close enough to seeif Tirda rose, but still obscured by brush. The punch gun
would go through it but Tirdal wanted to make sure he got agood shot. So he calmed himsdlf and
waited for his nemesisto comefully into view, or expose himsdf by shooting.

Dagger had dipped into a perfect shooting trance. He wasn't even aware of it, of course. What he
was aware of was that the Target was hiding over there, probably behind that rock. That would be the
best place for hard cover. Should he toss afew hornet rounds and see what happened? But there might
be additional cover he couldn't see. Hornets weren't magic. Frequently, they were only distractors. Too
frequently, recently. For amoment, memoriesrippled hiscam, but he recovered and was back in trance
at once. Best to wait for agood, clean shot. He moved forward afew inchesto get a better position



with awider fidd of view.

* * %

The pack could smell the prey ahead but they were wary. Thiswas probably the "prey"” that had
killed the pack of tiger beetles. And the smdlls were wrong. But they were the smells of protein on the
claw, the smells of meat. So it was worth the danger to try to take it down; meat was hard to find.
Dangerousit might be, but hunger drove them. They too could be cautious dinks. The female retracted
her legsin closaly and cautioudy probed ahead with her antennae. There was no movement, though
wounded animas often didn't move much until attacked. There was something there, insubstantia asit
was, but it was definitely an animal of some kind. She sprayed ahormone signal to the others, and
squeezed between two more blades of grass.

* k% %

The chemtracker function of the scope was off the scale. The Target had likely sedled up, but there
would gtill bevaporsintheair, especidly after exhausting exercise. Sweat laced with ketones and
pheromones dispersed dowly. So the Target was nearby, probably behind that rock on the right, waiting
for Dagger to show himsdf or shoot. Where, exactly?

Dagger's hemet highlighted asmdll IR trace as a probable threst but he carefully stilled any rush of
feding. The Target was waiting for him to comefully into view before he took his shot. That would be
his undoing. Dagger would shoot from right here. Then he would divert to the right and shoot again, and
work hisway around that cover. Thiswasit. That protruding ripple might be ahead or ahand, but an
antimatter round would shatter it. He thumbed the selector, breathed, relaxed and squeeeezed.

Overhead, chunks of rock shattered, sharp pieces stinging through his suit though they did not
penetrate. Tirda cursed the Aldenatathat had put him in this mess and flattened out on the rock, then
hunched low. Dagger had him pinned down but the reverse was true aswell. If he could get one shot he
probably would be able to take the sniper. Unfortunately, if hetried to move he'd be atarget.

But . . . the punch gun could be st to repest to the helmet systems. He toggled the punch gun'ssight into
hisHUD and cleared the direct view. He could switch it back in amoment and he didn't need to see
what was around him right now, but did need to see what the gun saw. Now, if heinched it around the
rock . ..

* k% %

Dagger triggered another round at the Darhel's position and grinned. Sure, if the Darhel got one
good shot he was dead; there was no such thing as " cover" with a punch gun. But the Darhel's chosen
spot had nowhereto crawl back from and he wasn't going anywhere so it came down to who could
outwait who. And a sniper isthe definition of patience. There was another faint disturbance, and he shot
the edge of therock. More chipsflew.

He dtilled histhrill asthe heat sensor noted amovement to the side. He saw the edge of the
Darhd's weapon come around the rock and took up dack on the firing button . . .

The pack paused at the crack of the shot and then the flurry that followed. However, again, the
sounds were strange but meat was megt. They waved their antennae at the scentsto the east. Close,
very dosethat meat was. Tantdizing. And the insubstantial anima was barely moving.

Tirda cursed hisfoolish eagerness as the wegpon spun out of his hand, tumbling in two large pieces
with innards hanging out. The wegpon's casing was tough, but antimatter didn't care. He hunkered back
down and carefully drew hisrail pistol, it being mounted just above the wound on histhigh. One last
chance. And it would redlly be bad to useit, because the EM field it emitted when fired was obviousto
any sensor. It was al he had, though. Cam. He must remain calm. The ripples reflect the clearness of
sky. Theripples are steady and even. Therippleswait for the shore, they do not rush to their fate.

* % %



The pack paused. They were scavengers, not predators. But this soft prey would be no threst.
They waved ther antennae in momentary indecison then legpt.

Dagger'sfirst warning was the sound of scuttling behind him as the dog-sized pill bugs charged.
Their mandibles were even more oversized than the predators, designed for rapidly ripping chunks of
flesh from recent kills, and thefirst took hisleft leg and snipped thefoot off at the ankle, right through the
suit'stough fabric. Another ripped aholein the thigh. Neither of those wounds registered at once; they
were too quick and too clean for conscious thought to follow.

Then he was being chewed al over. Large bites, small bites, sawing and chewing through the
fabric, hisskin, muscle and grating on bone. He thrashed around in ingtinctive reaction, tried to swing his
rifle around and redlized there was no room. He reached for hispistal.

At the shriek, Tirda froze. Then he peeked around the edge a afusillade of pistol shots. He noted
the scene and leaned back to wait. Dagger was occupied. It would be interesting to compare his abilities
inthistype of battleto Tirda's. It would be best though, to wait for resol ution before peeking again.
Tirdd listened to the crunching of brush, the curses and screams and shots. Undernegth, barely audible,
were the chitters and the scrape of super chitin. Pistols, he recaled, were not likely to have any effect a
all on these creatures, and it didn't sound as if Dagger were disposed to seek cover or evade. It was
proof, after al the suspicions, that the man really was too cowardly to do the brave thing. His mental and
physical courage was weighted by an emotiona cowardice that wasleading to this. . . Inonly afew
seconds, the shots became scarcer, the screams softer. Shortly, they died down to rustling moans.

When Tirdd at last came out, the eerie quiet had returned to the woods. A glance suggested the
pack and Dagger were about done with each other. Some had fled. The remaining creatures were each
chewing on some severed part of Dagger.

Cautioudy crossing and approaching from upstream, he located the shattered growth that
pinpointed the battle. He crept in, wary of Dagger's thoughts, but found only the basic kernd of
personality there. The man was badly injured. Still, he crawled into the areawith only desiccated,
crackly trees as cover. He kept his pistol low and ready in case of attack from either threat, or anew
one entirdy. His Sensewas at minimum, tal tightly controlled to atrickle lest the feedback from adeath
throw him over the edge.

There was Dagger, and he was down and well bloodied. Some lobbed rocks and a couple of
careful shots confused and drove off the scavengers, who chittered angrily but deferred to what seemed
to them to be a superior predator. They knew their caste and moved off, dragging parts of Dagger with
them, to seek other sustenance.

Tirdd pulled the gaussrifle away from Dagger's twitching form. The pistol was dready well to the
Sde, il clutched in the severed hand of the renegade.

Renegade, traitor, Quiding, sdlout, turncoat. Humans had arich array of wordsfor thistype of
betraya. They despised Darhdl, who always abided by a contract for the sake of honor, yet saw nothing
wrong with "' screwing each other over” or "sticking it to them™ or even " Jewing them down." That last
one had taken some research, then astudy of the concept of racism before Tirda could defineit. He still
didn't understand it. That was something else that would require more meditation.

Back now to the business at hand. Tirdal stared for just amoment, then gave avery Darhe amile;
al teeth. Hisearsflicked in gppreciation of irony. Then he started applying tourniquetsto the limp form
before him. Hewas, after dl, crosstrained asamedic.

Dagger muzzily regained consciousness. Pain throbbed through every fiber of hisbeing. His skull
pounded from both bruising and clashing hormones. There were gtinksin the air, of blood and urine and
scorched and putrefying flesh. He redlized those were his. Reaching to shield his eyeswith hisright hand,
he discovered anew that it was missng a the wrist. The sump bumped into his cheek, leaving asmear



of jelied blood. It didn't hurt much; the tourniquet around it had killed the pain dong with the flesh
underneath it. Other sensations resolved as small insectoids underneath, stinging him with every tiny bite.
Hisleft leg was gone below the knee, he found when hetried to roll over. It too, had been tied off. Pain
suffused his entire being, aches, sharp stabs and bites all fighting for attention. Chunks of flesh were
missing al over hisbody, the gaping, ragged wounds covered with bandages but left not numbed. He
rocked unsteadily over, iron control turning what would be shrieks into whimpers of agony. Every touch
of the gtiff weeds and spiky leaves around him hurt anew, and he looked through a red haze that might
be the result of pain, or perhaps blood in his eyes.

There would be other animals, larger ones, coming soon, drawn to the strange but cloying scents of
hismeat. HEd need hisrifle. Inade, never reaching hisvisage, asmileformed. The damned Elf hadn't
been ableto kill him. The smile insde became an insane smirk on the surface. He reached for therifle.
Even with just hisleft hand he could shoot.

It was gone. The depression in the growth and dug up dirt where it had plowed in were visible next
to him. Theriflewas not.

His pistol wasthere, dtill clutched in the shattered, glistening chunks of bone and shredded flesh that
had been hisright hand. It was holding down anote.

The note had been written in flawless block |etters, asif by an engineer. Or someone who had
learned English as a second language. It read: "I |eft you abullet. Tirdd San Rintal.”

From the bushesto theright, there came arustling, followed by a chittering.

Thistime, Dagger's shrieks were unsuppressed.

Chapter 20

Tirda was now truly alone. He could rest and would, but first he must recover that box. Then, he
must stay hidden while traveling. Certainly the Tdek base was adecoy, but if they'd detected any of this
fight, they'd come to reconnoiter, and Tirda could hardly hold off even alone bot with just apistol and
Dagger'srifle. And it would be obvious from their presence that the team had discovered the Tdek ruse.

Once he had the box, he'd have to move fast, resting briefly. When he was at |ast aboard the pod
he could relax. For now, the schedule remained to eat and move. At least held be able to reduce the
pace and eat vegetable matter rather than mesat. His overmind was calmed by that notion, his submind
outraged. More meditation would be necessary to reconcile al the conflicts between thought and
emation.

For now, he had to recover the artifact. Dagger had had no idea of itsreal worth. It wasworth far
more than money. And it was worth more than lifeto Tirdal, who intended to recover it a once.

He ill needed the damnable ta to operate! Injured, exhausted and hungry, it was all that could
keep him functioning. He drew his awarenessin to abare few meters, dert only for predators. Should
the Tdek show up, there was nothing he could do, so it was not something to be concerned about. With
lessnoiseintruding into his mind, meditation while hiking was a viable option. Heran sSmple exercisesto
cam hisovermind. His submind would have to wait, a caged beast clawing & his consciousness.

He had the captain's tracer to find the box and the herd. The beasts had moved agood five
kilometers, and it was getting dark again. That meant there were six daysto reach the northern
exfiltration point, and that was possible. Or might it be better to smply head south and use that day to
gain distance?

The device was to his north. Additionally, he was running low on energy. A rough three- to
four-day hike was better than aten-day hike. If hefailed in thefirst, he till had the option of the second.
That decided him as much asthe fatigue and even growing frustration did.

At atrot, hisgait odd from accumulated wounds, Tirdal made hisway to the north and west again,
following the signd. Tangles gave way to low scrub to grass, and he swalowed water and food on the
run, occasondly fortified with pain medication and nanites for heding. He could meditate the pain away,
certainly, but hismind was busy enough asit was. He hoped his Masters wouldn't be too disappointed



with that decision, under the circumstances.

It was an amusing thought. For the second time this day, his earsflicked.

Hetook afew bites from his processor and swallowed some water on the run. He till had a
schedule to keep. The sun was 0ozing below the horizon, and the air was perfectly comfortable to him.
Shortly, it would chill below even histastes, and hed smply adjust the suit accordingly. No longer did he
need to cook or freeze, and the pleasant environment helped cam him, dmost as much as the meditation
and medication did.

It wasfull dark before he got near the herd, but if the tracer was correct, the animals ahead were
histarget. He approached dowly, dert for predators that might pursue them, or any kind of problem.
Then hedrew moretd (again!) and focused histhoughts for projection.

He wandered through the herd from the rear, still amazed that his projection was working, and he
not seen. Or perhaps part of it was the chameleon. He'd eected to useit, sSince it wouldn't be needed for
anything e'se. He would have appreciated the irony of Dagger having that same thought the day before,
had he known.

Thetracer smply told him that the box was ahead. There was away to change the senstivity and
focusin closer, but it would take time for him to figure out how and there wasn't much point, asit had to
be on one of these beasts.

There. That protrusion above the curving back of that one. It was visible by the starless shadow it
left, and the visor showed it clearly in various frequencies. It was till securely taped.

Tirdal moved closer. The sounds of thick stalks being cropped echoed between the shells.
Occasiond rumbles of digestion or eruptions of gas provided cover for hisfootsteps. Whenever hed
Seen this particular species, it had been eating. Did these crestures not degp? Seep only briefly? Sleep
with part of themind gtill dert? It was hard to tell, and not something he need concern himsdlf with.
What he needed to concern himsalf with was recovering that artifact. But they did seem to consumea
prodigious amount of grass.

He was consdering waysto climb or jump up and pull at the tape, the way held attached it, when it
cameto him that if he could cause one sideto pull lose, the artifact's mass would cause it to drop off.
That was easer than trying to jump in his present condition.

Helined up aong one side, drew hispistol and sighted carefully. It was actually practica, given the
anima's cargpace, to smply shoot. Thelight load would cause no damage, indeed might not even be
noticed. It would rip the tape, however. He thumbed the selector to automatic and fired. A ripping
sound of projectilestore through the night air.

He'd anticipated areaction. The herd might scatter, spooked. They might charge each other or
Tirdd or anything. They might rear and attack. He wasn't prepared for the reaction he got, however.

Nothing.

The tape had been sheared cleanly, and the artifact wobbled as the creature wandered forward.
Tirda followed, dert for trouble that never came, and within two hundred meters the box tumbled off
one sde, dangled from a gtrip of tape, then fell. He walked over, grabbed it by the handles and hefted it
over hisbrutdized shoulders.

Step One accomplished.

He was quite loaded down with gear once again, but no one was pursuing so he could rest
periodically and wak upright in the near silence. Those two smplethings madeit amuch easer task. He
decided to travel at night and rest days, asthey had before. Daylight would make it easier to find a
secure resting place, and the life here seemed in genera to be diurnd, so predators would be stalking in
the daytime and lesslikely to cross his path.

He turned again, back to the north and east. It would be hislast direction change, he hoped.

Thereal advantage to the current state of affairs, Tirdal reflected, wasthat he could move ashe
should. The Tdek presence was far behind and no longer sensible. There were no humansto play down
to, and he could trot at agood rate. He stopped twice aday for food and water and rest, dept once for



five hours and was a the second extraction point in less than four local days. It wasamoral victory only.
Ferret had been wounded by the neura grenade and then shot. His own injured heel —from Dagger's
shot—had gone numb and would need treatment. Hisinjured shoulders—from Dagger's shot—were
tight and painful, and might be becoming infected. The wound oozed and was arting to smell. His chest
plate—from Dagger's shot—would need surgery to correct the way it was crookedly healing. The
wound in histhigh from the beasts would need attention. His ankle was swollen and only medication and
Jemdiscipline let himignoreit. In fact, he was only the winner by alucky chance of the scavengers, but
luck was an essentid if unreliable part of warfare. The load he carried made it worse, but the artifact had
to be recovered, and Dagger's rifle was the only wegpon heavy enough for any red fighting at this point.
Hewas reluctant to abandon itsten kilos, especialy after asmaller predator form had tried to leap on
him. There were other issues, too.

Converted leaves kept him fed sufficiently, though there was a demand for thet taste of mesat in his
mind that would take much work to suppress. He would suffer the privations necessary to avoid mest,
and further drowning in ta. Hiswater was adequate; Darhel have very efficient "kidneys," and he didn't
need that much to stay hedlthy if not comfortable.

He could see what was likely the shore ahead. He took a cautious look around, redlized it was
unnecessary, then decided to do so anyway. It would be a supremeirony to die so closeto theend. He
sent the signdl, then repested his survelllance.

Everything appearing clear, he crept forward over rolling hummocks of sand with tough grass
clinging to them, dragging gear behind him, and dipped into the water among a patch of reeds. Shortly,
he was submerged to his neck. Then he considered that there might be vicious aquatic predators, which
might mean the shorewas, in fact, safer. It wastoo late for indecision now, however. Hed remain here.

Hewas nervous for awhile as the pod approached, dowly and ddliberately, arising dark dome
like something from ahuman horror story . . . Cthulhu? But it came as ordered. Then there was another
bruta swim. Swimming was not something Darhel did, because of their density, especialy not when
burdened with an Aldenata artifact. Hed abandoned everything else save oneitem in the grass behind,
and | eft an enzymic package to hasten the destruction. Even on this duned shore, the plants should
quickly grow over the nondegradable materias|eft, and it redly wasn't aconcern.

The gentle chop of the waves was enough to exhaust him. Still, svimming, while draining, was low
impact, which relieved much of the painin hishedl. It hurt his ankle beyond what he could handle a the
moment, S0 he reduced his stroke with that foot, letting himsalf bob in the water. He was gasping, pulse
thudding, before he reached out a hand, grabbed an extruded stanchion, and swung himsdlf up into the
hatch. He took one last ook around. Less than fifteen days held spent here, yet it would be part of him
forever, with al that had happened. The team. The encounters with insects and flyers. The Tdek "base.”
The chase. Ferret, without question. Dagger most of all.

Part of the past. Now wastime for the future.

Thrust tapered off asthe ship injected into low orbit. Tirdal San Rintai looked at the hologram of
the planet in the tank before him. An off-center quarter was visible from thisangle, swelling toward him
with the terminator aknife-edge acrossit. A pleasant enough place for humans, if they ever drove back
the Tdek. With their enviable ability to kill, they could keep the predatory insectoids controlled. An
interesting place for Darhd, but not ahome, even if the climate was so enjoyable.

He touched the telltal e from the garbage g ect then and the Aldenata box began its dow tumble
through space to annihilation. Attached to it was Dagger'srifle. He couldn't say why he'd done that, but
it seemed gppropriate. It was probably hisimagination but he thought he could just see the box begin to
burn up on reentry, an orange pinpoint in the hazy arc of atmosphere. It was ashameto destroy it after
al thistrouble, but it couldn't be alowed to fal into human hands. Or Tdek pseudopods. Atmospheric
friction and impact would accomplish what heavy energy weapons would otherwise have been needed
for.

Helay back in his contoured couch and pondered the humans' probable reactions.



Chapter 21

The room would have been recognizable to ahuman martid artist. It had that spare look that
avoided excessvisud stimulation, while being eegant and attractive. Knifelike and spearlike weapons
covered two of thewallsin geometric precision that wasinhuman but logicd. A trained human fighter
would have deduced the means of using most of them.

Tirdal sat, legsfolded, near asmall charcoa brazier above which was suspended the Darhel
equivaent of ategpot. The steeping herbs within were fragrant and rich. All of this added to the
environment, making it tastefully exotic to the untrained but familiar and conducive to proper mental
energiesin those who understood the Art. The mysticism surrounding any good martia art isnot so
much religion as mindset. One must feel the form. The clean, charred smell of thefire cameto Tirdd,
too. For amoment, the steeping beverage reminded him of Gorillastea. It had taken daysto reach this
leve of calm, and he was amost back to normd, that "norma" having been imposed on hisspeciesby a
race that dared to play deity. Then he reached the critical point and suddenly hewas. . . there. In touch
with himsdf mentally and physically, in touch with hisMagter, in touch with the universe. The pleading,
demanding tendrils of ta, pulling a his mind and spirit, receded bel ow the threshold to what was
consdered safe and untroublesome. Their retreat |eft only memories, which could be assmilated with his
meastery of the Art into greater control for next time it became necessary to court lintatal for survival.

What to make of the ending? The "tiger beetle" attack wasingtructive in that he'd been ableto kill,
fortuitousin that Dagger had died asaresult. Y et he had not been able to deliver that find death to the
sentient, even though dealing desth to the lesser forms was managesble. And Dagger had had the greater
position until the very end, even exhausted, enraged and afraid. There was much to consider about
humans, still. They were amazingly hard to kill, and could make very determined and deadly enemies.
Generations long past had seen that. They had been correct in their assessment of the potentia threat. A
new study and eva uation would have to be made.

Which was not Tirda's problem. Focus on Dagger, his actions, thoughts and words. Remember dl
that took place, for the knowledge, evauateit for itsimportance, for wisdom, and respect the strength of
that mind, even initssick and twisted state, for honor.

Focus on Ferret, who'd done what he must, not knowing why. He had been the only one whose
motives were pure. Crippled, outclassed, seeing his own death, he'd fought anyway, stalking two
physicaly superior enemies, knowing one outranged and outclassed him. He could have called an entire
fleet using Gun Doll's gear, but had quietly and with dedication expended hislife to maintain operationa
secrecy. No human would ever know of hisvalor. Only avery few Darhdl. It was up to Tirda to honor
him.

Gluda San Rintdar entered from the pand behind Tirda. He Sensed her presence before he heard
her, and opened his eyesin deference as she padded around the hearth and sat across from him. She
was asuperior of hisown line, and much respected.

Through the steam and hot gases of the brazier, her face rippled just dightly. That, too was part of
the meditation. The Master had an ethereal ness when seen thudy, which reminded the Student that one's
eyes were only one sense of many, and were not the Sense.

"| greet you, Rintai," she said.

"| thank you for the greeting, and return one, Rintdar.”

"Y ou are recovered?' she asked.

"I am untroubled. There are many memoriesto discuss,” he said.

"We are most eager for your report. Y ou were ableto kill and eat animals, kill predators, even kill
asentient enemy, if indirectly. Thisisastounding news, and creditsyour training,” shesaid. Therewasa
trembling excitement to her body that not even her iron discipline could contain.

"If thereis credit due, it isto you who trained me, Rintalar. | am but aRintal," he said formaly. Still,
the compliment was red. He had impressed hisingructors.



"Y our humblenessishonedt, Rintai, but incorrect. Y ou have done what was thought still impossible.
Y ou will be noted.”

"Then | thank you, Rintalar,” Tirda replied.

"Thereare, of course," she continued lessformally, "still questions. Why, for example, did you
dispose of the artifact? It would have been well to bring it. Especialy since the humans are disturbed by
theloss of ateam without any hard evidence."

"Have they complained that much?" he asked.

"They have," she admitted. "They questioned whether Darhel could go insane. They have made
inquiries asto you asthekiller. Though their records of usin the subject of warfare and violence seem to
make that aconfusing and embarrassng question for them."”

"| wasthe oneto decide, having no superior to ask,” Tirdal replied. "It seemed the most prudent
course. They have the intelligence about the Tdek decoy, they have mapping data, drawn from my mind
and from what memory remains of the cameras." Hisearsflicked at that statement. It had been hard to
selectively erase scenes and make it appear amafunction related to the "bettl€’ they'd fought against
Tdek bots. "As| understood, the humans were happy with the strategic result.”

"Indeed they are, Tirdal San, and thereisno mistrust of how you handled it. The casteisSmply
curious asto your motives."

"My motive wasto find away to get the artifact to our scientists, or have it destroyed. Beyond thet,
it wasto stay dive to accomplish that task,” he said.

"Yes and it sounds asif thet of itsdlf was difficult.”

"Very," headmitted. "Y et fromit | learned the levelsto which Jem can restrain tal and lintatal to
turn them to use. Having survived and learned, | accept the event as postive. If | could have saved the
artifact, | would have. But asthe only survivor, | anticipated great inquiries as to the event, and decided
it was safer destroyed.

"Asto the other," he continued, "Earth seemsto accept the story and has expressed gresat pleasure
at learning of the Tdek trap. It aso seems the cometary basesin that system were decoys. Itisashame
that during theinitia planetary engagement, the Tdek outer sentrieskilled the rest of the team.
Neverthdess, they fought avaiant retreat to get the intelligence out. If not for my sensat skillsand some
luck, I also would have been killed. | was fortunate to have such competent professionasto learn from
and who protected me. | only wish sensor dataremained to show their true nature." Earflicks being
insufficient, hegrinned again.

"And of course," he said, "the humans have a fleet en route to clear the system and prosecute an
offensve. It gppearsthefate of severa worldswas affected by alowly Darhd.”

"Soit does," Gludaagreed. "Thefate of humanity itsalf may have been affected.” She shook her
head and asked, "Wasthe artifact redly alinda?'

"Most certainly,” Tirdd replied. "The markings were distinctive, even if the shape was odd. |
Speculate it was of the oldest type. There were imagesto confirm my anayss, but they suffered an
accident." Hisearsflicked again.

"Y es, how unfortunate an accident,” shereplied, her own earsindicating wry amusement. It was
unfortunate to both racesfor entirely different reasons. "It must have been an Aldenata research site from
before they incorporated lintatai into our life coding. Perhaps even from before lindai was a Power they

"l concur,” Tirdd said. "That was my thought upon seeing the device. It was atense moment, but |
was ableto avoid indication of the depths of my interest.”

"Yes," sheagreed. "That has been noted. Y ou did well there, too."

"| thank you," Tirda replied and continued. "1 aso chose not to give humans the knowledge of the
ability to artificidly inducelintatal in Darhd.”

"Yes, and we are grateful. It isashamein many ways. The site would be atreasure trove for
human and Darhel researchers. There are likely other devicesin those mounds, and aso elsewhere on



the planet and in the system.”

"It ssemsamogt certain,” Tirda agreed. "But the system is currently in Tdek hands and would be
just as useful to them. Thismust be avoided, | think. I know | personally prefer that neither gain access,
some wegpons are too evil to seethe light of day."

"Indeed,” wasthe reply. "And concurring, we are working to that end. Favorsare being caled in
from the O'Neal Bane Sidhe, plans made. If dl goeswdl, we can avoid having that knowledge become
available until after lintatai has been put in its proper perspective.

"You have donewdl, | say again, Tirdd San Rinta. Y our performance was exemplary under
conditions more extreme than anyone could have anticipated. Much new knowledge and data have you
brought usto consider.” She rose easily from her cross-legged position to stand. The meeting was over,
and both had meditations and duties.

Tirda did likewise. "I thank you, Rintaar. Please relay my thanksto those appropriate.”

"1 will, Tirdal. And you should begin preparationsfor the Rintanal examination.”

A chance at advancement. It was not entirely unexpected, but appreciated nonetheless. And it
showed respect for hisabilities. "I am most honored, Rintalar. | shall endeavor to perform to that
gtandard.”

"You had best, Tirdd," she said with an earflick. "Y ou will reflect on my training. And our Line will
note how you do, youngling.”

The destroyer flickered into existence barely a diameter from the planet. Such ajump had been
risky, but it was not as dangerous as along approach to such atarget. For long milliseconds, nothing
happened as factors and preset cal culations were compared. Then aswarm of angry dots erupted forth,
flying straight as the meteoroids they would imitate. The kinetic wegpons entered the atmospherein a
reticulan spread as ground-based missiles and beams blazed to intercept. Some were destroyed by
counterfire. Thelone Tdek desperately launched message drones, but the remaining weapons tracked in
on thefacility and adjusted their perfect coursesinto erratic termina maneuvers. They hammered the
ground, flashing into multikiloton incandescence and lifting the decoy base, now rubble, to the
stratosphere and beyond. The bright spheres of the detonations subsided into mushroom clouds that
would take daysto disspate, drifting around the globein long, glowing stresks. Beams and more
missilesfired space-to-space, destroying most of the few dronesthat had launched. The Tdek would
find out what had happened sooner or later, but any delay was of tactica use.

Three of the planetary wegpons, perhaps decoyed by the systems of the base, fell just to the south
and west of thetarget area. The white flashes of the immolations were noted only by rough beests.
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