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Back in 2013 I was invited by Kevin J Anderson to
submit a fifteen thousand word novellette for the next edition of his military
anthology series, Five by Five.  I submitted Retribution, one of the
novellettes included in Tales of the Empire book 1.  Kevin the editor had some
problems with Retribution, and asked for some changes.  Since I now had a good
idea of what he was looking for, I decided to instead write another story,
titled Goliath.  Which left Retribution without a home.  That was when I
decided to experiment a bit, and wrote two more novellettes staring Exploration
Command, the science and exploration branch of the Fleet.  This was released as
Exodus: Tales of the Empire: Exploration Command.  The anthology did quite
well, and received as good of ratings on Amazon and Goodreads as the main
storyline books of the Exodus series.


Five by Five
Three: Target Zone did not do as well as hoped.  I’m not really sure why, since
all of the authors involved were good at their craft.  I was probably the least
known of those authors, and I had expected Goliath to at least draw in the
majority of my fans, as well as gain some exposure with the fan bases of the
other authors.  Didn’t happen, and since I recently got the rights back to
Goliath, I decided to put it in this anthology, the second of the Tales of the
Empire series.  The anthologies, and the stand alone novels I also have planned
for the series, give me the chance to expand my Universe while exploring some
ideas that really don’t fit into the Empires at War or Machine War storylines.


Volume 1 of the
series, as said before, had three novellettes, all around fifteen thousand
words, for a total word count of forty-five thousand.  Volume 2 contains three
novellettes, two well above the fifteen thousand word limit of Goliath, along
with three short stories.  Total word count is over seventy-seven thousand
words, almost the length of some novels.


I am hoping that
this series will go on for some time, at least ten volumes.  And one day I may
be able to entice some other authors into playing in my Universe.  Until that
day, I hope that you enjoy these little tales I have come up with.


 











The
Mountains


 


The frontiers of the Empire
can be deadly places.  Many haven’t grown in population to the point where the
technological benefits of human civilization have encompassed the planet.  And
many have evolved plants and animals which are the supreme predators of their
worlds.  Humans who intrude upon their environments do so at their own risk. 
Often trespassing on their territory carries a death sentence. Still, the
riches of many of these worlds are enough to bring the explorers.  Or
sometimes, even the rumors of riches.


 


The first Dang
knew that the snow bear was near was it erupting from the snow from meters away
and heading for him.  He yelled for his partner as he tried to bring his rifle
onto the charging target.  The bear didn’t give him the time, knocking the
weapon out of his hand with the swipe of a paw, then bringing the other across
to strike the explorer in the head.  Dang went down into the snow, his head
ringing, the bear grabbing onto his backpack and biting deep, then shaking the
man like a rodent.


The bear was a
strange looking animal, not really a bear at all, but with enough resemblance
to get the name attached.  It massed well over a ton in a standard gravity
field.  In the one point three gees of Everest it weighed a bit more, and it
was as strong as any Earth ursid of similar mass.   Where it differed from an
ursid was the overall flat front to back plan that allowed it to burrow into
the snow and wait for its prey.


The bear
continued to hammer and bite, ripping through Dang’s insulated clothing,
tearing his levitation harness and its attached equipment to shreds.  Another
buffet to his head sent him reeling, and he was sure that he was dead.  The
bear flipped him over and started a lunge that would end with its teeth buried
in Dang’s throat.


The mouth opened
even wider, if that was possible, and a shrieking roar came out.  The odor of
burning flesh assaulted Dang’s nostrils.  The bear jerked and screamed, trying
to turn and face its new tormentor.  The angry insect sound of a particle beam
could just be heard over the roars of the animal it was striking.  The animal
it was killing.  The bear rose to its full height, then plopped down on the
snow, muscles quivering.


Dang rolled
over, his blurred vision picking out the form of his partner, Dallas, her rifle
still trained on the dead snow bear.  Dang tried to cry out a warning to her,
but only a croak came out of his mouth.  The snow bear’s mate came before the
warning, rocketing out of the covering snow and clamping its jaws over the
woman’s head.  With a bite and a twist it took her life, shaking her in the air
to make sure.  It dropped Dallas’ body onto the red stained snow and shuffled
over to the form of its mate, snuffling, then crying with a piteous sound.


The human knew
he had to get out of here, before the snow bear attacked him as well.  He could
play dead, but the bear had keen senses, and he doubted he could fool it for
very long.  Dang wasn’t sure he could outrun one of the predators if he was in
full health.  The pain through his body was flooding his central nervous
system, making it hard to think, hard to localize the damage.  The damage had
to be significant.  He wouldn’t know how much until he tried to move, and then
he was afraid he would find out, just before he was killed.


I probably
won’t bleed out, he thought.  His nanites would take care of that.  Given
enough time they would heal all of his wounds.  All except for broken bones, if
any.  They would cement the sides of the break together, but they couldn’t set
the bone beforehand.  And the nanites wouldn’t keep him from being eaten.


The bear was
snuffling at his feet, and he was sure it wouldn’t be long before he felt the
pain of a heavy bite.  If he was lucky, it would kill him,  If he wasn’t? 
Well, he would learn what it felt like to be eaten alive.


I have one
chance, I think.  He reached for the control panel on the strap of his
levitation harness.  The rig was made to reduce the weight of the wearer so
they wouldn’t sink into the snow while walking.  It could be used for limited
flight, but that ate up the battery power much faster than its primary
purpose.  The first bear had ripped into the rig, and he had no way of knowing
if it would even work, or if it would send him in the air only to fall to his
death.


Here goes
nothing, he thought as the bear started to use its paws to turn him over. 
He pulled the rheostat as far as he could to the right.  The unit pulled tightly
into his body for a moment, then raised him into the air.  The bear swiped at
him and missed.  It stood up on its haunches and tried to pull Dang down, but
in moments the man was out of reach.  Snow bears were not leapers.  They were
runners and diggers.


Dang looked down
on the scene below as the wind that was constantly whistling through the
mountains grabbed him.  The female bear continued to snuffle at the body of her
mate, as if she didn’t believe he was dead.  Dallas’ broken body lay fifty
meters to the west, her blood staining the snow.  From here it looked like the
fight had been even, both sides losing one of their members.  He didn’t feel
that way.  Dallas had been more than a partner on an exploration mission.  She
had been a friend and a lover, and now she was only so much bear food.


The man cleared
his head and tried to contact the com net through the communicator built into
his rig, and met only silence.  He thought his implant was still functioning;
the bear would have had to split his skull open to get at it.  Unfortunately,
the planet didn’t have a global net at this time.  It was said the satellites
would be in orbit in another couple of months, which would probably be two
months too late.


Without warning
tears started to roll down Dang’s cheeks as he thought about his dead partner. 
They had come into the mountains of Everest, the tallest in the know Galaxy, in
search of ruins of the ancients that were rumored to be among the continent
spanning peaks.  Many had sought them, but none had found them, or had they? 
One old man swore he had seen something that looked like ancient tech in the
mountains, and provided the explorers with a map and drawings that showed where
he had thought that something was.  Many had not returned from searching this
area.  Dang now knew why, and he didn’t have to invoke any traps at an ancient
facility to reconcile the disappearances.


Or was the old
man on that core world just selling fake maps to all comers, hoping to make a
little extra cash off the greed of others?  If so, he was  responsible for a
lot of death, adding to that total today.


Dang shivered. 
The clothing he was wearing had been guaranteed to keep him comfortable no
matter the weather conditions in the mountains.  Of course that guarantee had
assumed said clothing would remain intact.  His was ripped to shreds by the
teeth and claws of the snow bear.  Even the undergarment skinsuit was
compromised.  And now the freezing temperatures of the high altitude, augmented
by the wind chill, was sucking the heat from his body.


I’ve got to
get down, he thought, looking at the mountainside below, checking it for
predators.  I need to set up some kind of camp and get warm.  It was
also just a good idea to get out of the air, since the lift belt could fail at
any moment and drop him like a rock.  At his altitude, even landing in a deep
snow bank wouldn’t save him.  He tried to reach for the control and found that
his arm was not responding like it should.  When he finally forced it into
position, he found that his fingers didn’t want to work either.  With a curse
he kept trying, fighting the sense of fatigue that was flowing through his
body.  With a last effort he was able to put his fingers around the control,
just before his eyes closed and he faded into unconsciousness.


*     *     *


“It’s
beautiful,” said Dallas, looking at the view screen that showed the planet
their liner had assumed orbit around.


“Uh huh,” said
Dang, looking over at his partner and thinking the same of her.  Dallas had a
perfect honey brown complexion, frizzy hair, and ice blue eyes.  He had met her
while he was in the Imperial Marines, and she a petty officer in the Fleet. 
They had been equal rank, and not in the same chain of command, though serving
aboard the same ship.  They had become friends, confidants, then lovers.  Since
their enlistments were both up within a month of each other, they continued on
as civilians.  Since both had adventurous spirits, they had fallen into the
role of artifact hunters.


“Is that all you
can think of?” she asked, looking into his eyes, a smile on her face.  “You
need to pay attention to the job at hand.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he
said, clicking his heels together, then turning to look at the viewer.


Everest was a
most unusual world.  Seventy-five percent water, it was tectonically active, as
indicated by the numerous chains of volcanic islands scattered about the
oceans.  At one time it had boasted two continents, about fifteen million
square kilometers total.  Several million years ago the powerful plates had slammed
the two continents together, resulting in the one major landmass, known as
Himalaya.   About half of the continent, the east, was a combination of rolling
hills and well-watered plains.  The west, from the center of the continent to
the coast, was range after range of mountains.  The central range was the home
to the mountain named Everest, towering over twenty-one thousand meters above
the level of the ocean.  Essentially, it and the other tall mountains in the
central range reached almost out of the atmosphere.  Fortunately, according to
their map, they would not be going that high, or they would have had to bring
along spacesuits.


Most of the
mountains in the central ranges were covered with snow, with the exception of
the tallest peaks that thrust bare rock to the heavens.  The snow was thick on
the mountains, a snowfall that never melted, but fell and flowed and avalanched
down into the deeper valleys, where it repeated the process, moving the snow
downward until it reached an altitude where melting could occur, feeding the
rivers that flowed out to both coasts.


“You know this
isn’t going to be easy.  Or safe,” he told Dallas.


“But if we find
ancient tech, we’re set for life,” she said, her eyes sparkling with the
excitement of the coming adventure.  “And we’re heroes.”


Dang nodded. 
That was true.  The Empire was always hungry for new tech, and the ancients
were thousands of years ahead of the technology base currently in use by
humans.  Even if it no longer worked it could in some cases be reversed engineered,
or at least give the current crop of engineers' ideas and a direction to work
in.  But it was thought that the still extant ruins of the ancients had mostly
been found.  There were still some out there, or so it was thought.  They were,
of course, getting harder and harder to find.


Dang shivered a
moment as he looked down on all that snow.


“What’s wrong?”
asked Dallas, putting an arm around his shoulders.


“Where I grew up
it never got cold.  In fact, sometimes it got so hot it was impossible to do a
day’s work without environmental containment.  And here I am, about to go into
one of the coldest places known.”


“It’s colder in
space,” replied Dallas.


“Different kind
of cold.  In space you’re either in a controlled environment, or you’re dead. 
In snow you can feel the cold seeping into your bones.”


“How do you know
that?  I thought you grew up in a hot climate.”


“The Marines had
us go through mountain and arctic training.  Enough for me to know.”


*     *     *


Dang groaned as
he opened his eyes, his mind taking a moment to figure out where he was. 
Several hard objects pressed against his body.  His groan turned into a cry of
pain as he tried to move, feeling a stab of intense agony through his ribs.  He
knew he had a decision to make here.  If he stayed still, he wouldn’t
exacerbate his injuries, but wherever he was, he still wasn’t under cover.  But
if he moved the pain might become too much for him.  It wasn’t a hard decision
to make, since staying where he was would mean his death.


With a command to
his implant the nanites in his nervous system erected a pain block, enough
where he was no longer in agony.  Enough where he could move around a bit and
determine just where he was.  His gloved hand ran over a rough material that
reminded him of fur, and he almost panicked at the thought that he was lying on
some animal.  He focused his eyes and the panic abated.  He was lying on
several interlinked branches of one of the local trees.  Instead of bark it had
a fibrous coating like fur, retaining the heat of the exothermic plant.  It was
such a good insulator that very little of its internal heat was coming through
to him.


Shifting himself
a bit, grunting from a new pain, he got into a sitting position and looked out
over the forest.  He was near the top of one of the taller needle leaf trees
that made up this forest, sitting in one of the high valleys, about twelve
thousand meters up.  He wondered if he had fallen here, then rejected that
hypothesis.  The only one that made sense was that his lift harness had run out
of power slowly, and he had floated down.  And now here he was, thirty meters
off the ground in the cold, his insulated clothing in shreds.  At least I
can breathe, he thought, taking a deep breath from his respirator mask. 
The oxygen system ran off a device that pulled O2 from the atmosphere, as
scarce as it might be, and compressed and stored it.   If he didn’t have any
more battery power, the unit would stop operation, and he would only have what
was in the tank, along with the twelve hour reserve given him by the emergency
nanobubbles in his blood stream.  He tried to link in to the rig’s computer
with his implant and hit a blank wall.  The computer was down, which wasn’t
surprising if the batteries were dead.


Dang looked down
at the ground.  His rig had a winch that would have lowered him to the ground,
but without power it was just more weight.  The hundred meters of thin cord
might still be useful though.  After climbing down the branches, stifling cries
of pain, to the point where there were no more limbs, he found himself still
looking at a twenty meter drop to the ground that had minimal snow cover. 
Pulling eighteen meters of line from the tiny winch, a cord that would cut
through his hands if not for his gloves, Dang tied it around the trunk and
belayed the rest of the line down.  Next, checking to make sure none of the
line contacted bare flesh, he rappelled down from the tree.  Even with the
nanite pain blocks, everything hurt.  He almost considered ordering a complete
nerve block, changing his mind as he thought about the trouble he would have
with no feeling in his body.  At two meters up one of his hands lost its grip,
and he released with the other to keep from getting tangled up.


“Crap,” he
yelled as he hit the ground, going into a roll to take up the shock, the pain
from his left ankle and calf rushing up his spine.   He lay there for a few
minutes, collecting himself, using his implants and the nanites to search his
injuries.  He cursed under his breath as the break in his ankle appeared on the
image in his mind.  Sitting up, he crawled on his buttocks until his back was
against the tree. Then ran his fingers down his boot to unseal it.  The
foot-gear opened up and slid easily off, and Dang ran his fingers over the
ankle.  The image had shown a break of a simple nature, and when his fingers
ran over the tender outer flesh he verified what the internal diagnostics
systems had told him.


The boot went
back on his foot, and a little manipulation of the seam caused it to tighten
around his ankle, forming a cast that would allow him to walk.  That done, he
limped around and gathered some dead wood, building a fire and pulling out the
laser lighter that still sat in his upper jacket pocket.  Soon there was a
roaring fire going, warming at least the part of his body facing the flames. 
He then proceeded to go about checking the rest of his gear.


The battery pack
had some claw marks in it, but no penetrations of the tough nanocarbon fiber
box.  The computer was the same.  Most of his electronics were housed in black
box type technology that would take a major weapon hit to breach.  So the radio
should have survived as well, and when he found it, he found that it had, to a
point.  The radio’s box was still intact, but the wire pack running out had
been severed at its attachment point.  The radio had been cut off from its
power source, and now there was no power source to energize it.  Two of the six
lifting units of the rig had been crushed by the jaws of the bear that had
mauled him.  Their cases were made of much thinner material in order to save
weight.  Too thin, and though the unit wasn’t breached, the circuitry inside
had been broken.


The last thing
he checked was the first thing he should have.  His rifle was gone, and the
spare proton packs he had were useless without it.  The pouch containing spare
power packs was ripped open, and all the packs gone.  So no way of using them
to power the radio.  His mag rail pistol was still in its holster, and the
spare packs were still in their pockets, attached to the gun carrier.  No spare
batteries for it.  It had been the plan to use the power packs for the particle
beam rifle to recharge the pistol if necessary.  He thought for a moment about
trying to drain the pistol into the radio, rejecting that idea after a little
thought.  If something went wrong, he would be without both radio and weapon.


His backpack had
also been ripped open, and much that had been in it was lost.  He still had
some rations and tools, as well as an emergency blanket of ultrathin
hyper-insulating material that could come in handy.  There were a couple of
rips in the blanket, but not anything he couldn’t work around.  Some of the
backpack material could go to mending his mountain outerwear.


By this time his
front was warm to the point of overheating.  He stood to orient his back to the
fire, then shrugged out of his clothing so he could take stock of it.  The
skinsuit was torn in a dozen places, but he thought he might have enough
material to fix it.  Finding the tube of nanogel in the repair kit attached to
the suit’s left leg, he moved the skinsuit into position and squirted the gel
on the exposed tears.  Five minutes later that side of the suit was almost like
new, and he repeated the process with the other side.  By that time he had
turned again, and his back was starting to freeze.


After getting
back into the skinsuit, Dang draped his body with the insulating blanket, then
shrugged back into his partially repaired outerwear.  There were still some
areas that were not adequately protected, but on the whole he would stay warm
enough.


At least I’m
not going to die of cold, he thought as he strapped everything he wanted to
carry back onto his body.  At least not yet, he amended as he caught
sight of something moving in the tree line across a small clearing.


A head poked out
of the forest, what would have looked like a carnosaur in the history books, or
perhaps at the Imperial Zoo in Capitulum.  It had a ridge of spikes running
down the top of the head, and as it moved out into the clear, more spikes could
be seen on its back.  It’s whitish skin blended in with the snowy environment,
even more so under the shadows of the trees.


Dang recognized
it from the videos he had studied of dangerous life on Everest.  Mountain
Raptor was the official name, also called walking death by the people who lived
on the planet.  It was a warm blooded creature not at all related to the
dinosaurs that had evolved ten thousand light years away.  It was evolved for
this kind of climate, with infrared vision and pits in the nose that allowed it
to find and follow prey by their heat emissions.  The biped stalked into the
clear, a second following on its heels, most probably a mate.  And they both
looked directly at where Dang had built his fire, unerringly seeing it
despite the obscuring trees.


The man knew he
had to get away from the fire.  Right now the fire was obscuring his own heat
signature.  Once the creatures had gotten closer they wouldn’t have a problem
picking him out.  He pulled his pistol at the thought, then shook his head.  He
was sure he could hurt the predators with the high velocity rounds of the
pistol, maybe even both of them.  Killing them both?  Of that he had no doubt. 
He would be walking death shit on the snow in a couple of days.


The creatures
separated and started in a run in his direction.  Their heads moved back and
forth suspiciously, always reorienting back in the direction of the fire.  Dang
thought it was time to get out of the area.   A quick look showed him the best
path, running away deeper into the woods, then taking off at a right angle to
get away, using the fire for cover.


The raptors
rounded on the fire, coming in from opposite angles, trapping their prey.  The
predators were about as intelligent as Earth wolves, meaning they were
intelligent indeed, not merely depending on instinct.  They recognized the fire
for what it was when they got close, not something they could eat, something
that could hurt them.  They sniffed for a moment, then turned their heads to
track in on the path of something.  With a grunt from the larger of the two
animals they both headed off onto the scent trail, their eyes soon giving them
another sign of the prey’s passage in the prints in the snow.


Dang struggled
to run through the snow, his feet going twenty centimeters down before he could
pull each out.  The lift rig had been intended to allow people to walk over the
snow without sinking deep, something it could do with minimal energy
expenditure.  While the snow was not so deep in the woods as it had been out on
the high mountain plateau, it was deep enough to make the man struggle.  He
wished he had brought configurable boots that converted to snow shoes, but with
the lift harness, it had not seemed necessary.  The large creatures tracking
him had been made for this environment, their clawed feet splaying out like
snowshoes to distribute their weight.  That and a gait that compensated for
their feet sinking somewhat into the soft surface despite that weight.


The man felt the
cold air rasping through his lungs as he fought to keep going.  He was still
well short of a hundred percent, tired, hurting, with two beasts chasing after
him that would make short work of him if they caught him.  He looked back, not
able to see the predators due to the trees, hearing their huffing breath as
they moved through the maze of trunks.  He looked back ahead, searching for
something that would provide safety.  A glance at the trunks showed that all
the trees were of the same type, with no low branches that would allow him to
clamber up.


One of the
hunters roared behind him, a sound that sent shivers up his spine.  He turned
to see one of the predators standing fifty meters away, looking right at him,
while the partner grunted in the near distance.  The death walker took a step
forward, then another, before taking off into a hunting charge straight at the
human.


“Shit,” yelled
Dang, fumbling for his pistol, finally getting it out when the creature had
closed the distance.  He flipped the selector to full automatic, looking up in
time to what seemed like the creature towering over him, though it was still
twenty meters away.  He aimed center mass and pulled the trigger.  The magrail
bucked in his hand as it sent a stream of high velocity rounds into the chest
of the predator.   Hot blood splashed onto the cold snow, and the death walker
let out a screaming roar.  The pistol ran through its magazine in less than two
seconds, releasing seventy pellets, each traveling six thousand meters a
second, pushing the man back.


The predator
roared again, then fell over onto its side, legs thrashing, blood dripping from
between its sharp teeth.  The mate came running, its gaze shifting from Dang,
to its partner, and back again.  The man backed away, hand fumbling with the
magazine release, dropping it from the gun to the snow.  He tried to pull
another magazine out from the holster, fumbling it with his fingers, then
turned and took off in a panic.


He could hear
the footsteps of the second predator coming after him, squishing through the
snow.  He frantically searched for someplace to go, but there was nothing. 
Could he feel the breath of the predator on his neck, or was it his
imagination?  Either way, it was closing.  He had almost resigned himself to
turning and facing the monster while he tried to reload, when the wounded beast
let out a plaintive roar, and the monster chasing him stopped in its tracks and
turned, hesitated for another moment, then ran back to the injured mate.


Dang turned and
stopped, his breath ragged, trying to regain his wind.  The one beast was still
on the ground, struggling to get up and not succeeding.  The mate sniffed at
the fallen predator, then tried to push it up with its nose.  Dang took one
last look, then stumbled away, hunched over, still trying to catch his breath. 
He kept looking for someplace to hide, some kind of shelter, because he was
sure the healthy predator would soon be back on his trail.


The sun was
starting to go down behind the high mountains to the west, the shadows growing
in the forest.  Dang was surprised that what had seemed like an endless day was
finally coming to an end.  With it would come freezing temps he wasn’t sure
even his makeshift winter protection could handle.  He needed a fire, but he
couldn’t stop and build one with the potential of predators resuming the hunt.


He stumbled on. 
Ahead, beyond a stand of trees, shadow loomed.  Not sure what it was, he
continued toward it, hoping it might be some kind of shelter.  Coming out from
under the trees and finding himself on a small open plateau, he could finally
make out what it was.   A drop off, a cliff, going down who knew how far.  He
turned away and was ready to walk further up the forest when the form of the
death walker came rushing out from under the trees, jaws wide and headed
straight for him.


The pistol was
in the holster.  Dang had been afraid of dropping it, so had put it in its
secure sheath.  And he had forgotten to reload it when he had the chance.   Now
he had only one choice.  He turned to the right, took three quick steps, and
launched himself into the air.  He last thing he heard was the roaring of the
frustrated predator, and then he hit the snow at the bottom of the drop.


*     *     *


When he opened
his eyes, Dang thought he might be dead.  Everything was still black, and he
was freezing cold.  That last settled that he was alive.  Dang was not a
religious man, but he was sure that when he died wherever he ended up would not
be cold.  The thought of Dante entered his mind for a moment, that Hell might
actually be cold.   He dismissed that thought as he pushed with his hands and
felt the snow overhead.


When his head
broke the surface he looked out over the field of snow, the moonlight reflected
from it lighting up the night.  Turning his head. he saw the cliff he had plunged
over, wondering that he was still alive.  The cliff had to be over thirty
meters high, and only the deep snow at the bottom had saved him.  The man
crawled out of the snow, then trudged to the nearest trees.  Soon he had a fire
going and was warming himself.  He belatedly reloaded his pistol, cursing as he
only found one magazine.  The other had fallen out somewhere along the way,
probably into the deep snow.


Animal sounds
came to Dang as he sat there gathering heat.  He didn’t know what most of them
were, with lent a frightening aspect to almost all of them.  He was determined
to stay awake through this night, sitting there with his pistol in hand.  He
was surprised when his eyes popped open and his implant indicated that over
four hours had passed.  The last images of his dream, he and Dallas in better
times, was still in his mind, quickly dissipating.  He blinked a couple of
times and looked down, to see something long and thin crawling over his boots.


Dang cried out
and kicked, and the long furry cylinder crawled off in overdrive, making a
hissing sound.  It stopped a couple of meters away, rearing up about a third of
its three meter length, mouth open to expose long fangs, dripping with some
viscous looking fluid.   He really didn’t like the looks of that stuff, and he
aimed the pistol at the creature and thumbed off the safety.  His implant
linked with the gun and lined up the shot perfectly.   A squeeze of the trigger
and the head of the snake was gone.  The body fell to the surface,
orange liquid flowing onto the frozen water and melting down into the packed
snow.


And another
dozen heads popped up, looked over at the murder of their fellow, and
immediately headed that way.  Dang jumped to his feet, took aim, and started
firing while he backed away.  It was almost like being in a shooting gallery,
picking targets, aiming, shooting.  The hissing of the mammalian snakes
competed with the hiss of high velocity pellets cleaving the air, and the smack
of them hitting their targets.  Dang almost set his pistol to full auto as the
creatures seemed to crowd in, as if he had settled in for the night within a
nest of them.  He resisted the urge.  Ammunition was scarce, and when this
magazine was gone, the pistol became nothing more than a not very good club.


A sharp pain ran
up his left leg.  Dang looked down to see one of the snakes had sunk its fangs
into his calf, right through a seam that was a repair.  The seam did not carry
the same toughness as the rest of the suit, and the fangs had penetrated through
and into the flesh and muscle beneath.  The sharp pain of the bite was
immediately subsumed under the agony of venom injected into the muscle.  The
fangs, or at least one of them, must have entered an artery, because the pain
swiftly ascended his leg and spread through his torso.  Along with the agony
came a numbness that threatened to make Dang fall to the ground.


The man fired
down at the snake, cutting it in half.  The head dropped from his leg, and he
staggered back, unable to feel his feet.  His vision was blurring, and he was
having trouble aiming.  He continued to fire, but many of the shots were
missing their target.  The pistol went dead the next time he pulled the
trigger, and looking down at the counter through the blur his sight had become
he saw the ammo counter was at zero.  And there were still snakes heading at
him.


Dang stumbled
into a turn and started away at the fastest pace he could manage, a jog.  The
forest was blurring around him, his heart beating like a hammer in his chest,
and he wondered if his internal nanites would be able to handle this poison. 
Breath was rasping in his lungs, and he felt like he wasn’t getting enough
oxygen, despite the link with his implant letting him know that he had
sufficient O2 in storage.


The tree seemed to
come out of nowhere, and he smacked into it face first, falling back into the
snow, his vision going from blurred to black as consciousness left him.  His
last thoughts were that the snakes would find him, and he would become their
dinner.  And would the poison in his veins kill him whether or not the first
thing happened.


When he woke the
sun was high in the sky, and his implant was telling him it was midday.  A
search of his internal systems showed that, while there was some minor
deterioration, everything was working the way it was supposed to.  And the
nanites would take care of the remaining damage shortly.  He sat up and checked
over his clothing.   He still had his knife, but the bag he had made of the
parts of the backpack he hadn’t used for patching his clothing was gone.  And
with it the last of the food.  He still had his laser firestarter, and his
knife, but the pistol was nowhere to be found.


Not really a
disaster, he thought of that last.  Without ammo it was really of no use. 
The knife now.  The knife had a monomolecular blade that would cut through just
about anything. A sturdy branch would make it a spear.  Enough of a weapon to
hold off some of the smaller animals haunting the mountains.  Enough to handle
the larger?  Probably not.  Finding a branch that seemed to fit his purpose, he
trimmed and smoothed it with swift motions of the knife, then secured the
handle to one end with the line from his rig’s winch.  At the end he had a
spear just over two meters in length.


There was still
daylight left, so Dang decided to make the best use of it and head out.  His
implant could give him a general direction, he knew which way he needed to go
to get to the lowlands, so that was the course he took.  It seemed no use to
keep looking for the site of the ancients, not in his present condition.  In
fact, there didn’t seem any use to coming back and look for it later.  It
was probably just a tall tale in the first place, he thought as he trudged
on.


That night he
found a small cave.  It was inhabited by a small dog like predator, and he made
his first kill with his spear.  A fire at the entrance warmed him, and allowed
him to cook the animal, which, while it tasted awful, was filling.  And the
cave was warm, and as secure as he could make it with the fire built in the
entrance.


The next day
dawned bright with the orange globe of the sun rising over the mountains. The
spear doubled as a walking stick as Dang forged through the deep snow, heading
toward the end of the valley he was in.  Hopefully there would be a pass into
the next valley, stair stepping down until he reached the lowlands and
civilization.


Looking over at
the mountains to the north, he stopped in his tracks.  It’s the image on the
map, he thought, staring at the three peaks, running like rising steps from
west to east.  Just like in the drawings.  This is it.


He shook his
head.  Coincidence?  That was all it was.  There were probably dozens of
vantage points lie this in the damned mountains.  Any of them would present a
display like this.  He looked over the valley, which had to be six kilometers
from side to side, and fifteen kilometers long.  There was forest along both
sides, and a wide, open area with deep snow through the center.  The forest
looked like the better path, since it would not have as deep a snow as the
open.


With that
thought in mind, he started walking toward the north side of the valley, his
eyes darting every which way, looking for trouble.  But trouble stepped out of
the woods from straight ahead, in the form of a large walking death.


Dang stopped in
his tracks, pulling his spear up and gripping it in both hands, knife pointed
toward the predator.  The carnivore stopped as well, its head questing from
side to side for a moment before locking onto the human.  Dang knew it was picking
up his body heat against the cold field of snow.  In a moment it would charge,
and there was no where he could go to escape it.


The creature
stepped forward, then took another, before launching into a run, its wide feet
splaying out and keeping it from going deep into the snow.  Unfortunately, the
human’s feet could not do the same, and Dang stumbled through the snow, his
legs going almost to his knees in the frozen water.


After a dozen
steps he realized he wasn’t going to be able to get away from the creature, so
he turned and readied the spear, aiming it at the belly of the charging
creature.  He saw immediately that the tactic wouldn’t work.  The death would
be biting through his torso before the spear impacted the belly.  So at the
last second he shifted the point upward, pushing it into the lower jaw of the
predator as it started to bite down.


The predator
recoiled, pulling the spear from his hand.  The leg of the raptor struck him
hard in the chest, sending him flying through the air to land on his back in
the snow forty meters away.  Dang forced himself up despite having the breath
knocked from his body.  He had to move, fast, if he wanted to live.


The predator was
roaring in pain, clawing with its foreclaws at the spear haft, trying to get it
out of its jaw.  The monomolecular blade had penetrated straight through the
bone of the jaw, and the beast was having a hard time dislodging it.  With a
last swipe the spear haft broke, leaving the knife in place.  With another roar
and blood in its eyes, the creature looked straight at the man who had wounded
it.  When it did Dang recognized it.  The mate of the one he had killed, and
now it had nothing to stop it from killing him.


Dang turned and
stumbled away, adrenaline lending him strength.   He knew he didn’t have a
chance, but he was unwilling to give up.  There had to be a way out.  He
refused to believe that he was doomed.   He tried speed up, but the snow would
not let him.  He started to pray for something, anything to happen to get him
out of this mess, when he stumbled forward, hit the snow, and fell through.


Next thing Dang
knew he was in the air, clumps of snow falling with him through the darkness. 
Then the darkness vanished into bright light, and he could see a hard floor
below.  It was mostly empty, but there were some strange objects down there
that could have been machines of some type, possibly vehicles.  And the floor
was not coming toward him as fast as he would have expected.  In fact, it felt
like he was falling in slow motion.


As he moved
closer to the floor he could see doors in the walls fronting the open chamber. 
This is it, he thought as he turned in the air so that his feet were
facing the floor.  Moments later he touched down, still scarcely able to
believe he was still alive.


The things on
the floor were machines, a couple of them vehicles.  He thought of the wealth
that would be his when he made it back to civilization with the location of
this horde of tech.  He yelled at the top of his lungs, jumping in the air and
waving his fists above his head.  We made it, Dallas, he thought,
turning around to take in the entire complex.


A grunting sound
raised the hackles on his neck, and he slowly turned again, to see the raptor
standing ten meters behind him.  It had followed him down, protected by the
same arresting field that had allowed him to land without injury.   He just had
time to register the shock when the great head thrust down and the jaws closed
on his body.  A couple of chomps and the creature raised its head, letting the meat
slide down its throat.  


The predator
stood there for a moment, ignoring the pain of the knife that was stuck in its
lower jaw.  It was satisfied.  It had avenged its mate and filled its belly. 
Afterwards it walked around the open area, trying to find a way out, the
wonders of the ancients of no interest to it.  All it wanted was to find a way
back to its own world.


*     *     *


A ship in orbit
picked up the energy signature in the mountains where none had existed before. 
Within an hour search and rescue craft were on the scene, and the ancient base
was found.  There was some confusion about how the large predator they shot
down had gotten into the base, but it seemed to have triggered whatever systems
were there that woke it up the lights and environmental systems.  The other
mystery was the knife that was wedged into the jaw.  The consensus was that the
beast had attacked a human, and the person had injured it before being killed. 
After that all thought was for the technology found at the base, much of it in
perfect operating condition.  Enough to make every member of the two teams
wealthy beyond their wildest dreams.











The
Hunted


 


Some worlds have riches of
their own, represented by the plants and animals that dwell there.  Even in an
energy and resource rich society, there are two ways to get ahead if one is not
born to wealth.  One either works hard for it, taking the time and effort, and
the risks, to gain. Or one turns to a life of crime, catering to the baser
natures of human beings.  And on the frontier, these human predators can be
just as dangerous as the kind that evolved on that world.


 


“Are you stupid,
son?” asked Tobias Kelvin, staring down at the younger man who stood before
him.  The young man was in his late twenties, still a child among a people who
commonly lived to almost three hundred years.  The youth stood his ground, and
Kelvin felt some pride in the lad underneath his rage.


The face that
looked back at him was the same shade of ebony, the same nose, same lips, same
eyes.  He had hoped the boy would make something of himself other than the
hardscrabble existence of a Swamper.  Would go into a technical field, science,
even medicine, like his old man.  Oh, the rest of his family made good money
harvesting the resources of the almost continent spanning swamp that was the
dominant land feature of the Mississippi landmass of the planet Congo.  But it
was not an easy life, or a safe one.


“It seemed like
easy money, Dad,” said Matthew Kelvin, shrugging his shoulders.  “After all,
the damned flower grows all over the place, and I knew how to get it.”


Tobias shook his
head again.  Violet lotus did grow all over the swamp, and in its unprocessed
form was deadly to humans, to eat or even to breath too much of the scent. 
Processed it became a powerful analgesic, and a powerfully addictive drug that
was in much demand on some of the core worlds, where large segments of the
population languished in the boredom of the dole.  And I thought that
nonsense would be over and done with now that the war has employed most of
those on the rolls, he thought.


Obviously that
had not happened, and the demand was just as great for the illicit drug that
was made from the flower, even as demand for the medicinal had also increased. 
Only the crime lords were not about to give up the profits they were making on
the drug.


“And how did you
run afoul of the Mob, son?” asked Tobias.  “Why are they after you?”


“I thought
better of giving them the last shipment.”


Tobias shook his
head and spit on the ground.  “So you had an attack of conscience at the last
moment.  Why couldn’t you have had that attack after you gave them what they
wanted, or before you had made the agreement to get them those damned flowers.”


He thought it
would have been so much easier if the violet lotus could be grown off planet. 
But Congo had a unique ecology, and any attempt to grow many of the valuable
plants off planet resulted in failure.  Just like many of the singular
molecules of those plants and animals could not be synthesized in any potency.


“I know I was
stupid,” agreed Matthew.  “And I’m sorry.  But the Mob put out a hit on me, and
I have nowhere else to go.”  The young man looked down at his feet for a
moment, then started to turn away.  “I shouldn’t be putting you and the rest of
the family at risk like this.  I’ll try and see if I can get off planet, where
they won’t be able to find me.”


“Don’t make
another stupid mistake, boy,” said Tobias, stepping forward, grabbing his son
by the arm and turning him around to embrace him.  “The best place for you is
where you were raised.  You are coming home.”


A Giant
carnotropus grunted in the distance, a dominance call that was repeated by
scores more of the large predators across the swamp.  “Let’s see if they can
get past that army.”


*     *     *


“I want this
little fuck, and I want him now,” growled Centari Numbra, the native born crime
boss of Africanus.  A holo globe of the planet rotated beside her, showing her
fiefdom.  The Mississippi continent, named for the enormous river system that
arose from its west most mountains to flow across the landmass, was three
quarters swamp, arising from the flood plains of those waterways.  Fifteen
million square kilometers of land, though over eleven million of that was the
swampland which was about one half water.


There were four
other continents on the world, two larger than the Mississippi landmass, and
none contained a single dominant feature like the swamp.  There were large
tracts of rainforest, and taiga, and some large plains dominated by huge
beasts.  And none were as rich in biological resources as that swamp.  They
were what made this territory so valuable to her, even though less than forty
thousand people lived in that area among the fifteen million inhabitants of the
planet.


Africanus was
the epitome of a frontier world, but some frontier was wilder than others, and
wild was the perfect descriptor for the swamp.  Without the aid of Swampers who
knew the territory, they would get nothing of the riches of that land.


“It looks like
he fled into the Swamp, Boss,” said her Lieutenant in charge of drug
distribution.  “I had my men out looking for him, but he’s nowhere to be found
in any of the cities.  And he hasn’t left the planet.”


“So he’s in the
Swamp.  Go in there and get him.  He’s from there, right.  So he has family
there.  He’s either got to be with them, or they’ll know where he is.  Put some
pressure on them and find out where he is, then kill him.”


The Lieutenant
gave a short bow and turned away to walk out of the room.  Numbra turned her
eyes on her Chief Enforcer, Claude Deveroix, who stood over against one of the
walls.


“Do you have a
strike team to go in after Kelvin if Putin finds him?”


“I have some
people, but I really don’t think they’re right for this job,” answered the
Enforcer.  “I would send them after anyone in the urban areas, and even most of
the wilderness, but not out into that wasteland.”


“What do you
suggest?”


“We could ask
for some help from off planet.”


“And admit that
I can’t control my own territory?  I don’t think so.  Now get your people ready
to go get this boy.  And I don’t care if you have to make an example of anyone
that gets in your way.  I want an example made of him.  No one fucks with me in
my own territory.”


*     *     *


“I think we
should go to the planetary police,” said Fara, looking from her son to her
husband.  “Let them deal with these people.”


Tobias shook his
head.  There were less than a hundred police patrolling the Swamp.  And he
didn’t think they could spare enough people to actually protect his son.  He
would rather depend on himself, and his family and friends, to do that.


“The Mob has
their people within all of the police forces on the planet,” protested
Matthew.   “Not that many, I’m sure.  But enough for any information they
develop to get the Mob as well.”


“You don’t think
that Farrell is connected to the Mob, do you?” asked Fara, her eyes wide.


“Oh, I doubt
Officer Farrell is on the take,” said Tobias, shaking his head.  Edgewater the
village only had a little over a hundred people, and it really wouldn’t have
made much sense to pay the local cop to keep tabs on that small a population. 
“But he still has to report to someone up the chain of command, and someone
along the way might sell Matthew out.”


Tobias stood and
walked over to the window that looked out on the solid ground of the community
park.  There were some people out there, under the protection of the sonic
field that repelled all native life forms, especially the insectoids that could
be such a nuisance through most of the year.   He looked at those people
closely.  He knew all of them, just as he knew everyone in the service area of
Edgewater.  He not only ran his medical practice in the town, but most of his
patients lived out there in the Swamp.  They were good people, the kind who would
be loyal to their friends and neighbors, and loyalty meant everything to them.


Beyond the park,
in the deep water of the stream that ran by the village to join with a river
twelve kilometers further on, the ridged head and eyes of a Giant Carnotropus
protruded from the surface.  Tobias estimated the creature to be in the five
meter range, a baby for that species, but old enough to know that intruding
upon the villages of the humans was a bad idea.  The hexapodal amphibians were
not the smartest of creatures, but they were smart enough to remember the
carcasses of their own that had hung around the village at times.


“Maybe Matthew
should go out to one of his uncles’ houses,” suggested Fara.


“That might be a
good idea, son,” said Tobias, thinking about the five brothers and brothers in
law that lived out in the wilderness, making their living on harvesting the
Swamp.  There were also a dozen cousins out there.  “Maybe Timothy.”


Fara nodded at
that suggestion.  Timothy was her older brother, and a former Army Ranger.  He
had served in the Lasharan wars, tracking insurgents in the wilderness of
several worlds through multiple tours, but was now back home with his family. 
Tobias couldn’t think of a more protected place for his son.


Matthew’s older
brother and sister were both off planet studying, Frederick at the Imperial
University on Jewel, and Mara at the Peale Island Naval Academy.  They wouldn’t
have to worry about those two, but they also weren’t here to help.


“And what about
you two?” asked Matthew, closing his eyes and shaking his head.  “It won’t take
much to find out that you are my parents, and that you live here.  Maybe you
should both go out to Uncle Timothy’s as well.  Or at least out to our cabin.”


“I can’t close
down my practice,” replied Tobias, looking over at his wife.  “There are too
many people depending on me.”


In some ways
that was not really true.  Every colonist had a full spectrum of internal
nanites protecting them against biological and chemical infestations.  All had
full service med kits on hand.  But in an environment like this that still
might not be enough.  And the presence of a trained physician could still be
the difference between surviving and not.   He turned to his wife and took her
hands.


“But I want you
to go, dear.  I would feel much better if you were in a safe place, and you can
still do your job through the com net.”


“But, then you
will be here by yourself,” protested Fara.


“I could ask
some of our nieces and nephews to come for a stay,” said Tobias, calling up
some contacts on his implant.  “I won’t be alone.  Now, let’s make the contacts
we need and get moving.”


“And I’ll have
to stay in hiding for how long?” asked Matthew.  “I can’t hide forever.” 


“Just until this
thing blows over, son.  Then we’ll get you off the planet.”  He looked in
Matthew’s eyes, seeing the misery that lived there.  “You brought this on
yourself, and you need to accept the consequences.  I’m just hoping those
consequences don’t include the end of your life.”


*     *     *


“I think I’ve
found him,” said the voice of the snitch over the com.  “I saw him in a village
called Edgewater.”


“So he’s there
in the village?” asked Deveroix, waving for one of his people to get on the com
with them.


“Actually, he
got in a aircar and headed out over the swamp about fifteen minutes ago, with a
man who looked like a close relative.  But his dad’s still here.  He’s the
local physician, while his mom works from home as a government administrator. 
I figure they would have to know where he went.”


“Good work,”
said Deveroix, checking a holo globe of the planet and locating the village,
about two hours flight from the city of St. Martin, the continental capital. 
“Keep an eye on the father.  Don’t let him out of your sight.  I‘ll have a team
there in about three hours to take charge of him, and the mom.  Then we’ll find
out where the little fuck has gotten to.”


Deveroix killed
the com and looked over at his Enforcer.  “What do we have in St. Martin?”


“Three of our
boys, plus some local gang members that sometimes work for us.”


“Get our men on
a transport out there as soon as fucking possible.  And send a search and
destroy team from here to St. Martin.  They’re to wait on word of the location
of the little fuck, then go after him.”


“You don’t think
the three guys we’re sending will be enough?”


“I don’t want to
take any chances.  Centari said she wanted him, now, and I’m not about to get
on her bad side.”


The Enforcer
nodded in understanding, then got up and left the room so he could get the
teams moving.  Deveroix knew the man could have accomplished that task in the
room with him, but most of his people didn’t like someone looking over their
shoulder while they took care of business.


The little
fuck should have stayed in the city, where he would be the only casualty,
thought the Chief Enforcer.  Now he’s going to get his family killed along
with him.


*     *     *


It was a short
hop by aircar to Uncle Timothy’s house.  Timothy had brought his own car in,
along with a couple of his sons, Jacob and Stephen.  Stephen was flying them
back out, while Jacob, the oldest, stayed in town to keep an eye on his
father.  Timothy had been a Ranger, with all the talents and skills of those
elite troops.  Matthew couldn’t think of a better man to be watching his dad,
though he had some reservations about Jacob, who was only nineteen years old,
not even an adult.  Still, he had grown up in the Swamp, with Uncle Timothy as
his mentor, and that meant he was as self-reliant a young man as there was in
this wilderness.


The Swamp passed
by below.  The tops of trees covered much of it, with open water in places. 
Animals running from the sound of the car that they associated with a dominant
predator.  A large trope, a carnotropus which was at least nine meters in
length and had to mass six tons, looked up at them from a patch of dry land and
croaked a roar.  They went over a boat a mile further, moving down one of the
streams at a good clip on its impeller engine.


A large flying
predator swooped low, its leathery wings booming as it caught the sonic
repellor of the car on its nose.  The low gravity and high oxygen content of
this world allowed for large flying creatures, capable of lifting an adult
human into the air an dropping them to their deaths.  Most avoided objects like
aircars, but some of the larger ones saw them as prey, hence the automatic
repulsion systems.  They were still a danger, especially in numbers, since the
repellor system could only engage one at a time.


“We’re almost
there, Aunt Fara,” said fifteen year old Stephen, who like most teens on this
world could use a number of vehicles and devices that teenagers on most
civilized worlds would be forbidden to touch.


“You’re what,
fifty miles from town?” asked Matthew.


“Fifty two point
six, to be exact, Cousin.   Half an hour at cruising speed.  Considerably less
if I push her flat out.”


Stephen looked
forward for a moment, then pushed a few of the panels on the dash.  The car
started to drop, though there really was nothing that looked like a landing
site.  It moved down to a hover about twenty meters over the ground, then slid
forward under the trees.  And there was the landing pad, a construct of
hardwoods, plastics and metals.  The car extruded its landing gear and lowered
itself, coming to a stop with a gentle thump.


“I always
thought Timothy was the crazy brother in Tobias’ family,” said Fara, looking
out of the car’s bubble dome to what looked like more wilderness.


“Dad says a lot
of people think that,” said Stephen as he opened the dome.  “Now it looks like
he wasn’t all that paranoid.”


They climbed out
of the car, the sounds of the Swamp, thousands of animals and insectoids,
almost deafening them.  The sonics from the car kept the buzzing creatures
away, which, unfortunately, could find nutrition in human blood and tissue.   A
lift appeared on the solid ground about twenty meters from the pad, the doors
opening to reveal a cab about two meters square.  As soon as they were away
from the car it started to lower through the pad, taking itself and their
luggage down into the dwelling’s garage.


Most people
living in the wilderness wanted their dwelling to be seen from the air or
orbit.  They wanted the watchers to be able to see them from above, and see if
anything was wrong.  Uncle Timothy was different.  He preferred to depend on
himself and his family, and not have rely on the eye in the sky to watch over
him.  He had taken a refurbished cargo container from a freighter, thirty
meters long by fifteen meters wide, by ten high, a total of four thousand five
hundred cubic meters.  With the addition of the garage unit, a smaller cargo
container, and a mechanical attachment that provided water, power and
environmental, it was a very comfortable house for a large family.


As the lift
opened onto the vestibule that led into the main living area the memories came
flooding back for Matthew.  He had spent eight summers in this house, when he
wasn’t out on the Swamp with his Uncle, who had taught him how to survive, how
the harvest the largess of the continent, as well as how to feed himself.  Part
of that learning experience was the use of weapons, everything from particle
beams to hand made spears.


“Matthew,”
called out his aunt, Timothy’s wife, Sarah Kelvin, running over with open arms
and wrapping them around her nephew.  She gave him a hug, then repeated the
gesture with Fara.  “It is so good to see both of you again.  We have the guest
rooms ready.  Matthew, you will have the bed you used when you stayed with us. 
Fara, you can have the VIP suite.”


Matthew smiled
at that last.  All of the rooms of the house were serviceable, with the
metallic walls that had been installed to separate the spaces.  They had all
the modern amenities, but would not rival any of the luxury hotels in any of
the larger towns.


“I’m so glad
you’re safe,” said Sarah, putting an arm around Matthew’s shoulder.


“I screwed up,
Aunt Sarah,” said Matthew with a grimace, shaking his head.


“You wouldn’t be
the first, son,” said the small woman.  “Plenty of people have tried to get
easy money out of the Swamp.  The important thing is that you’re safe.”


“Thank God for
that,” said his mom, a concerned expression on her face.  “And the sooner this
blows over and we can get you off planet, the better.”


She’s worried
about dad, thought the young man.  And so am I.


“I’ve got their
bags,” said Stephen, coming out of the garage annex with a large bag in each
hand, his two younger sisters manhandling a bag each.


“You know where
they go, son,” said Aunt Sarah.  She turned back to her guests.  “Why don’t you
both get comfortable.  Dinner will be ready in an hour.”


Matthew smiled
when he heard that.  His aunt was a much better cook that his mom, and he
hadn’t noticed how hungry he was until she had mentioned food.  He went ahead
and stowed his clothes and effects in the room that had been his during visits,
an ample chamber three by four meters, with a large closet and its own
bathroom.  Space was plentiful on this world, and the only restriction on
building size was the wealth of the builder.  And Uncle Timothy had been a very
successful swamp prospector.


I hope dad’s
OK, he thought as he sat on the comfortable bed after putting everything
away.  His father didn’t know these people, and probably didn’t really
understand them.  They wouldn’t care that his father was a well-known and well
respected member of the community.  They would only care that he had
information they wanted, and they wouldn’t care about his rights or wishes,
only that they could force him to tell them where his son was.


I should have
stayed in town and faced them myself, he thought, laying back on the bed
and regretting the decision that he had made that put everyone at risk.


*     *     *


Lorenzo McManus
really didn’t like the Swamp, like most that didn’t live there.  But when
Deveroix told him to jump, the only thing he could do was to tense his legs and
spring into the air.  So now he was sitting at the village’s one diner, waiting
to get the word from his informants that their target was located.  His two
enforcers sat at the table with him, sipping their coffee.


The snitch they
had paid to recon the village came through the entrance, eliciting some sour
looks from the locals in the diner.  Lorenzo guessed the man was not well loved
in this community, one reason he was willing to work with the Mob.


“Matthew is
gone, sir,” said the snitch, sliding into the one open space at the table. 
“Some people saw him get into an aircar earlier today and fly to the
southwest.”


“Dammit.  And
your sources have no idea where he went?”


“No.  And his
mother went with him.”  The snitch looked around for a moment, trying to see if
anyone else in the diner was listening, then turned his attention back to the
Enforcer.  “But his father is still in town.  Still working out of his clinic.”


Lorenzo thought
for a moment.  They could go to the clinic, but there might be other people
there.  It was too public.  “What time does the clinic close down?”


“That depends,”
said the snitch, who knew enough about every business in town to know when they
were open or closed.   Africanus was on a twenty-four hour clock, each hour
sixty-three minutes.  “Most nights they close down about five.  Sometimes a
little later, depending on what’s going on.  And an incoming emergency could
make them open up at any time, day or night.”


“Then here’s
what we’ll do,” said Lorenzo, motioning for his people to lean in so they could
hear him.


*     *     *


Tobias Kelvin
walked up to the door to his house and let the security system look him over
for a few moments before it opened.   The system linked with his implant and
told him that nothing had entered the house since he left, and he waved to his
brother before entering.  Timothy waved back, then turned to go on the
intelligence gathering mission he had talked about earlier, seeing if any
strangers had come into town.


As soon as the
door closed behind him he knew something was wrong.  He could feel a presence
in the house.  But that was impossible.  The security system was state of the
art, and it was guaranteed to either foil any attempt at intrusion, or at least
let him know that someone had defeated it.


“It is so nice
to meet you, Doctor,” said a voice from behind him, where the kitchen was
located.  “Now, keep your hands in the clear.  I would hate for there to be any
misunderstandings.”


Tobias raised
his hands and slowly turned, to see a pair of men standing at the kitchen
entrance, and another out of the corner of his eye in the hallway to the
bedrooms.


“What do you
want?”


“We want to know
where your son, Matthew, is,” said the man who had to be the leader, the only
one without a weapon in hand.  The other two had pistols out, one that looked
like a standard magrail, while the other had the look of something much more
deadly, like a particle beam.


“I don’t know
where Matthew is,” protested Tobias, hoping they would believe the lie and just
leave, though he knew that was unlikely.


“I’m monitoring
your pulse rate, Doctor,” said the leader of the trio.  “I know you’re lying. 
And I understand your concern.  But we mean the boy no harm.  The Boss just
wants to talk to him.”


“And now you’re lying,”
said Tobias with a grim smile.  “And I don’t need a remote monitor to tell that
you are.”


“Well, you got
me, Doc.  Now, tell me where your son is, or you’ll regret it.”


“Not for
anything in the world.  Unlike you bastards, I’ve got a conscience.”


“We have the
means to make you talk, Doc.   Don’t you doubt that for a second that you’ll
tell us what we want to know.  And then you’ll be dead, your wife will be dead,
and any other relatives trying to protect Matthew will join you.”


Tobias shut his
mouth.  He didn’t think anything he had to say would help, and he was sure they
would eventually make him tell them what they wanted to know.  If only
Timothy were here, he thought of his older brother.  While Tobias was not
afraid of using a weapon, he was not a warrior like the former Ranger.


“Very well,
Doctor.  The decision is yours, and will be the consequences.”  The leader
looked at one of the men, the one with the magrail.  “Bind him.  We’ll take him
out of here and back to the city.”  The leader walked closer to Tobias as his
man pulled the Doctor’s hands behind his back and bound them with a plastic
strap.  “We’re taking you to our car, Doctor.  If you yell out or try to catch
the attention of anyone, we will kill them.  Understand?”


Tobias nodded,
staring into the eyes of the man and knowing he was a born killer.


“Then let’s go.”


*     *     *


Timothy was
walking back to the house with Jacob at his side after asking down at the diner
and a couple of the shops about strangers in town.  He had the descriptions of
some newcomers who had seemed overly curious moving around town, both at the
diner and at one of the stores.  He had talked to the constable as well, and
let him know what was going on.  Or as much as he could tell him what was going
on without getting Matthew in trouble.


What the hell,
he thought as he watched his brother being led down the street toward a parking
platform with a large airvan parked to one side.  Tobias’ hands were behind his
back, and one of the men had his hand under a jacket.  It didn’t take a genius
to figure out that his brother was under duress.  Nor to figure out the reason
why.


“Get up on that
roof and cover me,” he told Jacob.  His son nodded and took off, running for
the door of the two story building that was the town’s hotel, hunting rifle in
hand.


“We have an
incident happening near the parking platform,” said Timothy into his com link
to the Constable.  “They have my brother, and are taking him to a van.”


“Don’t do
anything, Timothy,” ordered Constable Farrell.  “I’ll be right there.”


“And they’ll
have taken my brother away by then,” hissed Timothy, unsnapping his pistol
holster and striding toward Tobias and his captors.  “Hey, you.  What are you
doing with my brother?”


The three men
turned toward him, a second one also putting a hand in his jacket, while the
one in the best suit, the obvious leader, moved in front of Tobias.  They
didn’t say anything, but then what could they say?


“Are you in
position, son?” he asked over the com link.


The
acknowledgement came back, and he hoped his son was ready to shoot at least one
of the kidnappers.  The boy had been well trained, but had never taken a human
life, and Timothy knew from experience that it was not an easy thing to do. 
Since his life, and that of his brother, might depend on his son pulling the
trigger, he hoped the young man could do it.  The one thing he didn’t need to
do was to put more pressure on the boy.


“I asked you a
question,” he roared at the kidnappers.  “What the hell are you doing with my
brother?”


*     *     *


McManus didn’t
like the look of the man that was coming toward them.  He definitely resembled
the man they had in their custody.  A little larger, older.  And moving with
the grace of a dancer, or a martial artist.  And holding one hand just off the
butt of a very large pistol holstered at his side.


He’s fucking
augmented, thought the Enforcer, who had spent time in the Fleet, shuttling
Naval Commandos around.  This guy moved like them.  Naval Commando, Force Recon
or Army Ranger?  It really didn’t matter, they all had similar abilities.  And
this guy carried that gun on his side like he knew how to use it.


“Wait just a
minute,” he told the enraged man, flashing a hand signal by his side to his
companions.  “We can talk about this.”


His two men
moved as soon as the last word left his mouth, pulling their weapons from
underneath their coats and swinging them to bear on the man.  At the same
moment the augmented’s hand moved in a blur, the pistol flying from the
holster, the particle beam leaping from the barrel while it was still
elevating, burning a slash through the walkway and it the body of one of the
Enforcers.  Part of the man’s leg and his groin region flashed into vapor,
while the gunman swung the pistol onto the second target and the beam flared
again, this time vaporing the thoracic region.


As fast as he
was, he couldn’t take all three of them before one of them got a shot off.  As
he had planned, McManus was the last target, and the leader’s pistol was almost
lined up on the Tobias’ head.  Before he could pull the trigger something heavy
slammed into his shoulder and spun him around.  An instant later his skull
exploded as the particle beam in the augmented’s hand intersected his head.


*     *     *


“Dammit,
Timothy.  I told you to wait until I got here.”


“And if I had
waited, Constable, they would have gotten away with my brother,” said Timothy
Kelvin, holding his particle beam and letting the weapon cool before he
reholstered it.


Farrell shrugged
his shoulders and looked down on the bodies, which had been left where they had
fallen.  Tobias had already taken DNA samples, and the drone cam had taken
pictures of the two who still had recognizable faces.  Their bodies were a
mess.  That’s what happened when a fraction of a gram of protons came in at
relativistic speeds.  Nothing like the speeds that major weapons systems used,
but still a lot of energy.  Those protons blew through the matter of the
target, in this case merely clothes and flesh, then converted their energy to
heat, vaporizing large regions of the body.  The third man didn’t have a head,
much less a face.


“What’s done is
done,” said the Constable.  “But this won’t be the end of it.  You both know
that.  They’ll send more people until they get what they want.”


“I know,” said
Timothy, looking over at his son, who looked like he wanted to throw up as he
stared at the bodies.  He turned his gaze back to the Constable.  “That’s why
I’m going to take my brother with me out into the Swamp.”


“I have my work,
Timothy,” protested Tobias.  “Who’s going to help the local Swampers if they
need medical aide?”


“And who do you
think is going to help them if you’re dead?” countered Timothy, glaring at his
brother.


“Your brother is
right, Doc,” said Farrell, pointing his finger at Tobias.  “I don’t want to be
standing over your body when the Mob comes back.  Or, even worse, wondering
what happened to you after you disappeared.”


“And it’s your
job to make sure that doesn’t happen,” growled Tobias.


“And I can’t
protect you all day, every day.”


“You can’t get
some more people?  Deputize them?”


“I could at most
get two more constables in here, and we know these people are going to
escalate.  And who do you want me to deputize.  We might be able to get two or
three people to sign on, but for how long before they have to go back to their
own lives.  Listen to your brother, and get your ass to safety.”


*     *     *


“I can have my
team ready to go in an hour,” said Claude Deveroix, looking down at the floor
to avoid the gaze of Centari Numbra.  “But you realize we will be operating on
their territory.”


“I want these
fucks,” screamed the Boss, her voice rising to a high pitch.  “I don’t care
where they are.  This whole planet if my territory, and I can’t allow people to
get away with this shit.”  She waited for a moment for Deveroix to look up,
pinning him with her glare.  “If you don’t think you can do this, let me know,
and I’ll get someone else.”


Deveroix felt a
shiver run down his back at her words.  She was talking about retirement, and
there was only one way someone retired from the Organization.


“I can do it,”
he said quickly, before she could think otherwise.  “I want some more people. 
That’s a big area to search, and from what I know, that bastard who killed our
people is one tough son of a bitch.”


“What do you
have in mind?”


“I know some
boys just out of the military.  Really top rate.  We could hire them for this
mission, and if they work out…”


“If they’re so
good, why weren’t they recalled, with the war and all?”


“Let’s just say
that they prefer to remain in civilian life.  That’s one reason they came here
in the first place, since it’s out of the way.”


“Hire as many as
you want,” growled Numbra.  “Just bring me that boy.”


“And his
family?”


“Kill any of
them that get in your way.  But I want his father, mother and that uncle dead. 
Understand?”


“Yes, ma’am.  It
will be done.”


Deveroix turned
and walked away, his skin crawling as he felt the eyes of the woman following
his every move.  And knowing that with a word she could have his life as well.


*     *     *


“Thanks for
taking us out with you, Uncle Timothy,” said Matthew, holding the control rod
that was the rudder and throttle of the boat.  The ten meter long craft was
cruising slowly through the stream, Matthew keeping it in the center.  Heads
poked up from the water here and there, the top oriented eyes and nostrils of
several species allowing them to breath and assess threats without exposing the
rest of their bodies.


A giant
carnotropus grunted at the slight sound of the boat, its eyes following the
craft.  A moment later its massive, toad like body hopped forward, the four
rear legs moving it while the smaller front pair took up the landing.  With a
final jump it landed in the water and went under, coming up a moment later with
only its eyes and nostrils showing.


“I don’t think
he’s coming after us,” said his Uncle, holding onto a heavy magrail rifle and
pointing it in the general direction of the predator, just in case.   A moment
later one of the smaller amphibians thrashed in the water, its whole head and
upper body rising above the surface, followed by the massive jaws of the tropus
as it struck its prey.


“Pay attention,”
said his Uncle, pointing to a bend in the river.  “I’m hoping you don’t find
yourself on foot out here, but if it happens, remember.  You know this
ecosystem.  The people coming after you don’t, so use that to your advantage.”


“Yes, sir,”
agreed Matthew, nodding.  That was one of the reasons his Uncle had taken him
on gathering trips.  To refamiliarize him with the Swamp, an area outsiders
would know little about.  But the family should be able to handle them,
shouldn’t they? he thought, recalling the meeting the night before.


Timothy and
Tobias had been the leaders at that conference, along with their other brother,
Sebastian.  An uncle from his mom’s side, Thomas Staffman, had also come, along
with a number of adult cousins and a half dozen neighbors.  All had seemed to
be hard, competent, self-reliant men, the kind who could live off the Swamp,
while tracking intruders sight unseen.  His cousin Sophie, Thomas’ daughter,
was also there, and she was as hard and competent as any of the men.  He had
felt confident that they could handle anything the Mob sent at them.  But his
Uncle Timothy had not seemed so sure.


“Tell me what
you see there, Matthew,” said his Uncle, pointing to a small cove.


“It’s a trope
nest,” answered the young man, seeing all the signs of the predators on the
banks of the cove.


“Giant or
lesser?”


“Lesser, I
think,” said Matthew after a moment’s thought.


“Correct, and still
something to avoid.  Or something you could lead enemies into.  And what about
the tree?”


Matthew squinted
his eyes to try and focus the writhing mass at the bottom of the trunk.  It
took a second, but he recognized the murder vine after a short time.  It wasn’t
really a plant, though there were carnivorous flora on the planet.  It was an
animal that mimicked a plant, waiting motionless until something eatable passed
underneath, at which time it fell from above and wrapped around its prey like a
nest of snakes.  It was hard to spot before it struck, and several gatherers
through the years had fallen prey to the killer.


“Murder vine,”
he said with conviction, then followed his Uncle’s pointing finger to another
tree, where one of the creatures was in its waiting stance, looking for all the
world like a set of flowering vines wrapped around the tree.


A greater hopper
moved through the underbrush, stopping every couple of leaps to crop the
vegetation with its sharp incisors.  An herbivore, at up to eight tons it was
too much for most predators to handle.  It hopped under the murder vine, which
remained in place, knowing from the vibrations of its hops that this was
something it didn’t want to tackle.


Far ahead on the
river the neck of a hooter stuck out of the water, its jaw working the soft
water weeds that made up a good bit of its diet.  The huge herbivores were too
large for any native life to threaten, and as he watched another of the beasts
stepped closer to the river on one of the paths they made, reaching its head on
its long neck to crop some leaves from a tree.  The one in the river looked
over at the other and hooted loudly, the sound they derived their name from.


‘There’s a topor
flower,” said Matthew as he spotted the bloom from ahead.


“Why, so it is,”
agreed Timothy, smiling.  “Pull on up to it and check it out, but slowly.”


Matthew nodded
and started the boat on its way to the valuable harvest.  His eyes were not
just focused on the bloom.  The numerous unopened buds around it that were just
as valuable.  Almost every valuable botanical on the planet had its hazards, if
not part of the plant, then creatures which called the flora home.  Valuable
animals were even worse, as Congo had more venomous creatures than any other
know planet, and the Swamp the most.


“We’ve got some
fire lizards on the stems,” called out Matthew, spotting a dozen of the scarlet
streaked lizards hanging out on the branches of the plant.


“Steer clear for
a moment until I can stun them,” said Timothy, setting his sonic stunner while
motioning for Jacob, who was also with them, to get the capture nets.


Fire lizards
were not named for their color, but for the caustic venom they projected. 
Enough could kill an uninoculated human in seconds, causing so much agony that
that quarter minute would feel like hours.  Those with a full complement of
nanites would survive, but would experience the full range of pain for the time
it took the nanobots to clean out the venom, while still suffering massive
tissue damage.  But that venom was also a valuable biological resource for the
medical industry.


While his Uncle
stunned the lizards one at a time, Jacob caught their falling bodies in the net
and secured them in a box.  Matthew kept an eye out for more of the lizards, as
well as other threats, though the probability of something else living on this
bush along with the scarlet killers was unlikely.


“I think I’ve
got them all, dad,” said Jacob, moving the net around in the foliage.


Matthew looked
through his heat imaging goggles and couldn’t spot anything.  He looked over at
his uncle, who was also checking out the topor bush, nodding.


“Let’s get this
thing harvested so we can get home,” said Timothy.


Matthew and
Jacob both grabbed the harvest poles and started to work on the plant.  The
poles had bulbs on the end that surrounded the buds and snipped them off.  With
practiced moves they dropped each bud into a container that would preserve them
and their valuable biochemicals.  There were over fifty buds, most near to
opening, each worth almost two hundred imperials on the open, legal market. 
The one that had already opened into a large bloom was not worth as much, and
Timothy decided to let it stay.  It would produce seeds and spread more of the
plant’s kind, which would be all to the good.


“Watch out,”
yelled Jacob as a scarlet form rocketed from the bush toward Matthew, jaws wide
open and tongue pulled back, forward legs outstretched while the back four were
tucked under.  It was in its attack profile, aiming for Matthew’s eyes.


Matthew was frozen
in place, seconds to react but unable to act.  He had a full spectrum of
nanites in his system, which would not keep the venom from destroying his eyes,
necessitating a full regrowth that would take at least a week.  At a time when
he needed all of his senses.


The lizard went
slack in midair, while Matthew felt numbness come over him, his vision going
from blurry to black in an instant.  He felt his legs go out from under him as
he fell.  The next thing he felt was his head hitting the deck, and then nothing.


“You OK, son?”
asked Timothy, as Matthew came to in a fog.


“What,
happened?”


“I stunned the
lizard, but you were in the line of fire.  I’m sorry, nephew, but it was a
choice between stunning you, or letting the little hellion take out your eyes.”


“Thanks for
making the right choice,” said Matthew, shaking his head.  “Did you harvest the
lizard?”


“Of course,”
said his Uncle with a smile.  “We’re not going to pass up a bag of Imperials
like that.”


“Where are we?”


“We’re heading
back to the homestead.  I don’t think you sustained any kind of lasting harm,
but I still would like your dad to check you out.”


Matthew sat up
and nodded.  Concussions were still fairly common.  The effects of concussions
lasting beyond the quarter hour or so it took nanites to repair the damage were
almost unheard of.  But Matthew could see the logic of getting him back to the
homestead, especially since his uncle had just harvested a week’s worth of
valuable biologicals in a morning.


It took a couple
of hours through the winding streams and rivers of the Swamp before his uncle’s
dock came into view, well concealed from the air under some heavy foliage, his
father and mother waiting on it for him.


“Are you OK?”
asked his mother in a worried voice as the boat tied up to the dock.


“He’s fine,”
said Timothy.  “He just caught the full load of a sonic.  He’ll be fine.”


“I wish you
wouldn’t go out into that green hell,” complained Fara, sending a glare
Timothy's way.


“I wanted him to
go out with my brother,” said Tobias, coming forward and running a portable
scanner over Matthew’s head, then grunting in satisfaction when nothing came up
on the three dimensional image of his son’s brain.  “He needs to refamiliarize
himself with that, green hell, did you call it?  Because in a few days that
might be his only refuge.”


“And I wish you
and mom would find someplace else to stay,” Matthew told his dad as his mom
wrapped him in her arms.  “I hate the idea of you both being around me when
these people might be hunting me.”


“And what about
me?” asked Timothy with a smile.


“Hell, I’m more
worried about the hit men getting within weapons range of you,” said his dad
with a laugh.  The laugh cut off, and he looked at Timothy with a serious
expression.  “I really appreciate this, big brother.  You’ll never know how
much.”


“You’re family,”
said Timothy with a smile.  “One thing I learned in the Army, is nothing is
more important that family.  We’ll get him through this.”


“They’re never
going to give up, you know,” said Matthew, a tear coming to his eye.  “I am so
sorry I got all of us into this mess.”


“We’ll just have
to see about making them give up,” said Timothy, a feral gleam in his eye.  “I
just might be able to make them forget about you.”


“And how do you
plan to do that, big brother?” asked Tobias.


“I might just be
able to call in some favors,” said the former Ranger.


“They’re too
powerful,” said Matthew.


“Son, these
scumbags don’t know what powerful is.  But they’re going to find out, in the
little bit of time they have.”


*     *     *


“Time for you to
get off, Constable,” said Claude Deveroix, looking into the frightened eyes of
Farrell.  The side door to the combat aircar was open, and Deveroix glanced
again at the roiling waters below, and the score of giant carnotropes that were
milling around and disturbing the normally quiet surface.  One of the giant
creatures, that looked like a much larger version of a lizard that lived in the
interior desert of the Larussian continent, scared the hell out of the
Enforcer.  He wasn’t surprised that they would terrify a man who was looking at
his death in the form of the large carnivores.


Deveroix had
gotten the information he needed from the man, and would be facing multiple
major felonies if the Constable testified against him.  Maybe not enough to get
him executed, but more than enough to put him away for a century or more.  So,
much as it had been drilled into him that the law was off limits, in this case
he had a witness who needed removal.  Fortunately, the Swamp provided the means
of that removal.


“Push him out,”
he ordered two of the men, two of his enforcers who would follow his orders
without question.   Farrell looked into his eyes with a pleading expression,
but there was no mercy to be had this day.  The Constable could not put up much
of a fight with his wrists and ankles in restraints, and a quick shove put the
lawman into the air.  He would have screamed on the way down if not for the gag
in his mouth, but the set of his body showed the terror of the man through the
fall.  He splashed into the water, and the tropes were on him, a half dozen
great jaws closing on the parts they could reach, biting down, then pulling. 
In an instant the surface of the water was tinted red, and the man gone.


“I’d hate to go
like that,” said the Enforcer named Jubil.


“At least it was
quick,” said Francois.


Deveroix shook
his head, listening to the two men, watching the roiling waters where more of
the big predators were attempting to get their share of the food that had
dropped from the sky.  He had a bad feeling about this Swamp, this place filled
with death.  Not that he was a stranger to death, only he preferred it when he
was the one in control.  And this place felt like a spot where no stranger was
ever really in control.


“Let’s go get
our boy,” he said, turning to look at the forward cockpit of the aircar, where
the two man crew was controlling the vehicle.  The pilot nodded and pulled the
joystick over, setting the car on the course for the homestead the Constable
had told them about.  The copilot got on the com to the other trio of aircars.


The vehicles
flew quickly and silently over the Swamp, just about the tree tops.  All were
civilian models that had been modified to the point where they were the match
for most military transports of the same class.  Armed with beam weapons,
automatic cannon, even a few hidden missile pods, they carried the two man crew
and up to seven heavily equipped passengers each.


Those passengers
included twelve of the mob enforcers and twelve mercenaries, not including
their boss.  All had either been in the organization for decades, with the
training that Deveroix made sure all of his men received, or were ex-Imperial
military, including three who had been augmented.  The Chief Enforcer didn’t
know everything about most of these men, except that they were desperate
killers who would do anything for the proper amount of money.  And Centari had
authorized top pay for this job.


“We should be
over the homestead in ten minutes,” said the copilot, turning his head to look
over at his boss.


“Follow the plan
when we get there,” said Deveroix, looking out the window at the wilderness
below.  And we should be back to civilization for dinner if all goes well,
he thought, wondering why that thought didn’t seem to bring much comfort.


*     *     *


“They’re heading
your way, Uncle,” came the voice over the com.  “We’re located sixty-three
kilometers from your homestead, and I estimate they’re going at five hundred
KPH.”


Matthew did the
math in his head.  They were just under eight minutes from his Uncle’s homestead. 
If they had been there, it would be a scramble to get away, and the mobsters
would have been able to find their track in no time.  As it was, they were
ensconced in one of Timothy’s cabins, thirty-five kilometers to the north of
the homestead.  His father, mother and aunt were at a friend’s homestead, as
safe as could be.  Especially when the friend was an unknown to the mob. 
People in the Swamp were close, even if they weren’t friends of record.


“You ready for
this, Matthew?” asked Timothy.


Matthew looked
over at the other men, and a woman, who were gathered on the porch of the
cabin.  Three cousins, all grown men of two his uncles on his mother’s side,
along with Sebastian, one of those uncles.  All four were experienced Swampers,
if not Timothy’s equal in combat, at least as knowledgeable of the area.  So
was his cousin Sophie, who prided herself on being the equal to any man in the
Swamp.  With them were two old friends of Timothy’s both Imperial Army veterans
who had been hunting the Swamp for decades.


His mother still
thought he should just hide until the hunters left.  But he knew that they
would just keep coming back, until they finally found him.  The only way they
would leave him in peace was if their entire party disappeared into the Swamp,
a mystery to their bosses, and a sign the some parts of the planet were off
limits to even them.


“I’m ready,” he
said, nodding.  “Any news about the Constable?”


“Any news on the
Constable?” asked Timothy over the com.


“They dropped
Farrell into a group of giant tropes,” said another voice over the com. 
“Nothing we could do about it.  But we did get it all on vid.”


So even if
they get out of the Swamp, they’re going down, thought Matthew, shaking his
head as he thought about the Constable he had known most of his life being
thrown to his death.


“We don’t want
this bunch just going down,” growled Timothy, a killing look in his eyes.  “I
don’t want them coming out of the swamp.”


There were nods
and grunts and in a few cases smiles as those words sank in.  The Swampers were
a proud bunch, and outsiders messed with them at their own peril.  As these
would soon learn.


*     *     *


“This is the
place,” called out the Pilot, monitoring his sensors.


“I don’t see
anything here, except that dock over there under the trees,” said Deveroix,
peering intently from the side window.


“They’ve got it
well hidden,” agreed the Pilot.  “But I’m seeing underground structures on the
deep radar scan.”


“Any idea of
where the entrance might be?” asked the Chief Enforcer, pulling up the scan on
a side screen.


“Probably
there,” said the Pilot, highlighting an area close to the surface.  “I doubt
it’s going to be easy to open though, not if they went to this much trouble to
hide it.”


“So open it,”
ordered the Chief Enforcer, pointing at the area in question.


The Pilot
grinned as he activated one of his weapons systems, slaving it to the
joystick.  With a squeeze of the trigger, he sent a dark red beam of
hypervelocity protons into the area he thought was the entrance.  Dirt and
vegetation flew into the air, a tree exploded as its sap overheated, and
moments later the first puff of metal vapor jetted into the air.


“That door is
one tough bitch,” said the Pilot as he stopped firing for a moment to let the
particle beam projector cool down.


“You have
permission to launch a missile,” said Deveroix.


“You sure, sir? 
A hyper-v could end up taking out the entire upper floor.  I thought you wanted
this kid alive.”


“I would prefer
him alive,” answer the Chief Enforcer.  “But I’ll have him dead before he gets
away.  So fire when ready.”


The Pilot went
through the motions of slaving the missile firing system to his stick, locked
on, then fired.  The hyper-v looked like a streak of light linking the gunship
to target.  It looked to the naked eye almost like an illusion, a ghost.  The
area around the entrance blasting into the air showed that it was real.


“Team two,”
shouted Deveroix over the com.  “Dismount and check out that dwelling.”


Acknowledgements
came back, and another of the aircars moved with a swift drop to just over the
entrance, now a hole in the ground revealing the ruined upper floor of the
structure. Six figures dropped from the car, the assault team brought for this
purpose, their light armor suits levitating them softly down.  Before they
touched down a particle beam rose from the nearby foliage and speared one of
the suits.  The suit went limp, the sign that its wearer was dead or
unconscious.  From the ragged hole with melted edges through the chest, he was
most likely dead.  He floated down to land on the ground, unmoving.


The Pilot of the
command ship switched back to particle beams and swept it across the area from
which the enemy beam had originated.  Trees and shrubs exploded, a couple of
small animals fled in terror, and whatever had been hidden there with a weapon
did not respond.


The assault team
went into the house, Deveroix watching the take from their cameras from the
cockpit of the command craft.  The upper floor was a complete wreck, furniture
shredded, walls holed by shrapnel.  A pair moved to the lower floor, which was
in much better shape than the upper, though there were still some signs of
penetration damage.


“There’s no one
down here,” reported the leader of the team.  “Not a sign of life.  And only
one indication of power.”


Deveroix looked
over the schematic of the house that was superimposed over the images being
transmitted from the team.  The area showing power usage was not connected to
the house’s major systems.


“Get your men
out of there,” yelled Deveroix, comprehension dawning.


Before the team
could react the device went off, a class IV crystal matrix battery pack charged
to the point of instability, releasing a twenty kiloton blast within the
confines of the underground structure.  All com with the team ceased as the
blast wave rose up through the ruined entrance of the house, then areas of the
ground rose up, and a few penetrations occurred that released more of the blast
wave.  The aircar over the house was flipped over by the blast and thrown to
the side, to slide into the water with a heavy spash.  Within seconds a score
of forms, giant carnotropes, slid into that same water and struck out for the
rapidly sinking aircar.


“All units,”
yelled the Pilot into the com.  “Prepare for search and rescue.”


“Don’t bother,”
ordered Deveroix, watching as one of the multiton predators thrust its head
under water, then surfaced with the limp body of one of the men who had been
manning the car.  Another carnotrope grabbed onto the exposed part of the body
and began a tug of war that ended with both predators gaining a mouthful.  More
of the giant carnivores dove after the still sinking car.


“They weren’t
here,” called out Jubil from the back of the vehicle.


“No shit,”
yelled Deveroix, turning in his seat to glare at the Enforcer.  He looked back
at the Pilot.  “Bring up the other possible locations.”


The Pilot nodded
and sent the commands to the aircar’s computer system, bringing up a map of the
local area, showing other settlers cabins, camps, areas where Swampers were
known to gather.  Next he superimposed a satellite image over the map, and one
area in particular showed a half dozen dots that were the ambient temperature
of humans.


“There,” said
Deveroix, pointing at the area.  “All units.  On my command, head for this
area.  We will come in at one hundred and twenty degree angles from each other
and surround them.  As soon as you’re in position at three hundred meters out,
assault teams will drop and come in on foot.  Aircars will be prepared to
provide cover if needed.”


The acknowledgements
came back and the aircars all pivoted in the air and headed for the area they
assumed was a camp, twenty-seven kilometers distant.  They accelerated up to a
hundred kilometers an hour, quick enough to get there fast without making so
much noise as to be spotted at a distance.


“They’re
moving,” called out the Pilot, and Deveroix turned to see the dots from the
satellite image flowing from the gathering point.  Two stuck close together,
while the other two split up.  At that moment the entire satellite image broke
up into static.


“They’re jamming
the satellite feed somehow,” said the Pilot.


“And when we get
back, someone will pay for letting that happen,” growled the Chief Enforcer. 
“Change of plans.  We’ll land everyone in the gathering place after we scout it
for traps.  Then we’ll go after them on foot, with the aircars in support.”


“Are you sure
that’s a good idea, Boss” asked Francois from the back.  “That’s putting us in
their playground.”


“Yes, dammit,”
screamed Deveroix.  “I’m not going to let them get lost in this damned Swamp.”


He looked down
once again at the water, where the giant predators were still fighting over the
food that had dropped into their laps.  They reminded him of some of the
predators that lived around the capital, on another continent.  Only much
larger.


“Will you ride
with me, sir?” asked the Pilot.


“No.  I’ll be
getting out as well.  We’ll need everyone we have on the ground.”  Especially
since we’re now short one team.


“We’ll be there
in about seven minutes, sir.”


And how far
can they get in that time, thought the Chief Enforcer.  He didn’t like the
answer to that question.


*     *     *


“Good job, son,”
said Timothy as they walked along the trail.


Matthew nodded
as he continued to spread more of the stink weed on his skin.  He was
purposefully making a trail that a five year old could follow, leaving
footprints in muddy soil, snapping the branches of shrubs that hung out over
the game trail.  His Uncle, conversely, was  moving like a ghost just off the
trail, leaving no sign of his passage, while he rubbed some of the same weed
all over his skin and clothing.


The predators of
the Swamp could not stand the scent of the weed, and would do just about
anything to avoid it.  It was something the early Swampers had discovered, and
one of their main tricks in navigating the predator infested land they hunted
without become the prey.  The people after him would have no idea about the
weed, or so they hoped.


“Ok,” said
Timothy, sliding back off the trail.  “Go to stealth, and keep going.”


“Don’t you think
the aircars might spot us?” asked Matthew, stepping off the trail himself and
walking carefully as to show no sign of his passage.  He knew the Swamp, though
not as well as his uncles or cousins, who traversed it every day.


“If they get
close, pull that poncho around you tight, and it should obscure your heat
signature.  It will get a little bit hot, but nothing you shouldn’t be able to
handle for a quarter hour or so.”


Matthew nodded,
one of his hands touching the special material of the poncho his Uncle had
provided.  They were Ranger issue, capable of blending in with their
surroundings like a chameleon, as well as holding in almost all body heat,
rendering the wearing invisible to infrared sensors for a short period of time.


“And keep
moving.  If you hear anything like a cry or a scream, it’s just me doing unto
them.  So don’t come back.  Keep moving, and let the Swamp work for you.”


“Yes, sir,”
agreed Matthew.  Just like playing a game of hide and seek, he thought,
remembering how he and his cousins played in the Swamp when they were younger. 
Only this time, if he were caught, he wouldn’t just become It.


*     *     *


“Jubil, you take
your team down that trail,” ordered Deveroix, pointing to the game trail that
disappeared through the brush.  “Jack,” he said, looking at the ex-Marine Recon
Ranger, “you take that one.  “Francois, I’ll go along with your team.  Now,
move out.”


There were nods
and grunts of acknowledgement, and the three teams separated out.  Each had at
least two people in light combat armor, as well as at least one augmented
gunman.  Each should be able to handle two of these Swampers without problem.


The team
Deveroix had attached himself to started down the path, their one augmented
mercenary walking point twenty meters ahead, where he could use his enhanced
senses.  The rest trailed behind, ten meters between each, the Chief Enforcer
in the middle.  The group moved as quickly as possible, everyone looking every
which way, eyes in constant motion.  Sweat beaded the face of every man, while
the sound of slapping was an indication of the insectoid swarm that was
attacking what they saw as a new food source.


One of the men
fired his magrail rifle into the brush, cursing under his breath.


“What the hell
are you shooting at?” called out Deveroix, jogging toward the startled looking
man.


“I thought I saw
something,” said the embarrassed looking man.


“Well, don’t
fucking fire unless you’re sure, idiot.  You’re going to let them know we’re
following them.”


The augmented
mercenary at the front waved for Deveroix to join him, and the Chief Enforcer
found himself jogging forward once again, sweat pouring from his face.


“The track has
disappeared,” the man told Deveroix.


“What do you
mean, disappeared?”


“Look,” said the
man, shrugging his shoulders.  “It was a clear track, like someone struggling
along with no idea of what they were doing.  Until, suddenly, they knew what
they were doing, and stopped leaving a trail.”


“Crap.”


“What do you
want to do, Boss?” asked the Point Man.


“We keep going,”
said Deveroix, taking a moment to connect with the command aircar and its
Pilot.  “Any sign of them.”


“No, sir. 
Nothing on the infrared or chemosensors.  It’s like they disappeared.”


“They can’t have
just disappeared, could they?” said Deveroix aloud, looking at the Point Man.


“There are
ways,” said the man who used to work for the Empire, from which he had received
his gifts.  “I wouldn’t have thought that a bunch of yokels would have them,
but there are ways.”


“The boy’s Uncle
was said to be some hot shit Ranger at one time,” said Deveroix, looking around
him.


“Then we may
have just become the hunted, Mr. Deveroix,” said the Point Man.


*     *     *


Sophie Staffman
felt she was as good a Swamper as any of her male cousins, and, of course, she
was correct.  She had spent her entire forty-three years in the Swamp, and
could read the signs as well as anyone.  And she had her father along with her,
who was just as skilled and more experienced.


Thomas Staffman
started to move across the small clearing, to the pile of bones off to one
side, before looking up at about the same time that Sophie did.  To an
untrained eye it looked as if there was only the foliage of trees overhead,
along with some vines, a few of which trailed across the clearing, looking like
any other vines.  Both of the Swampers knew better, and with a nod at her
father, Sophie started around the edge of the clearing, careful to maintain her
distance from the vines.


“I think here,”
said Thomas, indicating a fallen tree that they could shelter behind.


Sophie nodded
and knelt down behind the fallen trunk, then fell into a sitting position,
breathing deeply, trying to get rid of some of the heat buildup brought on from
wearing the stealth covering.  Neither looked over the big log to see what the
pursuers were doing.  They would know soon enough.


The augmented
scout was the first to come to the clearing.  He called back to those following
him, then waited for his companions to come up.


“I’ve lost the
track,” said the augmented scout.  “But the game trail continues on the other
side of this clearing, so I’m betting if we follow it, we’ll come up on them.”


“Go ahead,” said
the man who must have been in charge.  “You, go around to the left.  You, to
the right.  And keep an eye out for tracks.”


The men told off
acknowledged, and started to move to their assigned paths, while the scout
started across the clearing, the leader right behind him.


The scout
stepped on one of the vines, a narrow specimen attached to the one of the
larger members.  The vine recoiled away, and one of the thicker versions came
lashing in to strike the scout in the back, knocking him down.  The vine
followed, slamming down on him while another went after the leader, wrapping
him in a tight embrace.  At that moment the creature they were attached to let
go of its attachments in the trees and fell toward its prey, its multitude of
sharp toothed mouths opening.


While it looked
like a plant, the murder vine was all animal.  With perfect camouflage and an
asymmetrical form, it blended into its surroundings, ambush hunting anything
and everything that walked the land areas of the Swamp.  Only the larger
carnotropes, the hoppers and the hooters had nothing to fear from the hidden
hunters.  Now several tons of beast fell onto its dinner.


“Jubil,”
screamed the augmented scout as a half dozen mouths tore through his skin suit,
and a score of spike struck into body and limbs.


The leader was
too busy trying to extricate himself from the vine that was trying to pull him
to the body of the creature.  He was wearing light combat armor, giving him
three times normal human strength, and the vine couldn’t penetrate his
covering, no matter how many spikes it tried to shoot into him.


The scout also
had three times human strength, thanks to his augmentation, but he was fighting
the main body of the creature and multiple vine like tentacles.  While the
mouths were tearing into his flesh and spikes were penetrating into his vital
organs.  With one effort he tried to pull himself free, then went slack with
eyes rolling up into his head.


“Kill the damned
thing,” yelled Jubil, pulling free and aiming his particle beam rifle at the
murder vine.  The beam struck the creature a meter to the right of the scout’s
body.  The body mass of the predator for ten centimeters in each direction of
the strike converted to vapor, and the creature went wild in agony.  Four other
rifles opened up, burning deep into the vitals of the creature.


“Take the one to
that side,” Thomas told his daughter.


She nodded, then
rolled a few meters away and looked over the log, her own rifle tracking. 
Congo was both a frontier world and a class I threat planet, and any and all
personal weapons were legal.  Both carried military class particle beams, able
to penetrate light armor in less than a second.  Sophie sighted in on a man who
was wearing light armor, which let her know that her dad was shooting at one
sans protection.  A squeeze of the trigger and the dark red beam burned a hole
through the chest plate of the man’s armor, then deep into the torso, sending
jets of red tinted steam through the opening.


The man her
father was firing at didn’t even have time for a scream as the beam contacted
his head, blasting it into fragments.  The pair dropped back down behind the
log just before the three survivors started firing at them.  They crawled away
to the right, then rolled through some low, fernlike foliage and into a small
depression.  Particle beams tore holes through the thick fallen trunk, bursting
out the other side.  Without knowing where the targets were, they really didn’t
have a hope of hitting anything.


“Cease fire,”
yelled the leader, kneeling to present the smallest target he could.  The
creature they had been fighting was dead, along with the scout.  And the two
other men who had been ambushed by the people they had been following. 
“Everyone stay down.”


Sophie looked
over at her dad and smiled.  They had reduced this team by half, and reduced
the confidence of the survivors so that they would probably jump at their own
shadows.  Then the thought struck her that she had just killed a human being. 
She had hunted just about every creature in the Swamp, but never a sentient. 
She started to cry at the thought, and her father wrapped his arms around her.


“We need to
move,” Thomas told her, grabbing her by her arms and holding her away so he
could get a look into her eyes.  “This needs doing.”


She nodded as he
released her, then followed him through the high ferns to their next attack
position.


*     *     *


Jack Duval swept
the game trail ahead with his sensitive eyes, the gift of the augmentation the
Imperial Marines had given him in what seemed another lifetime.  He wondered
what made the trail, what kind of animal.  He thought that most paths were made
by herbivores, which meant carnivores would set up ambushes along them.  He
didn’t know what kind of carnivores would stalk these trails, but was sure that
there was one, the kind he had been taught to hunt, humans.


“Status?” came
the call from Deveroix.


“We’re still
following a trail, but we haven’t caught up to them yet.”


“Be very
careful.  Jubil ran into an ambush.”


“What happened?”


 “They led them
into the hunting ground of some kind of ambush predator, then hit them while
they were occupied.”


“I’m leading the
way,” said Jack, his eyes sweeping the woos to both sides.


“Jubil had his
augmented leading the way too, and they still got caught.”


“Don’t worry,”
said Jack, a smile stretching his face.  “They’ve never run into anyone like
me.”


“Just be
cautious.  We’ve already lost enough people.”


“Still want him
alive?”


“I don’t care. 
Bring me his head if that’s all you can get.”


The com
terminated, and Jack looked back at the people following him.  Two were in
combat armor, which was probably proof against anything this planet might throw
against them,  The other three were in hunting skinsuits, which might protect
them, but, then again, might not.


The trail led to
a small footbridge made of metal alloys that linked to another wooded island. 
Jack looked closely at the water and didn’t see anything, so he walked across
on soft feet.  After looking over the other side he waved his people forward. 
First came one of the men in combat armor, his footsteps echoing over the
water.  The next was one of the men in hunting garb, looking nervously at the
water on the east side of the bridge.


He never saw the
giant carnotrope that rocketed out of the water and hit him at head and
shoulders with a wide open mouth.  In the blink of an eye the giant predator,
carrying the man in his jaws, splashed into the water and was gone.  Three
particle beams struck the water, raising steam and splashes.


“Cease fire,”
yelled Jack, staring at the water.  There was no way the mercenary was still
alive, not trapped in jaws like that.  “Everyone else.  Over here, quickly.”


One of the men
hesitated, and Jack cursed under his breath, waving the man forward.  He man
shook his head for a moment, then hurried across, breathing out a sigh of
relief when he reached the other side.


“Come on,” said
Jack, turning back to the path and moving quietly away.  “We have a fucking job
to do.”


*     *     *


Shit, thought
Matthew as he approached the nesting area.  Giant carnotropes were always
dangerous, wherever they were encountered.  Their nesting areas were particular
hazardous.  Scores of adult ‘tropes, females laying and caring for eggs,
dominant males guarding the area.  All hidden in the thick foliage in order to
protect the eggs from aerial predators.


He had two
choices.  He could go around the nesting area, and hope that his hunters still
stumbled into it.  Or he could go through the nesting area and depend on the
stinkweed to keep the adult ‘tropes away.  That was the best bet for hitting
the hunters hard.


Taking a deep
breath, Matthew walked ahead, trying to make as little noise as possible.  The
carnotropes were mostly silent as well, though a few snuffled loudly as the
odor of the stinkweed hit them.  The ‘tropes really hated the smell, and most
times stayed well away.  Since this was a nesting area, and at least one big male
thrust his head out of the brush to see why the despised weed was in their
home.


Matthew froze as
the huge head came into view.  The ‘trope sniffed, drawing in great draughts of
air.  He localized the source of the odor, and his eyes locked onto the still
form of the human.  Matthew didn’t move a muscle.  He depended on the
nearsightedness of the great predators, and prayed that the male wouldn’t
shuffle out for a closer investigation.  With a final sniff the great beast
shuffled back instead, disappearing into the foliage.


Letting out the
breath he had been holding in, Matthew walked softly out of the nesting area,
making sure that on each step he ground a foot into the soil, leaving a trail. 
If the people following him had been Swampers, they wouldn’t have fallen for
this trap.  But they weren’t Swampers.


*     *     *


“He must be
getting tired,” said the Scout, stopping for a moment.


“Why do you say
that?” asked Claude Deveroix, closing up with the scout.  This thing was not
going the way he expected.  Two of his teams had already been hit, once cut
down to half its strength.  And they had not only not caught sight of their
target, they had not come close to hurting any of the people who were helping
him.  In the Enforcer’s experience, things like this did not happen.  They were
the Crime Lords, the masters.  Ordinary people were their prey, not the other
way around.


“Because he left
tracks through this part.”


“You sure?” he
asked the augmented, a former Naval Commando.


“What else could
be going on?” said the Scout.


Dammit,
thought the Chief Enforcer.  I should have brought Jack along, or gone with
him.  Jack Duval was not just a member of the syndicate, he was ex-Force
Recon, and so would have more experience operating in wilderness settings.


The path had a
strange look to it, wider than the one they had followed to this point, as if
something really big had crashed repeatedly down the trail.  He wasn’t sure
what kind of creatures lived in this place, except for the ‘tropes.  Were there
large herbivores here?  And were they any less dangerous for being plant
eaters?


“Every second we
waste, Mr. Deveroix, the little shit is getting further away.”


“OK.  Then let’s
get him.”


Deveroix still
had a bad feeling about this whole thing.  He was a city boy, coming from a
core world.  He had only come here because it offered an opportunity to move up
in the organization.  Even though it was a frontier world, it was still a step
up from local enforcer to the chief enforcer of an entire planet.  It’s just
all of this fucking swamp, this jungle, creeping me out.


The Scout moved
ahead, one of the men in combat armor following close behind, then one of his
regular sergeants, Francois, wearing a civilian hunting rig.   Deveroix was
about to step into line, directly in the middle of the formation.  He stopped
in his tracks as loud hissing rose to both sides of the path, followed by a
grunting roar.  Death then came rocketing from both sides of the path.


Francois was the
first to die, as four tons of carnivore came out of the brush with a hopping
leap, jaws open.  When the jaws closed they crunched through the chest and back
of the man. His mouth opened in a soundless scream, and he was jerked out of
sight as the giant carnotrope pulled back into the brush.


The man in the
combat armor fared slightly better, in that he survived for a little while. 
The jaws of his ‘trope closed on his helmet and shoulders, and the man
frantically pounded his gauntleted fists on the head of the creature.  The
‘trope, this one a mature female, opened and closed its jaws, trying to bite
through the armor without luck.   So it did what instinct to it to do with any
prey that didn’t succumb. Gripping the man in jaws and front claws, it backed
through the brush and into the stream that flowed beyond.  Pulling the man
underwater, it wedged him between a couple of fallen logs.  There the prey
could die over time, and the predator could later enjoy a tender meal.


The Scout dodged
out of the way of the first carnivore, his superior reflexes coming to his aid.
 Unfortunately, he moved right into the path of the second, which clamped down
on his waist and shook him like terrier shaking a rat.   The Scout struck the
armored head of the amphibian with both of his hands.  They were blows that
would have killed or crippled a human, and did almost nothing to the ‘trope. 
The dagger like teeth slice through the skin suit and into the flesh below,
meeting in the middle and severing the spine in the process.


Deveroix aimed
and fired his particle beam rifle at the beast that was tearing apart his
scout.  The beam burned through the armored hide of the creature with a flash
of steam.  The creature opened its mouth in a loud, pain filled roar, throwing
the body of the Scout away into the brush.  From the look of the man, he was
dead, and his injuries were so severe that there was no way he could be brought
back with what the mobsters had on hand.  The creature looked around as
Deveroix continued to sweep the beam into its body, its eyes finally locking on
the Enforcer and taking a hop forward.  It moved about ten meters a hop, a
terrifyingly rapid advance.  Deveroix kept his beam on the creature, his mind
screaming for him to run, and sure that turning his back and fleeing would only
lead to his death.


The carnotrope
gathered its four hind legs underneath, ready for the next leap, the one that
would land it on top of the man.  Before it could complete the movement the
light went out of its eyes and it fell face forward onto the ground.


“Damn,” shouted
one of the other men.


Deveroix shook
his head.  His team had consisted of seven people, and within seconds the
wildlife of this planet had killed almost half of the group.  If it had done
that much to his team, before he had even contacted the target, he could only
imagine what would happen to them when they had spent an entire day out here.


“Jack.  Jubil. 
Come in,” he called through the com.  “I want you and your people here with
me.”


“What’s up?”
asked Jack, who had only lost one man on his team.  “Are you sure you don’t
want us to continue to track our targets?”


“I want us to
consolidate so these assholes can’t hurt us as badly.”


“What people?”
asked Jack.  “We had one man taken by a beast.”


“They killed
three of mine, Jack,” said Jubil.  “I’ll feel much better with more guns behind
me.”


“Contact your
transports and get your asses here as fast as possible.  No arguments. 
Deveroix out.”


“Let’s back up
from here, people,” he told the rest of his team.  “We’ll find a secure
location and fort up until the others get here.”


I am not leaving
here until I have that boy’s head.  And the heads of everyone in his family.


*     *      *


“They’re not
coming in together,” reported Tommy over the com.  The family was using
military grade communications, the encrypted transmissions sent by tight beam
to the drones they had orbiting high up in the air, then directly down to the
other com sets.  It was as foolproof a way of communicating without being
intercepted as the Empire could come up with.  Not completely foolproof, but
anyone intercepting the encrypted signal wasn’t likely to know who or what was
transmitting.


“Do the best you
can, nephew,” said Timothy, himself watching the clearing where the aircars
were heading.  One was already on the ground, the one that had brought the big
boss and his team.  One more was on approach, while the other was hovering a
kilometers away.  They might not know something was waiting for them on the
ground, but they weren’t taking any chances.


The aircar on
approach circled the clearing a few times, its fans a high pitched whine in the
sky.   The side doors were open, and some of the passengers were looking out
with rifles pointed at the jungle.  The same was true of the third car.


“Tommy,” said
Timothy into the com.  “On my command, light ‘em.”


“Roger,” replied
Tommy.


Timothy looked
at the pair of large trees on the north side of the clearing, near oaks.  They
looked a lot like Earth oak trees, with the exception of their size.  They
stood at least forty meters tall, and each had almost a hundred meter spread. 
And normally only one kind of creature nested in them, something that needed a
tree that size.  He could see movement in the trees, enough to let him know
that they were nesting there.


The first aircar
came down, barely touching its landing skids to the ground, then disembarking
its troops.  Timothy swore as he counted five of them.  That meant the other
car had the half team.  Well, too late to worry about that now, he
thought, watching as the one aircar left the ground while the other made its
approach.  That part was as he hoped.  The boss must have been impatient,
calling for his people to hurry up, get on the ground, and get to him.


The cars were
just about even with each other, passing by forty meters above the ground, when
Timothy gave the signal to his nephew, at the same time triggering the hasty
charges he had planted near the two huge trees.  The charges exploded with a
loud boom, sending up smoke.  A second later the rockets that had been built
within the charges took off, screaming through the air, trailing smoke and
sparks.  At a height of fifty meters they exploded, filling the air with more
smoke, sparks and noise.  That had the desired effect, and scores of large
flyers left each tree, flapping away in panic.


The creatures
were among the largest aerial hunters on the low gravity, high atmospheric
density planet.  They hunted most of the mid-sized and smaller ground dwellers,
and all of the other flyers over the Swamp.  The largest had wingspans of over
sixteen meters, the smallest ten.  All were screeching out of their toothed
mouths, arching their long necks.  They were too panicked to pay much attention
to the aircars.


Tommy set off
his set of devices near another stand of the great trees, sending more of the
creatures into the air.  Over a hundred of them headed into the paths of the
aircars, banging their heavy bodies into the aerial vehicles.  The pilots did
what most pilots would, frantically trying to avoid collisions with large
objects in the air.  And they did just what Timothy had hoped, running into
each other and falling in an arc from the sky, out of the Swamper’s sight.


“Where are they,
Tommy?” asked Timothy over the com.  If they came down in a soft landing, the
men aboard might still be able to join their companions, not the outcome he was
looking for.


“They’re sitting
in a nice deep patch of swamp right now, both slowly sinking.”


“What about the
passengers?”


“Oh, they’re
trying to get out, right enough.  And the greeting committee is swimming out to
them.”


Timothy sat back
for a moment, letting his breath out.  We won’t have to worry about those
bastards.  He closed his eyes for a moment, only a moment, then opened them
to look back at the clearing, where five men with rifles were moving out,
weapons at the ready.  No rest for the wicked, he thought, getting to
his feet and cat footing it into the jungle.  The poor fools probably still
thought they were the hunters, and he was about to disabuse them of that
notion.


*     *     *


“We’re in the
water,” yelled Jubil’s voice out of the com.  “Those damned amphibians are
coming for us.  Help us.  Help us.”  The voice rose into a scream that cut off
with finality.


“Goddammit,”
yelled Deveroix, turning in place and looking at the rest of his team.  “Jack. 
Are you there?”


“Heading your
way now, boss.  The guys wanted to look for the Swampers that set off those
remotes, but I think they are long gone by now.”


“Just get your
asses over here as fast as you can,” shouted Deveroix.


“I think I found
some tracks here, Mr. Deveroix,” said Sully, the only other member of his team
with any wilderness experience.


“Only the one?”


“Yes, sir.  Only
one set, and those faint as hell.”


“But you think
it’s our boy?”


“The size of the
tracks fit.”


“Then let’s move
out,” said Deveroix, waving the direction of the trail.  “You lead, Sully.”


Sully looked
like he wanted to argue, but one look at the face of the Chief Enforcer and he
swallowed, nodded his head, and walked ahead.


“Shouldn’t we
wait for Jack and his team?” asked Prescott, one of Deveroix’ regular muscle.


“He’s only one
man,” growled the Chief Enforcer.


“There’s more of
them out here.”


“I’m betting
that the rest of them are elsewhere,” said Deveroix.  “They’ve been hitting the
other teams, and there can’t be that many of them.”


Prescott shook
his head, but kept his mouth shut.  Deveroix was thankful for small favors.  He
let Prescott walk ahead, then followed, letting the last man take the trailing
position.


*     *     *


Matthew almost
shouted for joy as he saw the topor bush ahead to the side of the game trail. 
He approached cautiously, knowing that stink weed wouldn’t protect him from
what he was hoping to find in the bush.  The flowers were fully open, and the
intoxicating scent of the blooms made him lightheaded.  So much the better,
he thought.  The scent was intoxicating in all meanings of the word, and men
who were high did not have the best judgement.


Matthew took
some steps closer to the bush, a shiver running up his spine as he caught sight
of the flashes of red within the bush.  Just what he was looking for, if he
could work it to his advantage.  As he took the last step, less than half a
meter from the bush, one of the lizards thrust its head out and hissed at him. 
He stepped back, careful to put his foot back into the print he had already
left.  The lizard stared at him for a moment more, then retreated back into the
bush.


The young man
looked around, trying to find a way to get off the path without leaving a
trail.  He saw a log running toward the swamp about two meters away.  I
think I can make that, he thought, tensing his legs.  With a push he was in
the air.  His feet hit hard onto the log, and he thought for a moment that he
was going to fall off.  Swinging his arms through the air, he kept his balance,
barely.  Taking small steps he moved up the log, out over the water of the
swamp.  The trees here, growing up from the water, had a profusion of wooden
knees sticking up from the muck, much like an Earth cypress.  He carefully set
his feet on the knees, walking across the swamp without touching the water,
until he was stepping out onto the dry land on the other side of this small
neck of swamp.


*     *     *


“Where’s Pablo,”
called out the man behind Jack Duval.


The ex-Imperial
Marine Force Recon man looked back, seeing Chiun gesturing excitedly at the
trail behind him, where the rear security should have been walking.


“Did you hear
anything?” he asked Chiun, walking back to the rear.


“Nothing.”


Jack swore under
his breath.  He hadn’t heard anything either, despite his augmented hearing.  
And he couldn’t smell anything with his enhanced olfactory sense.  Nothing
except a stink that made him think of some kind of alien wildlife.  Like
nothing he had ever smelled before.


“Hold up,” he
said, looking at the dirt path, his eyes picking up every detail as he walk
slowly back.  He found where the deed had been done, where the footprints of
Pablo had scuffed, while another set intercepted his, then only one set moved
off the path.  The trail then disappeared, completely, into the bush.


“What happened?”
asked Chiun, while one of the guys toward the front shouted back.


“Move out.  I’ll
take the rear for now.”


“What about
Pablo?”


“Pablo is dead,”
said the Team Leader.  “Now move out.”


Minutes later a
shout from the front brought Jack running, wondering how he was supposed to
cover front and rear.  As he approached the front he opened his mouth to yell
at point man, who was standing in the middle of the path, pointing.  The words
died in his mouth when he saw Pablo’s head, hanging from a branch over the
trail.


*     *     *


Timothy smiled
as he watched the expression on the leader’s face.   Only four more to go in
this group.  If it had been four ordinary goons, he would have them all
headed for the afterlife in less than five minutes.  But they had an augmented,
someone who had probably been in one of the services.  But which?  He was
guessing Army or Marines, which meant he knew how to move around and fight in
the bush.  But he didn’t know the Swamp.


Timothy turned
away and walked quickly but silently through the bush, heading for his next
ambush spot.


*     *     *


“It looks like
he came through here and headed into the bush at this point,” yelled Prescott,
pointing to the large flowering bush to his front.  One of the other men came
up to stand next to him, peering into the bush.


That’s a
fucking topor bush, thought Deveroix, staring at the open blooms.  He felt
a little light headed as the fragrance hit his nose.  He realized that was an
effect of the flowers, and wondered how much more it was affecting the men
standing less than two meters from it.  There was something else about the
bush, some red flag going up in the back of his mind, but he couldn’t seem to
find the information at the moment, and for some reason connecting to the
planetary net seemed to slip his mind.  Now the blooms.  Those were worth real
money.  It would have been better if they were still buds, but each flower was
still worth hundreds, and there had to be seventy or more blooms on the bush.


“Hey, there’s
something moving in here,” called out Prescott.


“Get away from
there,” called back Deveroix, remembering why the topor was so dangerous. 
Something about toxic animals that lived in symbiosis with the plant, killing
whatever got too near, eating the animal, and leaving the remains to help fertilize
the bush.


Prescott
screamed as a stream of venom struck him in the eyes.   He dropped his weapon
into the dirt, hands going to his eyes.  Another stream struck the face of the
man standing next to him, missing the eyes, but still raising smoke and
blisters from his skin.  Seven of the red streaked lizards jumped from the bush
onto the two men, three to Prescott, four to the other man.  They unerringly
sought out exposed flesh and sank their fangs in.


Immediately both
men stopped screaming and fell to the dirt, their limbs twitching.   Veins near
the skin popped out, in some places burned through by the caustic venom,
letting the blood flow.  Both men had full complements of nanites, but the
venom overload was too much for them to handle in time to preserve the internal
organs that the poison was soon attacking.  In seconds the bodies stopped
moving, and more of the lizards jumped from the bush and starting eating the
feast laid before them.


Deveroix
stumbled back, almost falling in his haste to put as much distance between
himself and the deadly lizards as possible.  He aimed his rifle and played the
particle beam over the bodies, killing dozens of the lizards.  Some of the
survivors looked over at him as they scrambled away from their food, murder in
their eyes.  A couple started shuffling his way while the rest moved back to
the bush, seeking cover from the demonic force that had killed so many of them.


The Chief
Enforcer shot down the two lizards coming his way, and was almost ready to turn
the beam on the bush to get the rest of them.  The thought of the wealth that
plant represented stayed his hand.  The remaining man came up beside him, eyes
wide.


“What are we
going to do?” stammered Clark, one of the mercenaries, wearing light body
armor.


Deveroix thought
for a moment of ordering the man to go harvest blooms.  After all, his armor
should be proof against the venom.  Should was the word that stopped him.  If
Clark was killed, Deveroix would be alone in this wilderness.


“We’re going to
wait here for Jack to get to us,” said the Chief Enforcer.  “And we’re going to
take the last aircar and get the fuck out of here.”  This operation had been a
screwup from the start, when they found that the family wasn’t home.  And then
to follow them out into their backyard.


“Come in,” he
said over the com, trying to link to the aircar.  “Come in dammit.”


*     *     *


Sophie lowered
her rifle, a smile on her face.  Not that she liked the idea of killing
sentients, but these people had come out here to kill members of her family. 
They had gotten what they deserved.


“Go ahead and
take out the engine compartment,” said her father, lying on the ground beside
her and looking through field glasses at the aircar and the bodies of the pilot
and his copilot.  “They’re deader than hell,” he said approvingly.  “No way
their going to be fixed.”


“Of course not,”
agreed Sophie, centering the crosshairs of the scope on the forward engine
compartment of the aircar.  “That’s why I went for the head.  Same as you.”


She squeezed the
trigger and the angry red beam instantaneously linked the barrel of the rifle
with the car, while the angry buzzing sound filled the air.  She loved particle
beam weapons.  There was no drop off over any kind of practical range, and the
recoil from the beam came straight through the line of the barrel into the
stock, so there was also no barrel climb.


Alloy started to
flow on the aircar.  With a shower of sparks the beam was through, and the
ultra-fast moving protons were now doing their damage to the machinery and
electronics under the covering.  She used an entire proton pack, and the barrel
of the weapon was glowing almost white hot when she was finished.


“Ok,” said her
father.  “Now you’ve got to let that weapon cool.  And then…”


“And then?” she
asked.


“And then we go
looking for some more trouble.”


*     *     *


“What the hell
was that,” yelled the man at the front of the team.


Jack didn’t miss
that sound, something exploding in the near distance.  It didn’t take augmented
hearing to tell that some kind of explosive had just gone off.  He ranged in on
the direction, not sure what was out there that might be worth using an
explosive device on.  Then he heard the hooting sound, and the ground shook
slightly as if something heavy were pounding it.  Or running.


“Shit,” yelled
the point man as a small tree fell over just ahead.  Or was it pushed over?  


Something very
large ran onto the path, and Jack realized what kind of creatures must have
made these wide paths.  A body that had to mass a hundred tons, sort of like an
Earth sauropod, but built on the six legged plan of this world.  Smallish head
towering ten meters above the ground.  Heading right for them in a strange gait
that seemed to eat up the distance.  Behind it ran four more of the creatures,
two adults, a youth and a baby.


The point man
screamed out and started to run, in a panic staying on the path.  The giant
forepad came down on his head and crushed him into the ground with the
splintering of bones.  The second man, in the suit of light armor, took a shot
that tore into the flesh of the creature.  It hooted in pain and veered toward
the man.  Light armor was not protection enough against the heavy pad that came
down on him.


“Get off the
path,” yelled Jack to Chiun, waving as he ran off into the brush himself.


Chiun ran off
the path, just ahead of the beast, which rumbled by.  After they had passed
Jack ran across the path to see what had happened to Chiun.


“Christ,” he
hissed as he looked down at the headless body of the man.  He quested about,
the skin crawling over his spine as he realized that now he truly was the
hunted.  I’m getting the hell out of here, he thought, looking into the
brush and taking a random path.  He moved smoothly, quietly, as he had been
trained, his ears questing for any noises that might be following him.


The jungle was
quiet at first, most of the inhabitants still frightened by whatever had caused
the loud noise minutes before.  Soon they started to make their presence known,
and Jack found himself starting at every noise, jumping at shadows.  The
hell with this, he thought, stopping for a moment to get his breathing
under control.  I’m a Marine.  I’m the baddest dude in these woods.  If
anything comes after me, that’s its tough luck.


Something moved
in the brush to his left.  Jack dropped into a crouch, his rifle pointed that
way.  The rustling grew louder, until some small furry creatures came running
into sight, saw him, and took off.  Jack let out a short laugh, straightened
up, and made to turn back the way he was heading.  That is, until he felt the
keen edge of a knife at the back his neck.


“So,” said a
cold voice.  “What branch were you in?”


“Marines,” said
Jack, tensing, getting ready to do something, anything, to turn the tables on
this guy.  “Force Recon.  You?”


“Rangers.  Let
me ask you a question, from one former warrior to another.  What does it feel
like to sell your soul to the darkness?”


Jack made his
move at that moment, twisting, bringing his right elbow back in a strike.  The
strike never landed, and the monomolecular blade cut through his neck.  The
last thing he saw was his headless body, spurting blood, as the man who had
killed him brought the blade around in return from the killing stroke.  His
vision blurred as his head hit the ground and rolled.  Vision turned to the
darkness the Ranger had asked him about, and he knew no more.


*     *     *


“We’ve got
everyone but the two still following you, Matthew.  You just hold tight.”


“That may not be
possible, Uncle Timothy,” whispered Matthew into the com.  “The bastards aren’t
more than fifty meters from me, heading my way.”


Matthew thought
it would be a good idea to close up with the two survivors so he could watch
them and keep track of them in order to vector his uncle to them.  And then
they had turned in his direction, seemingly at random.  Now he was trapped with
his back against the open water.  The only way out was a small bridge that
crossed the creek to the west.  The bridge had been built by a Swamper who
wanted to live on an island, but still wanted a low tech connection to the
land.


The bridge was
the problem.  Giant carnotropes had made that bridge their nest, holing up
under it.  The Swamper who had made his home there had been one of the first
victims of his construction, taken by one of the largest tropes anyone had
seen.  Gigantor still lived under the bridge, along with the females that were
his mates.  Crossing the bridge could be dangerous, even with the stinkweed
covering up his own scent.


The two kept
stumbling his way, making enough noise to spook every small animal for thirty
meters.  And they were still heading straight for him, obviously unaware that
there was water blocking their path.


Matthew knew he
had to move, and move fast, if he wanted to get out of the path before they
spotted him.  And the only way was the bridge, since the cove to the east also
cut him off.  Like most who had been raised in the Swamp the open water
terrified him.  He knew how to swim, but didn’t like his odds in the water.


Go, he
thought as he moved west in a crouch, headed for the bridge.  But he had waited
too long.


“There he goes,”
shouted one of the men, the one he thought was the hireling mercenary.


A particle beam
buzzed the air, and he stopped for a moment to crouch by a tree and return
fire.  The next beam hit the tree, burning into the trunk and exploding it
outward into splinters propelled by superheated steam.  A splinter struck
Matthew in the neck, while a couple pierced his hand.  Stifling a cry he
stumbled away, heading for the bridge.


As soon as his
feet hit the bridge he looked back, to see the two men up and running his way. 
He turned back and ran across the bridge, aware of the eyes on him from the
water.  He looked to the side and saw the largest set of trope eyes he had ever
seen.


“Kelvin,” yelled
voice behind him.  “Stop where you are, or I’ll burn you down in your tracks.”


Matthew stopped
and turned, hands away from the rifle that hung from his neck by a strap.  He
had almost reached the end of the bridge, but there was twenty meters of open
ground before he could reach the cover of the trees, and he didn’t think the
two men would miss him over that space.


“We got him,”
said the older man, stepping out onto the bridge, his rifle pointed at Matthew.


“Now we just
have to figure out how to get him out of here,” said the younger.  “And
ourselves.”


“First things
first,” said the older man, the one he knew was named Deveroix.  “First we
secure him, then use him as a hostage to make the rest of his blood mad
relatives back off.”


“You’re
Deveroix?” asked Matthew.  “Numbra’s enforcer?”


Deveroix made
sure his rifle was pointed as he moved forward.  “That’s me alright.  And
Centari will be really happy when I bring you to her.  She’s got something
special planned for you, just so the others working for her don’t get any
ideas.”


“My family will
never allow you out of the Swamp,” said Matthew, trying to think of a way out
of this predicament and coming up with nothing.  At least the tropes weren’t
coming at him, so the stinkweed must still be working.  The stinkweed must
still be working.  The stinkweed must still be working, and they aren’t wearing
any.  Ow he just had to get them to come out onto the bridge, where they
would attract the attention of the predators.


“If they don’t
want to see you vaporized, they’ll do as we say,” said Deveroix, a tight grin
on his face.  “Now lift that rifle off your neck by the strap and toss it in
the water.  Slowly and carefully.”


Matthew did as
he was told, tossing the rifle by its strap into the water, making sure it
landed nowhere near any of the tropes.


“Now walk this
way.”


Matthew took a
step forward, then allowed himself to stumble forward and fall, hoping they
would see it as infirmity and not as something he had planned.  Even though it
had been planned.


“Dammit,” said
Deveroix.


“Let’s just
shoot him now and get it over with,” said the other man, and Matthew found
himself cringing at the thought of a particle beam striking through him.


“Don’t be an
idiot,” said Deveroix.  “We need him alive to get out of here.  Now come on.”


Their footsteps
sounded on the planks of the bridge.  Matthew heard the movement of the tropes
under the bridge, swimming out, while those already in the water beyond the
bridge shifted.  He looked up to see the men walking toward him, weapons
gripped tight in their hands.


A female came
jumping out of the swamp, clearing the side of the bridge and striking the
other man at chest level, carrying him to the other side of the span and into
the water.  Deveroix looked around, panic on his face.  He raised his rifle and
fired a beam into the water, where the carnotrope that had grabbed his man had
disappeared.  It was really a useless gesture.  Even if he killed that
carnotrope, it wouldn’t matter.  His henchman was already dead and gone.


“I’ll make sure
you don’t survive,” screamed the man, turning and raising his rifle again,
aiming at Matthew.


And neither
will you, thought Matthew, facing the death he knew he couldn’t escape.


A long tongue
rocketed from the water, wrapping around the body of Deveroix, knocking the
rifle from his grasp.  With a strangled cry he was jerked from the bridge and
into the water, reeled in like a fish on a line into the mouth of Gigantor.


“It’s over,”
said Matthew as his uncle ran up to him on the other side of the bridge. 
“We’ve got them all.”


“It’s not over
until we cut the head off the snake,” said his uncle, shaking his head.


“But, she’s
untouchable.”


“No one is
untouchable,” said Timothy.


*     *     *


“Where is
everyone,” called out Centari Numbra as she walked into the warehouse. 
“Dammit.  I told you all I wanted someone here all hours.”


No one answered
her call, and the crime boss swore there would be hell to pay when she found
out who dropped the ball.  Then a crate caught her eye, and she moved closer,
her nostrils taking in the intoxicating scent of topor.  About time, she
thought.  She had orders to fulfill, and since the Kelvin kid had reneged on
his promise, she hadn’t been able to fill those orders.  Her reputation was
suffering in the meantime.  This might allow her to at least fill the topor
part of the ledger.


The crate had a
simple latch on the top, and she had it open in a second.  Lifting the top, she
feasted her eyes on the sight of the perfect buds, while her head felt the buzz
of the flower’s perfume.  Then she noticed the leaves and branches through her
haze.


“Fuck.  What is
this shit?”  The branches and leaves were useless, and the value of the crate
was now in doubt, since it wasn’t filled with the precious buds.  “Fuck,” she
yelled at the top of her lungs, reaching into the crate and pulling one of the
branches out, determined to see just how much of the bud she had, and how much
garbage.


She pushed her
hand in again, and something moved against it.  She tried to jerk her hand out,
but something latched onto it, and a moment later what felt like liquid agony
entered her forearm.  She jerked the arm out to find a red streaked lizard
attached to it, its fangs buried deep in her flesh.  As she tried to knock the
lizard away, another one crawled into sight and opened its mouth.  The stream
of caustic liquid it shot hit her straight in the eyes, blinding her in a wave
of agony.


Centari Numbra
fell to the floor, screaming at the top of her lungs.  She continued screaming
for minutes, the volume decreasing until she was uttering whimpers that
eventually faded away, and with it her life.











What's
Eating You.


 


Sometimes humans
look in the strangest of places, such as beyond our own Universe.  And
sometimes they run into things that they couldn’t imagine.  Things that look
back from another dimension with a hunger filled gaze.


 


"Dr.
Yu?" asked the man at the space dock, his eyes wide in surprise.


Lucille
Yu nodded and smiled, used to the reaction she was receiving.  As the daughter
of the famous Chun Yu, the brightest physicist of his era, a man just about
everyone in the physics world knew by sight, they expected his daughter to look
like someone from New Hanou.  In other words short, dark haired, with black
eyes in brown skin.  Instead the man found himself looking up at a statuesque
blue eyed blond with fair skin.  The only physical feature that could be
attributed to her father were the slight epithilic folds on her eyes.  That,
and her first class brain.


"My
mother was from Norje," she replied to the unasked question.  


The
man, who had the look of Brazilia about him, nodded.  It was common knowledge
that the people of Norje had genes that were dominant to most others, an
artifact of the project that had been instituted on the planet a half millennia
before.  Now that process would be considered illegal in the Empire, but
several billion people carried dominant genes for height, blond hair and blue
eyes nonetheless.


"Your
bags are being put on the shuttle," said the man, who then held his hand
out with an embarrassed flush.  "Dr. Rafael Rodrigue," said the man. 
"I am chief of the door opening team on portal one."


Lucille
shook the hand, thinking how nice the man looked.  Then wondering how he might
be in bed.  Not the best thing to think about when meeting my boss for the first
time,  she thought, feeling a flus coming over her face.


"Your
chariot awaits, Senorita," said the man, who was of a height with herself,
unusual for his homeworld.


Lucille
smiled and followed the man across the arrival lobby, taking a glance back through
transparent alloy window at the ship that had brought her to this far outpost
of the Empire.  They had spared no expense on bringing out new staff, using a
Hyper VI liner with a destroyer escort to carry them the two hundred light
years from Sector II base.


The
shuttle surprised her, being nothing more than a standard Imperial Marine
assault ship.  It is a military project, after all, she thought, walking
through the hatch and going to the seat that had a green icon suspended above
it.  Or at least the military has a big stake in the project.


The
shuttle pulled free of the military dock with no sense of motion, the grabber
units pulling smoothly at the fabric of space and feeding all the inertia into
the compensators.  Lucille smiled as she noticed some of the other passengers
acting as if they didn't know that the ship had left the dock.


The
holo in front of her seat came on, displaying a construct of indeterminate size
floating above an ice planet.  At first there was no sense of scale, until the
viewpoint shifted back and the space dock, all fifty million tons of structure,
appeared.


"That's
the black hole generator," said Dr. Rodrigue, pointing at the object. 
"Sixteen two hundred pentawatt lasers."


"And
how often do you use it?" asked Lucille, estimating the entire construct
at three hundred million tons.  She knew the theory, and had in fact seen
larger hole generators in some of the core systems.  The light pressure of the
lasers compressed space itself, creating billion ton mass black holes, which
had several industrial uses.  But they're too hard to transport, she
thought, recalling that the largest freighters had a capacity of twenty-five
million tons.  So they built one here.


"We
normally don't use it all that much.  Once the two portal generators were
constructed it was basically shut down, since we had all we needed.  It's just
completed its latest run."


"Why
did it need a latest run?" asked Lucille, realizing that something wasn't
right here.


"One
of the portals collapsed, and we lost all twelve of the generating holes,"
said Rodrigue, his face scrunching up in emotional pain.


"You
lost more than the holes, didn't you?" asked Lucille, her eyes wide as she
imagined the worst, which the other scientist soon confirmed.


"We
lost over three hundred people, sucked into whatever universe swallowed our
holes," said Rodrigue, rubbing his hand over his forehead.


"Has
that ever happened before?"


"Oh,
we've lost exploration crews we sent through to universes that seemed amenable
to our form of life.  First impressions are not always correct.  But nothing
like this."


"So
you're just rebuilding the portal, bringing in more people, and carrying on
from there?" asked Lucille, wondering just how mad these people were.


"This
program is important," said Rodrigue, his eyes tightening as he gazed into
hers.  "You know how we came to this space, don't you?"


Of course.  Aliens were going to destroy our race, so we ran as fast as
our then primitive tech could carry us.  She simply
nodded her head.


"Then
you know that we still have an enemy out there, somewhere.  And we may need to
run again.  It would be nice if we could run into a hole and pull the hole in
after us."


Lucille
wanted to say something.  Something about how they were now too powerful to
fear such an enemy.  Something about how the Donut project was scheduled
to come online in the next decade, using a huge black hole to generate
wormholes that would make the Empire unbeatable.  Instead, she kept her mouth
shut, knowing there was no such thing as unbeatable.  People who thought they
were unbeatable soon found out differently.


Lucille
decided to stop thinking about it, for the moment.  She sat quietly in her seat
and watched the holo, which had now zoomed onto the surface of the planet, out
here far beyond the habitable zone of this star.  There were three hundred and
fifty fusion plants on that surface, supplying the energy needed by the
project.  Entire valleys were surfaced with heat exchangers, using the
interstellar cold of the planet to take care of the thermal radiation.  And
two hundred thousand personnel to run the project, the robots, and all the
infrastructure.  Two hundred thousand people, including families, all at risk
whenever they open one of those rips between universes.


The
docking bay they entered  was very spacious, but not enough so to handle a
timely evacuation of everyone on the worldlet.  There were scores of such bays
here, still not enough. Artificial gravity was normal, and the primary base
contained several large caverns turned into wildlife preserves, with lush
foliage and small birds and mammals placed there for the enjoyment of the
inhabitants.  There were always some of those inhabitants around, mostly human,
but a smattering of nonhuman citizens of the Empire as well.  Lucille found herself
stepping around a huge hexacentauroid Phlistaran on the way to her quarters,
and there many small humanoid Malticorans in evidence, probably servants.


Her
quarters were just as spacious as advertised, with sitting room, dining room
and a large bed chamber.  Space was not a problem with installations, either
ships, stations or planetary bases.  It was more important to keep people happy
and healthy so that they could do their jobs effectively.


"Remember
what we talked about," said Rodrigue as he turned to leave.  "What we
do here is important."


"How
many have you opened?" she asked before he could get out the door.


"How
many?  A couple of hundred.  Maybe a few more.  We open them about twice a
week, and they remain open a week on the average.  Or they had, when we had two
portals."


"So
two hundred, more or less.  And how many have panned out?  How many opened into
a universe we could actually use?"


"None,"
said the other scientist with a shrug.  "But that doesn't mean we won't
find one, someday."


"Among
infinite possibilities?"


"That's
right.  Among infinite possibilities.  There has to be something out there that
we can use."  The scientist smiled, then walked through the door, which
closed immediately behind him.


Lucille
threw herself onto the couch and called up the room holo, linking into the base
computer system and sending through her password.  She spent the next couple of
hours learning all she could about the Other Universe Project.  At the end of
those hours she felt even more hopeless than before, and wished that she had
gotten that position on the Donut Project instead.


*     *     *


"Are
we ready, people?" asked Dr. Rodrigue, looking out over the control room.


The
crew sounded off, a hundred men and women at their stations.  Lucille looked
over the readouts from her own team, the one controlling the actual opening
process.  After the energy feed crew finished their checkoff, hers went through
theirs, while she checked their readouts one after the other.  She checked them
a second time through her link into the portal local computer, then again
through the main computer, her trained mind performing the equations through
the system ten thousand times faster than her organic mind alone could
accomplish.  She found a couple of minor discrepancies, and shuttled the
findings to those controllers responsible.


"Opening
mechanism ready," she shouted, at the same time sending her release code
into the system.


The
last crew, the exploration and recording unit, started their checkoff, while
Lucille looked around the large room.  She could recognize the old timers that
had been added to this portal crew by the looks of fear on their faces.  The
newcomers, who had never opened a portal, looked nervous, but their faces
lacked the expressions of stark terror on those of the veterans.  And why
are they so afraid? thought Lucille, going over what she had learned in her
own research on the project.  There were some disturbing indications that not
everything proceeded according to plan.  Not all the time.  Maybe it's something
you have to experience, she thought, wondering how she would be after this
opening.


"Prepare
to open," called out Rodrigue.


Lucille
looked at her board, making sure the electromagnetic field was set to the
programmed resonance.  One of the black holes was a little off, which would
result in a null opening.  She shifted it to the proper wavelength and signaled
the portal director that all was well.


On
the holo the twelve arms holding the micro black holes in their vibrating
electromagnetic cups started to move.  Each arm massed two hundred and fifty
million tons of superhard alloys and supermetals.  Thick superconductor cables,
massing several million additional tons, crawled over the arms.  The cupped
black holes began to move back toward the walls of the forty kilometer wide
chamber on the telescoping arms, going slowly from several meters apart to ten
meters.  The space the center of that ring started to ripple, much like that of
a hyperdrive opening a hole to the dimensions of hyperspace.  But this was
different, the space being accessed not one of the dimensions naturally
intersecting the Universe that humanity knew.  At fifteen meters separation the
space started to rip open, the hole accessing the other universe set by the
wavelength of the electromagnetic resonance.  Each incremental wavelength
opened onto a particular Universe, the number being almost unlimited.


There
was a bright flash of light at twenty meters separation, and then there was
something in the space that was not ours.  The arms opened up wider, to a
hundred meters, and Lucille found herself looking into total blackness.  Not
the blackness of space as she knew it.  There was nothing light producing in
that space, though the feel of depth was such that she felt she was looking into
billions of light years.


"Looks
like we have another null Universe," said one of the crew, a note of
relief in her voice.


"Send
in a probe," ordered Rodrigue, and a thirty meter long robot with heavy
grabber units fore and aft came speeding out of the wall perpendicular to the
hole.  It flew into the portal, its telemetry appearing in the holo, until it
had totally entered the other universe.  Then it just disappeared from all
sensors.


"It's
a null," said Rodrigue.  "Exploration teams stand down."


Lucille
looked into a side screen where a dozen personnel were suited up in modified
battle armor such as used by Exploration Command.  She could see the relief on
them through their body language as the order came through.  They would not be
risking their lives by working as guinea pigs in the ultimate of foreign
environments.  There were biologicals within the probe, but obviously they
would not be reporting back to the control station.


"Five
minutes, people," said Rodrigue, getting up from his seat and walking toward
the holo tank.  "Record everything you can, even if it amounts to
nothing.  Then we'll close this one up and get a fresh start tomorrow."


At
the end of the allotted time the black holes were moved back toward each other,
and the portal to elsewhere closed.  The crew started talking among themselves
as they filed from the room back to the tube car that ran to the main base,
pulling off helmets and gloves.  They reminded Lucille of condemned prisoners
offered a temporary reprieve.  And tomorrow would offer another chance of
execution.


*     *     *


Lucille
wondered what kept these people performing a job that obviously terrified
them.  She asked one of the scientists one day after they had opened a portal
to an antimatter universe that had destroyed the probe in spectacular fashion. 
Fortunately, the recon robot was millions of kilometers into the strange space,
having catalogued that all the laws were not exactly the same as in our
Universe, but close enough where our form of life could exist.  Until the probe
touched down on a comet and obliterated itself while blasting the iceball
apart.  The human exploration team had been called back post haste.


"It's
the contract," said Dr. Joseph Jakarta, the leader of that last
exploration team.


"You
could break the contract, couldn't you?" asked Yu, having trouble
remembering what her own contract had actually said.  "It's a free
society, after all, and they can't force you to work a job you find
disagreeable."


Some
of the other members of the team laughed when she said that.


"Yeah,
the pay's great," said Dr. Jakarta.  "But they bank most of it for
us, payable when our contractual period is over."


"Well,
yes," said Lucille, remembering how that had seemed very attractive when
she had signed on.  She was paid six times what she would have expected from an
academic job.  Her room and board was paid for, and she was given ten percent
of her pay for personal expenses.  The rest would make a tidy sum when she
moved on.  Now her face dropped as she heard the small print she had ignored
when she signed her contract.


"If
you don't fulfill the terms, they take away everything you have banked,"
said Jakarta.  He looked around at the other nine members of his team, who all
nodded vigorously, or cursed the administration.  "That's not all,"
continued Jakarta.  "They can make sure that you have a hard time getting
another position."


"How
can they have that much power?" asked Yu, feeling horrified.


"This
is a Priority Imperial Project," said Jakarta, emphasizing each word. 
"And the Imperial Science Council controls a lot of the funding the
Universities and research tanks receive.  Add to that the influence of the
military, and anyone who would hire someone who reneged on their contract risks
losing all of their funding."


"That
still shouldn't make it impossible to get a job," protested Lucille.


"Not
impossible, if you're good enough," agreed Jakarta with grudging
acceptance.  "There are some willing to buck the system.  But for most,
why take the risk?  Not when there are so many other scientists and technicians
out there who can fill the slot on a team."


"And
you know what's funny?" asked one of the techs, her flat eyes staring
straight ahead.  "We still lose half our techs and scientists before their
term is up."


"But,
why?  I know the work is dangerous.  But so are a lot of other high paying
jobs."


"You
haven't been here all that long," said Jakarta after taking a swallow of
his beer.  "Sure, there are other jobs statistically as dangerous.  But
you don't have to look the wrongness of other space in the face.  That wears on
any sentient being after a while."


"You'll
see," said the woman who had talked before.  "It will get inside your
brain too, Dr. Yu.  And then you will know one thing, that you don't want to be
here."


*     *     *


"Open
the portal," ordered Rodrigue.


Lucille
did the last second check and sent her acknowledgement over the link.  She
glanced at her people, seeing the anxiety on their faces.  Everyone was
thinking about what had happened to the other portal crew just a few days
before.


That
Universe had looked promising.  The robotic probe had gone across and continued
to operate within all parameters.  Even the biologicals had seemed to handle
the new space with no problem.  So the human exploration team had gone across,
and things still looked good, for about fifteen minutes.  That was when the
humans had started acting, bizarre was the only word for it.  Word salad on the
transmissions.  The exploration vessel sent into nonsensical gyrations.  And
finally a murder.  The ship had been recalled on autopilot, something the team
seemed completely unaware of.  They were isolated, and molecular probes had
shown that their actual central nervous system tissue had been changed.  It was
not known if they would recover, or if they would have to go through complete
neural restructuring by nanotech, which would basically make them different
people, devoid of all the memories since their last upload.


So this exploration team has gone through mind upload, and their brains
can be restructured if necessary, thought Lucille,
shuddering at the thought of losing herself the way the members of that other
team had.


Then
she had no time for thoughts of past disasters, as the black holes moved apart
and the space between them ripped open.


The
first indication that something was wrong was the thick yellow gas that jetted
from the hole.  The second indication were the life forms that followed.  They
were like nothing that anyone had ever seen.  Scans immediately showed that
they were not made up of any kind of biological matter that had ever
encountered.  Instead, they scanned as some kind of metallic construct, though
definitely not robots.


"We
opened on a planet," said Rodrigue, staring into the holo.


"How
often does that happen?" asked an alarmed Lucille, watching as animals the
size of small dinosaurs flew around the chamber in their native atmosphere.


"This
is the seventh time, which is well above what would be expected by random
chance," said the other scientist.  "Possibly something to do with
the gravitational pull of large bodies."


Lucille
shuddered at that thought, wondering when they would open a portal into a star,
or a black hole.  And knowing the result would be the end of this world the
project was based on, along with all the personnel and their families.


The
weapons deployed in the huge chamber went into action, firing lasers and
particle beams at the fast flying animals.   Hits were scored.  Many hits.  All
with no effect to the creatures, who were soon tearing into equipment, ingesting
it.  Lasers simply hit them and were absorbed, while particle beams bounced
away.


"Close
the portal," yelled Rodrigue, a trace of panic in his voice as creatures
smacked into the gateway arms.


"What
good will that do?" asked one of the techs.


"Just
do it," yelled the senior scientist.


The
black holes came back together and the portal closed.  One of the creatures
flew into one of the black holes and disappeared in a flash, the hard radiation
of its passage over the event horizon flooding the chamber.  There was no
effect on the animals, but half the sensors in the chamber burned out.


"Set
resonances to this frequency," yelled Rodrigue.


Lucille
looked over the frequency, cross referencing it to a Universe that had already
been explored in the preliminary sense.  That should work, she thought,
seeing that it was a null Universe, a natural vacuum of the most empty sort.


“Open
it,” yelled the chief scientist, and Lucille started the process of opening the
portal, something normally not tried so soon after one had already been opened.


The
huge arms that controlled the black holes creaked and stuttered as they moved
apart from the over strain, and Yu was sure they would collapse, and drop the
holes through the floor and into the planet.  They held, and the holes ripped
open space again.  This time the pull was from the other side, and the misty
atmosphere was first sucked from the room, followed by the animals that no
longer had air to flap through.  The creatures twisted and turned as they
floated away from the opening, starting to become more insubstantial with each
moment, until they were gone.


“Close
it,” yelled Rodrigue, and the ring of black holes came back together, closing
off the human Universe from the other.


“What
happened to them?’ asked Lucille, trying to keep the scream that wanted to
erupt from her mouth under control.


“Matter
as we know it can’t exist there,” answered the other scientist.  “We found that
out when we sent a probe into it.”


Rodrigue
stood up from his chair and looked around the control room.  “Good job,
people.  Way to keep your heads.  Everyone except the senior scientific staff
can leave.  We will try again in two days, so everyone relax.”


“How
the hell can we relax?” said one of the techs as he got up from his seat.


“I’m
going to pray,” said another tech, a grimace on her face.  “Don’t really see
how it will help, or hurt.”


I wish I could just get a drink, thought
Lucille, wishing she didn’t have to sit and discuss what had just happened. 
But there was no help for it.  She was a trapped audience to this discussion of
a nightmare.


*     *     *


The
chapel was set up for a Christian service, of any and all of the denominations
of that religion.  There were other chapels on the base for the other major
religious groups, Moslem, Judaism, Hinduism, all the isms there were.  Lucille
had been raised Reformed Catholic, the dominant religion of the Empire.  When
she had turned to science she had not had time for the church, and her faith
had lapsed.  Her father, the eminent scientist and Buddhist, didn’t really push
her to stay with the church.  It was her mother’s wish, the good Reformed
Catholic from Norje, who made sure her daughter was raised to observe the
ceremonies and strictures of that denomination.


Are you really there, God? thought the
physicist, kneeling in front of the altar and looking at the image of a man
hanging from a cross.  An image from a world that had been totally destroyed by
the aliens that had sent humankind fleeing across the Galaxy.  And if you
are, do you only exist in our reality?  What about these other realities we are
opening?  What happens to us if we die in one of those realities?  Do we still
find our way to you?


All
disturbing questions, even to one who was more Agnostic than anything.  Would
death in another dimension mean obliteration of the soul, if there was such a
thing?  Were the natural laws of the other dimensions such that a soul was not
possible?  Lucille shook her head at the last.  Her rational mind told her
there was no such thing as a soul, while her religious upbringing told her
there was.  And what about the strictures against clones, who all tended to be
psychopaths?  Those with a religious bent said it was because they were
unnatural creatures, not possessed of a soul.  Those who did not believe in the
supernatural said it was because?  Well, they really didn’t have much of an
answer.


Whatever it is, I’m stuck here.  At least until my contract is over.  She had been on the project for two months, which gave her twenty two
months to survive.  Lucille was still shaking her head when she got up from
before the altar and walked away, her head still swirling with questions, but
no definite answers.


*     *     *


The
portal to Universe number five hundred fifteen opened easily.  It opened on
vacuum, it opened on space that seemed to obey the natural laws of the human
Universe.  Lucille counted it off as her fifty-seventh portal.  The probe went
through, and seemed to function perfectly.  The readings coming back from the
biologicals indicated that they were functioning perfectly as well.


“Something’s
wrong with this place,” said one of the techs, about the same time that Lucille
started getting a feel for the place on her link into the instruments.


This place is old, she thought, looking at the
star map the probe was beginning to develop.  The opening was in a Galaxy that
was being absorbed by another Galaxy, which itself was in the process of
colliding with yet another.  What stars still existed were all of the red dwarf
variety, and the sleet of radiation showed that this was a Universe of black
holes and neutron stars, swallowing up all the matter that came their way.


“It’s
a Universe in its last days,” she said, looking back at Rodrigue.  “In another
billion years it will have shrunk to a point.”


“We
don’t need a billion years, if it comes to that,” said the senior scientist. 
“If we need someplace to run, this may have to be it.  Send in the exploration
team.”


The
team went through the portal with no problems.  All readings came back normal,
all communications rational.  Everything checked out, and Lucille knew they
would be looking at this Universe for at least two weeks, maybe longer.  The
relief in the control chamber was palpable as everyone realized they would not
be opening another gate during that time.


The
Universe turned out to be one in the last stages of its life, as Lucille had
surmised.  The only living stars were red dwarfs.  Trials showed that it had a
hyperspace array similar to the human Universe.  The place could support human
life for however many thousands of years it took to find another home.  There
was still no reason to think it would come to that.  But humankind had not
gotten along in the Cosmos by being trusting.  It had learned that paranoia was
a healthy state in an unhealthy Universe.


*     *     *


Universe
five hundred and forty-nine opened just as easily as most before it.  But the
blast of hard radiation that came through the opening and fried the portal room
chamber sensors told them from the start that something was different.


“Electromag
field to maximum,” yelled Rodrigue.  The field covered the wall of the portal
chamber, and was always kept at half strength when the hole was opened,
allowing all the instruments to look through it with minimum interference.  Now
it was strengthened to its maximum power, stronger than that of an Imperial
battleship.  All charged particles were stopped by the multilayered field,
while the uncharged ones were absorbed by the liquid insulation layer built for
that purpose.


“Residual
radiation is at a minimum,” called out the tech who was monitoring those
systems.


“Send
through the probe,” ordered Rodrigue.  “We might as well get a look at whatever
hell we opened.”


The
probe went through and started to transmit.  It was immediately apparent that
the robot was not going to function very long, not with the radiation sleeting
through its destroyer class electromag screen.  But they did get some
information back, enough to tell them what they were dealing with.


“It’s
only a couple of thousand years since this Universe went through a Big Bang,”
said Yu, looking over the data through the link that allowed her to get a
comprehensive overview.  “It will be hundreds of thousands of years, maybe
millions, before we can live in that space.  Billions before there are planets
we can claim for terraforming.”


“So
it’s another dead end,” said Rodrigue, glaring at the holo as if it was a
personal affront.


“The
probe is dying,” said Lucille, looking back at her boss.  “Should we close it?”


“This
Universe is of great scientific significance,” said one of the other
scientists.  “We can gain a lot of knowledge about how our own Universe formed
from this place, if nothing else.”


Rodrigue
sat and thought for a moment, while the data from the chamber sensors faded
over time from the radiation overload.  “Send through another probe.  We’ve got
thirteen more.  We’ll keep sending them through one at a time until we’re out. 
Then we can requisition more from administration for the next opening.”


And
so it went through the day, as they looked at a Universe that was still in its
infancy.  From all indications it would become one such as theirs.  Some put
forth the proposition that it actually was theirs, just in a different time. 
That maybe the dying Universe was also theirs, at a later time.


That’s one of the problems here, thought
Lucille as she was monitoring probe number thirteen, the next to the last.  We
really don’t know what we’re dealing with.  We’re making it up as we go along.


At
least it was a good day at the Other Universe Project, as no one was killed or
injured, and new information was gathered at the cost of fourteen robotic
probes.


*     *     *


Universe
six hundred and one was an unmitigated disaster.  The day started off
ordinarily enough.  The last twenty-five openings by this team had been
uneventful, or as much as opening a portal into another reality could be called
such.  Twenty-one of them had been Universes of nothing but academic interest,
not capable of supporting their form of life.  Four had the proper physical
laws to allow carbon based organics to survive.  They just didn’t contain
anything that could be properly called matter.  One was an antimatter Universe,
while one was made up, as far as could be told, of negative matter.  That would
have been useful as the source of a scarce resource, if that Universe hadn’t
been empty for millions of light years past the portal, and there seemed to be
no dimensions of hyperspace to use to get to the negative matter.  Only the
characteristic radiation of negative matter reactions gave an indication of
what lay across those millions of light years.


“Are
we ready?” asked Dr. Rodrigue, looking at the holo of the chamber that showed
the black hole ring ready to go.


“As
ready as we’ll ever be,” whispered Lucille under her breathe, wondering what
might come out of this particular rabbit hole.  I have a bad feeling about
this one, she thought, trying to hold her hands steady.  She didn’t think
she was precognitive, like some members of the Imperial family were said to be. 
She had never had a vision before.  But last night she had suffered through a
dream that showed something dark was waiting for her.  And her mind could think
of no darker place than the holes they were opening up into other realities.


“Open
her up,” yelled Rodrigue.


Lucille
glanced back at the man, and could tell that he didn’t feel at ease either.  Too
many uneventful openings recently.  So now he’s waiting for the other rock to
fall.  She looked around the room, seeing tension everywhere.  In the set
of shoulders, the roaming of eyes.  This can’t be real, can it? she
thought.  I’m a scientist.  This is just a feeling.  It’s not real.


Despite
the rational thinking the disquiet grew.  The holes moved away from each other,
ripping the space apart.  As the hole opened what was revealed was
anticlimactic.


“It’s
another null,” said one of the techs with a sigh.


Yu
nodded her head, feeling the same relief.  The hole was black, the complete
absence of light.  There should have been no radiation coming from that hole to
a Universe that had no matter.  But when she looked at the readings she hissed
in her breath.  There was a lot of radiation coming out of that hole, more than
had been coming out of any other but the new Universe they had opened a half
year ago.


“We’re
getting unknown radiation,” called out the tech who was monitoring the chamber
instrumentation.


“What
do you mean, unknown?” called out Rodrigue, standing up and walking over to the
tech’s console.


“There
are fast moving particles,” said the tech, looking up with a frightened
expression on her face.  “But they don’t look like anything I’ve ever seen.”


“Electromag
field to maximum,” called out the senior scientist, turning toward the
scientist in charge of the defense team.


“It’s
at full,” said the tech that Rodrigue was standing over.  “But the particles
are still coming through.”


“My
God,” gasped Lucille, looking at the holo image that showed what shouldn’t have
been possible.  The darkness was moving out of the portal, like a liquid or gas
made of pure black absorbing, something.  And she could feel something there,
some intelligence that was intent on coming through the opening.  An
intelligence that was hungry, and sensed what it needed in their Universe.


“What
the hell,” yelled out one of the techs as the blackness spread through the
portal chamber.


“It’s
alive,” said Lucille, feeling the evil of the thing through some kind of
connection.  “And it’s coming to eat our Universe.”


“That’s
impossible,” said Rodrigue, running over to her console, his eyes locked on the
holo.  “It’s just some kind of physical phenomenon.”


Lucille
looked in the man’s eyes and could tell that he was whistling past the
graveyard.  He knows it's more than that.  He just doesn’t want to admit it.


“Close
the portal,” he yelled.


Most
of the crew was paralyzed at their stations, held by fright, or possibly
something else.  There were screams coming over the com link, the exploration
team and the marines that were just outside the portal chamber, exposed to the
thing even more than the people in the control room.


“Close
the portal,” screamed the chief, running to one of the tech stations and
pushing the man out of the way.


The
black holes began to move inward, more slowly than they should have.  Suddenly
they lurched to a halt, pressed against the black substance that was pushing
back.  Flashes of Gamma indicated that the holes were absorbing some of the
substance of the invader, but not enough.


“What
the hell is it?” yelled Rodrigue in a panicked voice.


“It
is that Universe,” said Yu, knowing she was speaking the truth.  “Whatever it
is absorbed everything there was in that place, now it's coming for us.”


“That’s
insane,” yelled out another tech.


It is, thought Lucille, staring at the holo as
more or the thing came through.  How many years did it take to absorb that
Universe.  How many billions will it take to absorb ours.  She looked down
at her trembling hand and saw that the veins were standing out on it.  It’s
taking in all the energy it can reach.  Our electricity, the electromagnetic
fields, even our biological energy.  Then it will take in everything that it
can.  And all that will be left will be the husks, the black holes, maybe
neutron stars.


“Why
won’t the holes close that damned portal?” yelled Rodrigue.


Lucille
couldn’t move her hands on her board.  Something in that thing was reaching out
and controlling them.  Preventing them from linking into any of their systems. 
Even the chief was doing nothing but sit at a console and yelling.


Lucille
was already in the link.  Her mind was what controlled the system, that opened
the portal.  Her mind, linked with the computer to perform the equations to
open a hole between Universes.  And she still had control of that system.  It
took seconds to run through a dozen simulations, to know what needed to be
done.  And with a thought she shut off the electromagnetic fields that held the
black holes within the cups of the arms.  At the same time she overrode all the
safety protocols and blew each arm from its wall mounts with the fusion charges
placed there for just such a possibility.


The
black holes pulled the twelve arms into themselves with a flash of Gamma
radiation, each hole increasing its mass by two hundred and fifty million
tons.  The force of twelve two hundred megaton fusion blasts imparted their
momentum to the holes.  The holes collapsed together into a much more massive
hole.  If left on its own it would have fallen into the center of the planet,
dooming it to eventual collapse.  Fortunately, there was someplace else for it
to go, through the rabbit hole into the other Universe, pulling the mass of
that Cosmos back into itself.  Along with it came most of the force and
radiation of the fusion blasts that had propelled the black holes, the only
thing that save the people in the control room.  The hole closed with a flash,
and a sound much like a scream of anger and agony combined came over the few
sensors that had survived the destruction.


It
took minutes for the people in the control room to come out of their shock,
while the planet around them shook with the vibrations of the explosions and
the collapsing space of the portal.  Lucille stared at the holo that showed the
ruined portal chamber, wrecked at the cost of a half trillion Imperials.  And
a bargain for saving the Universe, she thought.


“Was
that real?” asked Dr. Rodrigue, staggering over to her station.


“It
was real,” agreed Lucille, nodding her head.  “I wish it weren’t.  I thought I
didn’t believe in evil.  Or hell.  And then had both proven to me in one day.”


“Well,
it’s gone now.”


“Is
it?” asked Lucille, looking up at the man.  “It knows we’re here, and it knows
the resonance of our reality.  I’m sure it will be trying to find a way to get
to us.”


“All
the more reason to find somewhere we can run to,” said the senior scientist.


Lucille
looked at the man in horror, knowing that this project would go on.  Maybe to
open a portal into someplace worse than what they had seen today.  Something
that she couldn’t imagine.











A
New Life


 


Even the worlds that had been
settled for centuries still had their dangerous beasts.  Most of the population
is isolated from the wilds, but some hunt those forms for pleasure, the
thrill.  And they must have their guides, so that the hunt doesn’t become
unreasonably hazardous.  On the Core World of New Detroit the idle rich, the
nobility, hunt for trophies, using the skills of the lower class hunt masters
to keep them alive.


 


“Bastards,”
growled Parker Murphy, slamming his hand down hard on the table.


Cornelius
Walborski nodded his head in sympathy while taking a sip of the good beer.  He
was treating this night.  Parker, while he wouldn’t starve, would not have the
discretionary funds for nights out in the near future, if at all.


“You’ll find
something,” he told his friend, raising his hand to get the attention of the
serving robot.  Nothing too good for us workers, he thought as the
machine flashed a light his way, then wheeled off for the bar.  Human servers
were expensive, and one server specialist could run three of the robots, enough
to cover the entire bar.


“How the hell am
I going to find anything,” yelled his friend, attracting stares their way
despite the noise deadening field around their booth.  Noise deadening was the
operative word, not sound proof.  People could still hear them if they talked
loud enough, and a yell seemed to be loud enough.  “Those fucking bastards
control all the work.”


“You won’t
starve at least,” said Jonah Friedmoore, another of Cornelius’s close friends.


“I want more
than to just exist,” hissed Parker, glaring at his friend.  “I want to get
somewhere in life.  Not spend every day looking at the walls of my apartment.”


Cornelius nodded
his head again.  He didn’t know what to say.  The dole allowed people to
exist.  As Jonah had said, you wouldn’t starve, and your medical was covered,
one of your rights as a citizen.  There was even the mind numbing entertainment
of the vid stream, or the online library if you were someone who was into
learning.  But to get ahead you needed a job, and jobs were hard to come by. 
And the jobs were all controlled by...


“Those
bastards,” said Parker again.  “Those greedy, privileged bastards.  I wish I
could get that damned Baron alone somewhere.”


Good luck
with that, thought Walborski.  Nobles had bodyguards, who would take Parker
apart before he could do anything to their precious charge.


Their drinks
came, and Parker downed his in a few moments.  Cornelius signaled for another. 
After all, he had the luxury of two jobs, and his wife another, in a society
where almost half the work force was idle.  If not for the Man in the Loop
accord it would have been worse, but someone needed to oversee all of those
robots that worked the factories and civil maintenance


“There’s always
the Fleet,” said Jonah, whose father had served in the Imperial Navy, a fact he
was sure to let everyone know about, even if he didn’t join himself.


“You’ve got to
have skills to get in the Fleet,” said Parker, grabbing at the next beer that
the serving robot put in front of him.  “Or connections.”


Cornelius was
not sure that was true.  He had always heard that the Fleet trained its
recruits.  But to be away from family?  Parker had a wife, after all.


“Then join the
Imperial Army,” said Jonah, never the most diplomatic of people.


“You join the
fucking Army,” yelled Parker.  “Since you seem to love it so much.  Maybe you
like taking orders from the Baron and people like him.  I think we need to put
assholes like him in their place.”


Cornelius
cringed in his seat.  The Baron was in charge of Windsor City and surroundings,
and was not someone to mess with on his own turf.  Cornelius got his jobs from
the Duke himself, the chief executive of the continent, but it still did no
good to stir up trouble with the noble’s subordinate.  And Katlyn had her job
directly through the Baron’s wife, whose husband also owned the factory
Walborski worked in.


“Hey,” yelled
the bartender, a real live human, walking toward the booth.  “I will have no
talk of treason in my bar.  You understand me, Murphy?  Keep a tight lip on it,
or get out.”


“I’ll say what
the hell I want,” said Parker, standing up and glowering at the bartender, who
was also the bar manager.  Parker picked up his glass and threw it at the
tender, bouncing it off his arm.


“That’s assault,
you asshole,” yelled the bartender back. “I’ll have your ass in jail.”


“And I’ll have
you in a reconstruction tank,” yelled Parker, pushing Jonah out of the way and
going for the bartender.


He can’t be
that drunk, thought Cornelius, grabbing for his friend’s arm and missing.  He
had to have taken something on top of the alcohol.  Not that drugs were
hard to find, legal and illegal.


Parker pushed
the bartender, a man he towered over, hard enough to send the man staggering
back, where he fell over a chair.  Parker headed toward him, bringing a foot
back to kick the man, when he wobbled on his feet, then fell to the floor in a
limp mass.  Cornelius clapped his hands over his ears as the sonics sounded
through the bar.  He felt a little numbness in his body as well, but nothing
like his friend.  He spotted the Copeye robot in a second, floating near the
ceiling, its front end, where the stunner was located, pointed at Parker.


“Let’s get out
of here,” said Jonah, pulling at Cornelius’ arm.


“We’re on the
thing’s memory,” said Cornelius, planting his feet and refusing to budge. 
“They’ll want our statements.  You rather give it to them here, or at home?”


Moments later a
pair of tern faced police officers came walking through the door, big men in
light augmentation armor.  They didn’t move with the grace of the biologically
enhanced.  That was reserved for special units made up of military retirees. 
But their armor gave them an advantage over any regular citizen that might want
to try them.


“And that’s what
happened,” said Cornelius to the officer that took his statement, after Parker
had been removed from the scene.  “Look, he’s not a bad guy.  He lost his job
today, and got a little messed up.”


“And how did he
lose his job?” asked the police officer in a flat voice.


“He made a
comment that the Baron overheard when he was touring the factory Parker worked
at.”


“Teach him to
speak in front of his betters,” said the cop, shaking his head.  He looked
around the bar for a moment, then back at Walborski.  “You can go.  We’ll be in
touch with you if we need more information.”


Cornelius nodded
and walked away.  Moments later he was in his aircar, a luxury that multiple
jobs gave him.  The city was lit up around him, though some of the windows of
the skyscrapers were dark as the people inside went through a sleep cycle.  But
many more were lit.  People on the dole didn’t have to keep regular hours.  He
started to fall asleep himself along the way home, but his car knew the way. 
Windsor wasn’t the largest city on the planet, which didn’t boast the largest
cities in the Empire.  He dreamed one day of visiting Jewel, and see the
capital city of Capitulum, home to over three billion people.  We might just
be able to do that in a couple of years.  He and Katlyn were getting ahead,
and recently they had actually started savings.  Interstellar travel was still
expensive, too much so for most private citizens.  Unless it was a one way trip
to the frontier.


“Katlyn,” he
called out as he entered their apartment, again, something they could afford
with a regular income, a place to be proud of.  Boss Kitty, their four year old
Tom, came at the sound of his voice, meowing like he was scolding Cornelius for
being late to come home.  Probably just wants some food, thought
Cornelius, walking to the kitchen with the cat weaving in and out of his legs.


She must be
in bed, was his next thought, as he pulled a can of cat food from the
cabinet, then emptied it into a frictionless bowl he pulled from the cleaner.  Maybe
we can get a program for the robot that feeds the damned cat.  He shook his
head at that last thought.  Katlyn liked to feed the cat, though she was quick
enough to use the cleaning bot to get rid of the animal’s waste.


Cornelius pulled
a joint of synthicanibus from the lower cabinet and made his way back into the
living room, plopping down on the couch.  With a thought the trivee projector
came on, and he was surrounded in the peaceful scene of a city park, children
playing in a fountain, one of Katlyn’s favorite views. She forgot to reset
it, again, he thought, flipping the surrounding scene to that of a tropical
beach.  He didn’t like the park at all, as it reminded them of what they didn’t
have.  And he had been to that park before, in New Detroit City, and had never
seen that many children around.  Just another lie.


He ran down the
list of entertainments in his mind, rejecting one after another.  He didn’t
want to play a mercenary, or a tough lawman, or any of the other
possibilities.  And none of the canned shows held any interest.  He dismissed
the illusion with a thought and switched to a news channel, one that didn’t
surround him with the immersion of a studio, just replicating the anchor
sitting in 3D at her desk.  Cornelius lit up the mild narcotic and took a puff,
feeling the relaxation flowing through him.  Boss Kitty jumped up beside him,
demanding attention, and Cornelius blew out the smoke while he kneaded the
cat’s shoulder muscles.


I need to get
to bed, he thought, looking at the time stamp over the tridee image.  He
hadn’t slept much the last couple of nights, and even with nanite augmentation,
a body eventually had to have a good night’s sleep.  Getting up, he walked to
the kitchen, picked up the now empty bowl and turning it over the disposal,
letting the last crumbs of food slide off the surface, then putting the bowl
back in the cabinet.


He slid into the
bed next to Katlyn, trying not to disturb her.  She woke up anyway, and turned
over with a sleepy smile on her face.  She’s so beautiful, he thought,
wondering how an average looking guy like himself had gotten together with her,
much less gotten married.  Might be because we had been friends for so many
years.  He had known her since they were toddlers, and just felt
comfortable with her the whole time they were growing up.


“You’re home
late,” she said, putting her arms around her neck.


“Parker lost his
job today,” said Cornelius, running a hand down her arm.


“What happened?”


“He made a
comment about the Baron,” said Cornelius, shaking his head.  “And it got back
to the man himself, when he was touring the plant.”


“The idiot,”
said Katlyn, her hands going to her mouth in shock.  “What the hell was he
thinking?”


“He wasn’t,”
said Cornelius.  Everyone knew in their society not to insult the nobles. 
According to the constitution of the Empire they had equal rights, nobles and
commons.  But the nobles still had privilege, in part due to their position in
the governance of the Empire.   And in part because of their family
interconnections and wealth.  It would be different out on the frontier,
he thought, then remembered that some of those differences could be deadly. 
New Detroit was a core world, and as such was well defended.  “And even worse,”
he said, feeling rage rise in him at the thought of the nobles and what they
could do.  “He got arrested for assault.”


“So he’s totally
ruined his life,” said Katlyn.  “No work for him, doomed to be a Dole Rat for
the rest of his life.”


“At least he
won’t starve,” said Cornelius, knowing that he wouldn’t want to be a Rat
himself.   You didn’t starve, but you also didn’t really live, other than what
you could get vicariously through the trivee.  If you could afford the upgrade
nanites to keep up with the transmission systems.  “And there’s always the
frontier.”


Katlyn shuddered
as he said that and he held her tighter.  “It might be the only way we’re going
to get a reproductive license.  You want a child.”


Katlyn looked up
at him with a tear streaked face.  “I want a half dozen, but I know I’m never
going to get that many.  Can’t your father help us?”


We’ll get a
license to have a child when we’re both over a hundred, thought Cornelius. 
People didn’t get reproductive licenses at a young age on a core world, which
were all at the legal population limit.  Not unless you had some great skill,
like a scientist, or were one of the nobles.  If they were lucky they could
have a child in early middle age, when they reached that hundred year marker. 
His father had been able to have two children, but only because he had the
patronage of the Duke.


“Would the
frontier really be that horrible?” he asked.


“Hold me,” she
said, and she gripped him tight.  He held her, and things progressed until they
were making love.  There was no danger of pregnancy, not while their nanites
were programed to prevent such.


*    
*     *


The factory was
working at full swing when Cornelius reported for his shift.  The robots on two
of the lines were turning out aircars, moving the vehicles from station to
station to have parts added, then nanowelded by a spray of microscopic robots,
leaving not even a mark to show where the new part had been attached.  Men sat
in the booths overlooking the floor, supervising the work robots.  Each could
only watch a maximum of three of the bots at a time because of the Man in the
Loop Accords.   In this factory they only had to watch two, so that they could
maintain the quality control this company demanded.


Not that
these robots are likely to rip themselves out of the floor and grow the
processing power to be a threat, thought Cornelius as he reported to his
booth, nodding at the guy they had hired to take Parker’s place.  Not his
fault, he thought of the new guy, who just seemed happy to have a job. 
Still, Cornelius couldn’t help but feel some resentment for the replacement who
had taken the place of his old friend.


Cornelius sat at
his station and started up his board.  The ticker said he still had five
minutes before his lines started up.  He was in charge of the same two robots
today that he was every day, something that made the job a little boring.  His
would nanoweld and connect the control runs to the lift fans that the newbie’s
robots would lower into place.  He just had to make sure that the robots were
running within parameters, and watch that no mistakes got through his part of
the lines.


The buzzer
beeped and the line started up.  He could look forward to ten hours of watching
aircars rotate in front of him, of his robots performing the same tasks over
and over.  Three days a week he sat here, eating his lunch at the board, not
even taking bathroom breaks, as his nanites were programed to delay bladder
fill while he was at work, only allowing enough fluid out that he could take
care of in his two ten minute breaks.  It was monotonous.  Or it should have
been, except when the bot on the three line started to overheat, and stopped
making all the proper connections.


“Shit,” said
Cornelius, hitting the button that shut down the entire line.  That was
considered  serious action, but he had been at the job long enough to feel
confident that when he did it, it needed to be done.  He shunted his other
robot off to the newbie, whose name he couldn’t even remember.  It was no use
shutting down both lines, and the newbie could watch two robots on line four
while Cornelius looked into the situation.


First he checked
the computer readout for the robot, which told him absolutely nothing about why
it was malfunctioning, other than that the actuator of one of the arms was
hot.  There was nothing for it but to go on the line and give the unit a look. 
If he could fix it he would.  If not, he would call in those who could.


The line was
always noisy.  It was easy to forget while sitting in the insulated booths, but
this was heavy machinery, lifting large parts into place while assembling
vehicles.  It could also be dangerous.  The three line, the one he was
approaching, was still, but he had to walk over the four line to get to it. 
Cornelius could see why robots frightened some people, tales of the revolt
centuries before notwithstanding.  The robots of four line were moving quickly,
and even with built in fail safes they could still snag the unwary.


Cornelius kept a
close eye on four line while he walked three.  Vehicles were still being put
together over there, and the line would assemble hundreds of them in a day. 
Three line was a row of unfinished vehicles that were not going anywhere at the
moment.  He stopped in front of the recalcitrant machine and put his hand on
the arm in question.  It was hot to the touch, and he noticed that a thin line
of smoke was rising from a port.  He stuck a multitool into the port and turned
it, and the arm opened up along the seam that appeared.   And more smoke poured
out of the opening, along with a lick of flames.


What the hell,
thought the man as he saw what looked like an oily rag burning.  With a thought
he tapped into the factory com system and sent a situation report to
management.  It doesn’t look like this problem is going to be easily solved,
he thought.  They could clean up the rag easily, and replace whatever parts
were damaged by the fire.  But this looked like something deliberate, and that
meant this would be investigated, with all the hassle that entailed.  So
much for a quiet day at work, thought Cornelius, knowing that he would be
investigated as well.


*    
*     *


“Would Milady
like another cup of tea?” asked Katlyn, holding a tray with pot, sugar and
cream.  The woman she was questioning, a guest of the Baroness, performed the
difficult task of looking up and looking down her nose at the servant at the
same time.


“Yes, I think I
will,” answered the woman, holding up her cup.


Katlyn put the
tray on the table and picked up the teapot to pour, her eyes glancing at the
baby in the lap of another guest.  The little girl was smiling and laughing,
and waving her pudgy little arms.  And why can’t I have one like you to hold,
thought Katlyn as she poured the tea.  The baby was distracting, and she wasn’t
paying attention to what she was doing.


“You stupid
little whore,” yelled the well-dressed guest as hot tea spilled onto her dress.


Katlyn looked
down in horror, dropping the teapot to land on the carpet.  She scrambled to
get to her knees and picked up the pot, watching the darkening stain of liquid
spread across the fabric.


“I am so sorry,
Marta,” said the Baroness, her cold eyes glaring at the servant who had burned
her guest.


“I am sorry,
ma’am,” said Katlyn, putting the pot back on the tray, then snatching up a
cloth and moving to wipe down the woman’s dress.


“You stay away
from me,” said Marta, knocking Katlyn’s hand away.


“Leave us,
Katlyn,” said the Baroness, pointing at the door to the kitchen.  “Wait for me,
and I will be in to talk to you shortly.  And send Kimberly out to serve us.”


“Yes, ma’am,”
said a dejected Katlyn, picking up the tray and carrying it to the kitchen,
listening as the women talked about how clumsy and stupid she was.  She was
near to tears as she entered the kitchen, but remembered to send a com call to
Kimberly, summoning her to the kitchen.


“What’s wrong?”
asked the other servant as she entered the kitchen and saw the tears on Katlyn’s
face.


“I screwed up,
Kimberly,” said Katlyn, feeling a sense of almost hysteria coming over her.  “I
was paying attention to the baby, and not to what I should be doing, and poured
hot tea on one of the Baroness’ guests.”


“It will be
alright,” said the other woman, putting together another tray.  “Just calm
down, and it will be OK.”


Katlyn could
tell from the expression on Kimberly’s face that the other woman didn’t think
it would be OK.  She was just saying words she thought might calm Katlyn.


Kimberly came in
and out of the kitchen several times over the next hour, while Katlyn sat in a
chair and waited to hear the verdict from the woman who employed her.  It
seemed to take hours, but eventually the Baroness came into the kitchen, her
cold blue eyes fixed on Katlyn like lasers.


“How dare you
injure one of my guests,” she said, walking over to the quickly standing young
woman.


“Was she burned
badly?” asked Katlyn in a panicked voice.


“Nothing that
nanites can’t take care of,” said the Baroness, putting her hands on her hips. 
“That’s not the point, you little common born trash.  You caused distress to my
guests, and I will not have that.  You are no longer in my employ.  You will
leave this house immediately, never to return.”


“Please,” said
Katlyn, dropping to her knees and grasping at the employer’s dress.  “No.  It
won’t happen again.”


“No,” said the
Baroness, taking a step back and glaring down at the girl.  “It will not.  At
least not by you.  There are a thousand girls out there waiting for your position. 
And one of them will have it.  Now leave, before I call security to escort you
out.”   The woman turned and started to walk away, then spun back around on her
heel.  “On second thought, I don’t want you absconding with any of the
silverware.”


A few moments
later a large man in the uniform of a liveried security appeared and dragged a
shocked Katlyn off, adding insult to injury.  She walked in staggering steps to
the nearest bus line and caught the next one to the central station.  She
stared straight ahead the entire trip, not even taking in the scenery from on
high like she normally did.  What am I going to tell Cornelius? she
thought.  They would still do well enough on his income, but she wanted to feel
like she was contributing to their progress up the financial ladder.  Now she
was to be relegated to the role of stay at home housewife, and without even any
children to look after.  She cried her way to the central station, and then on
the elevated train home, where she sat in the living room and cried some more,
waiting for her husband to come back from work.


*    
*     *


“And then they
escorted me from the manor like a common criminal,” stammered a crying Katlyn
as Cornelius held her in his arms.


Bastards,
he thought of the people who had caused her such trauma.  And all because she
made a simple mistake, spilling some tea on her betters.  Betters, he
thought with a flare of anger.  As if any of those people are actually
better than we are.  Cornelius knew he had above average intelligence.  He had
been tested back in primary school.  But a commoner needed much more than above
average to compete with the nobles for the slots needed for higher education,
at least on New Detroit.  Maybe if we were on Jewel, or a University rich
planet like Avalon.  It was said that even those with slightly above
average intelligence scores could attend a University on those planets, if they
had the proper work ethic.


He wiped a tear
away from Katlyn’s face, looking into the eyes of the woman he loved.  So
she’s not as bright as some, he thought, studying her classically beautiful
features.  That’s alright.  I’m here to do the thinking for us.  “Look. 
I’ll talk to my father and see what he can do.  He has the ear of the Duke,
after all.  So what’s the word of some damned Baroness?”


“You really
think he’ll be able to do anything?” she asked, sniffling.


Hell no,
thought her husband, nodding his head.  You’re not important enough.  “Of
course.  Look what he did for me.”


Katlyn’s eyes
unfocused for a moment, the sign that she was accessing some information. “Your
sister will be here in an hour,” she said, standing up from the couch. 
“And I don’t have anything prepared.”


“You get cleaned
up,” said Cornelius, giving her a quick hug.  “I’ll order a delivery.”  As the
last word left his mouth he jacked into the local net and looked over the menus
of the local delivery joints.  With another thought he ordered Chinese and
authorized a debit from his account.


“You look
beautiful,” he told his sister as she walked in the doorway with her husband an
hour later.  Natasha did look beautiful, with a glow to her face he had never
before seen.  Her husband, Larry, alternated between smiles and an expression
of worry.


Natasha took off
her coat, and even in the baggy clothing she was wearing it was obvious that
she had gained weight, most of it…


“Are you
pregnant?” asked Katlyn after hugging Natasha, then holding her back with hands
on the other woman’s arms.


“I am,” said
Natasha with a smile, her eyes taking on the worried look of a caged animal.


“How did you
guys get a reproduction license?” asked Cornelius, suspicion raising its ugly
head.  “You’re younger than I am, Larry, and I’m looking at slim to none
chances.”


“We, we didn’t
get a license,” said Larry in a hushed voice, as if afraid that he would be
overheard.  “I had a friend who reprogramed our nanites.  Made us both
fertile.  And then, it was just God’s will, and nature.”


“Are you fucking
crazy?” yelled Walborski, fear and anger warring with each other in his
feelings.  “How in the hell did you expect to get away with that?  What were
you thinking?”


“We wanted a
baby,” said Natasha, as if that answered everything.


“We decided to
trust in God,” said Larry, looking upwards.  “He will see us through this.”


“Christ,” cursed
Cornelius, looking at the idiot his sister had married.  He turned his glare on
his sister. “And how is God going to hide the fact that you are pregnant?  Or
the child, after you give birth, if it goes that far?”


“God will
protect us,” said Larry, trying to smile.


And you’re
still freaked out about what’s going to happen, thought Cornelius.  Despite
your assurances that your God will take care of you.


“Why don’t we
eat?” said Katlyn, gesturing toward the dining room, where the Chinese delivery
was laid out.


Yeah, why don’t
we, thought Cornelius.  A last good meal for my sister and
brother-in-law. 


The meal was
mostly eaten in silence.  Cornelius kept staring at Larry, blaming him for
everything that was about to happen to his sister.  If they’re lucky they’ll
just get a forced abortion, and a maybe some incarceration time in a work
camp.  That didn’t happen very often.  There was always the possibility of
mind wipe, and his sister would not know him, and he would really not know her,
only her physical appearance.


“How in the hell
could they do that?” he complained to Katlyn after their guests had left. 
“What were they thinking?”


“That they
wanted a child,” said Katlyn with a faraway look.  “Just like most of us.”


“It’s against
the law.  We are living on a population controlled planet.  People just can’t
have unlimited children, unless we want the overcrowding they were said to have
had on old Earth.  I for one like some wilderness area to roam around in.”


“And you only
get that because of your father,” said Katlyn in an angry voice.  “The rest of
us have to make do with the parklands they allow us common folk to use.”


“It’s a job,
honey,” said Cornelius, feeling a bit put off by her accusation that he was
privileged to hunt the wilderness, something the average citizen couldn’t.  “It
pays for things like this apartment, and our aircar.  I had nothing to do with
being the child of a gamekeeper.”


Katlyn got up
from the couch, glared down at him with a pout, and stomped away to the
bedroom.  Dammit, thought Cornelius, ordering the trivee on with a
thought.  I just can’t win today.  He knew he would have to watch some
of the vee, and let Katlyn fall asleep.  Otherwise, he would have to endure the
tense silence of her lying with her back to him.  So he sat and steamed, while
the trivee recreated the scene of a popular comedy, something he was not the
least bit interested in.


*    
*     *


Cornelius walked
slowly through the forest, placing his feet with care, trying to move like a
shadow.  The birds, or what passed for birds on New Detroit, sang, croaked and
twittered from the trees.  At times they would go silent, and the crunching of
heavy footfalls would come to his ears.  Damned tenderfeet, he thought
of the nobles he was leading through the forest.  They were here at the invitation
of the Duke to hunt this planet’s version of big game.  And big it was.  Today
there were on the trail of a five ton carnivore that was this planet’s prime
predator.  And it was his job to get them a kill without losing any of the
idiots along the way.


And if they
keep making so much noise we’ll be lucky if we don’t see any King Tigers.  And
if we’re unlucky, one of the noble assholes will become food for the beast.


Up ahead was the
small river that watered this acreage of the forest.  The watering point for
the herbivores, and therefore the prime hunting ground of the carnivores. 
Cornelius spotted the blind that was his favorite in this area.  It was masked
with native scents, sprayed earlier by other foresters working for the Duke. 
Today’s prey would not smell them if they reached the blind without notice,
which was what he was worried about.  Kings had a great sense of hearing, and
every kind of sound masker tried had just ended up attracting their attention.


Cornelius
settled himself into the blind and looked through the scope on his particle
beam rifle.  His was the only military class weapon out here.  The rest of the
hunters were here to bring home trophies, and a beam weapon didn’t leave a good
hide.  But someone had to be ready for the unthinkable, to save the hides of
the rich bastards if one of them made a critical error.


The three men he
was leading settled into the blind, setting their rifles on the edge and
looking through their scopes.  Two of the men, a balding fat man and a thin as
a rail elder, were clumsy in their movements.  The third handled himself and
his weapon with quiet efficiency.  The Marine, thought Cornelius,
nodding at that man with approval.  He was a distant cousin of the Duke, and a
serving captain in the Imperial Marines.  And the only one to treat Cornelius
or his father like they were actual human beings.


[Only fire at
the ones I designate as targets] sent Cornelius over the com link.  The Captain
acknowledged immediately.  The other two stared at him like he was a pack
animal that had just learned to talk.


And then they
waited.  Several herbivores, from delicate antelope like beasts to plodding
armored things that weighed twelve tons, appeared at the river bank to drink. 
The bald man raised his rifle to shoot at one of the later, and Cornelius
grabbed his barrel and pushed it down.


“How dare you,
you common pig,” said the fat man.


[We’re here to
get Kings] he sent over the circuit. [If you want a Parson’s Rhino, then by all
means we’ll take you on a hunt for one.   But these other gentlemen are here
for Kings.]


[Ease up,
Humphrey] sent the Marine, putting a hand on the fat man’s arm and squeezing
until the other guy groaned.  [I want a King.  And I won’t hesitate to mount
your fat hide on my wall if I don’t get one.]


Humphrey nodded
his head, and the waiting began.  Eventually something rustled the bushes, and
a heavy dark form came loping out of the foliage.  It stopped, crouched down on
its six legs, while its ears moved independently to scan the area.  Its striped
coat of purple and red moved with the play of muscles.  Cornelius admired the
animal as it bent down to drink, knowing that this was not one they were
after.  It’s still a baby, he thought of the six hundred pound beast.  Which
means momma and the others are around here somewhere.  He didn’t want them
to shoot a baby, or a mother that was still taking care of the young and
teaching them to hunt.  This one was more independent than his littermates, and
had come on ahead.  He scanned the jungle up from the river, hoping that a big
male would appear.  Kings hunted in prides, and where there were young, there
were sure to be adults.


The young King
at the river howled, and Cornelius swung his rifle to get a look at it in his
scope.  The animal was falling to its knees, blue tinted blood staining its
beautiful coat.


“I told you not
to shoot at anything I didn’t designate as a target,” he said, pulling the
rifle out of the fat man’s hands.


“But it was
standing right there, you low born ape,” growled the man.


“It was a juvenile,”
said Cornelius, staring into the man’s eyes without flinching, making the noble
recoil.  “They are protected by law.”


“It looked big
enough to me,” said the man, looking down.


“Look out,”
yelled the tall thin man, and Cornelius turned in time to see an enormous
female King Tiger come running at the blind.  He quickly got behind his rifle
and pulled the trigger, sending a dark red beam into the jungle.  A tree
exploded from a hit, and the guide pulled the beam into the carnivore.  With an
explosion of flesh and blood the beast went down.


“That was the
momma,” said Cornelius, glaring back at Humphrey.  “The daddy will be out there
as well, and now he will be hunting us.”


“So if we shot
him wouldn’t she hunt us?” asked the thin man.


“It doesn’t work
that way.  If we killed the male the mother would have run off with the young
to protect them.  That’s her instincts.  But the male will seek revenge for his
mate, that’s the way he’s wired.”


“So what do we
do?” asked Humphrey, his face a mask of fear.


“We stay put,
and wait for the air rescue car to come to us.  And hope maybe the male does
something stupid, and puts himself in our sights.”


“Is he likely to
do that?” asked the Marine Captain.


“Not really,”
said Cornelius, shaking his head.  “He’s most likely waiting out there in the
jungle for us to come to him.  He saw what happened to his mate, or at least
what remains of her.  He knows what we can do, and will try not to attack where
we can get a shot at him.”


“How smart are
these things anyway?” asked the Marine, the only one who seemed to be keeping
his head.


“Not as smart as
us.  But a lot smarter than your house cat.  They can reason enough to make
them dangerous.”


So they waited,
until the com came in from the rescue craft, which put down in the small
clearing near the river.  The door gunner kept the other side of the clearing
covered while Cornelius led his charges to the car.  They were almost there
when a roar erupted from the jungle and five tons of angry male King Tiger came
charging out.  Cornelius tried to get his weapon around in time, realizing that
he wasn’t going to make it, and the animal was headed right for him.  The crack
of a hypersonic pellet sounded, and the beast staggered, then fell as another
round struck it in the center of its chest.  The carnivore fell, and Cornelius
turned to see the Marine Captain standing in a shooter's stance, his mag rifle
to his shoulder.


“That was great
shooting, my Lord,” he said to the noble.  “And thank you.”


“At least we
have our trophy,” said the Captain, looking over at the other two nobles.  “Or
at least I have mine.”


On the ride back
to the manor the other nobles stared at Cornelius with hostile looks, and he
heard whispers about how they were going to complain about the hunt, and how
the gamekeeper had bungled it.


“And I will tell
my cousin that you fools almost ruined it for us all,” said the Captain,
smiling at Cornelius.  “I had a marvelous time, and I will name you both
cowards if you say anything at all.”


The rest of the
flight was in total silence, and Cornelius realized that not all nobles were
bad after all.  Just the majority.


*    
*     *


“So what the
hell do you think I had to do with it?” asked Cornelius, looking across the
table at the three interrogators, one from the factory management, one from the
police, and one from the Baron himself.


“Directly,” said
the Baron’s man, “nothing.  But we understand that Parker Murphy was not only
your line mate, but your friend as well.  And that you were there the night he
talked about getting back at the Baron.”


“He didn’t say
he wanted to get back at the Baron,” said Cornelius.  “He called the people
over him bastards, but he never said he was out for revenge.”


“And you didn’t
think to tell anyone about the incident at the bar?” asked the detective.


“You all
arrested him,” said Cornelius, trying to keep his voice calm.  “I would think
you would know what he said.  I gave a statement to your men.”


“But you didn’t
tell us,” said the manager, pointing his finger at Cornelius.  “We might have
been able to prevent the sabotage if we had been given advanced warning.”


“What did you
want me to do?  He didn’t work here anymore, and he didn’t make any direct
threats.  This is a free society, or at least I thought it was, and we are free
to speak our minds.”


“Do you like
working here?” asked the manager.  “Any complaints you would like to voice?”


And lose my
job, thought Cornelius, shaking his head.  Not me.  “I have no
complaints.  You have been very good to me.”


“And have you
had any contact with Mr. Murphy since that night?” asked the detective.


“None,” said
Cornelius, knowing he was telling the truth, but still nervous under the
scrutiny of the other men.


“It would be a
good idea if you kept your distance from Mr. Murphy,” said the Baron’s man. 
“That’s all.  We’ll call you in if we need to talk with you some more.”


Cornelius walked
out of the room with mixed feelings, fear and anger.  This was supposed to be a
free society, where people could live their lives as they liked.  But it’s a
lie.  Live like a free man and they can slap you down.  Maybe not legally, but
they control the economy.  Maybe it’s not such a bad idea, leaving the core
worlds and going to the frontier.


An incoming call
chirped on Cornelius’ link as he was flying home.  The connection showed him
his father as on the line.  Wonder what he wants.  I’m going to see him in a
few days anyway.  Hope the hunt isn’t off.  “Hey, dad.  What’s going on?”


“I have some bad
news, Cornelius,” said the sad voice of his father.  “It’s your sister.


“What happened
to her?” asked Cornelius with a sinking feeling.  She got caught, her and
Larry.  How the hell did they think they could get away with it.


“The police came
for her today at her job,” said his father.  “And Larry as well.  They were
arrested for illegal procreation.”


“Do you know
what’s going to happen?”


“I don’t know,
son,” said the elder Walborski.  “I’ve contacted a lawyer, but what he told me
really doesn’t get my hopes up.”


“Mind wipe,”
said Cornelius in a quiet voice.


“We can hope
not, but I’m afraid that’s a possibility.”


“Are you still
going to do the hunt?”


“I’m obligated
to it,” said his father.  “If you want to bow out, that’s fine.  I can get
another man to help.”


“No,” he said,
shaking his head, then looking at the cityscape passing below.  “Katlyn lost
her job with the Baroness, and I need to make up that loss.”


“Why didn’t you
tell me?” asked his dad.


“Was there
anything you could have done about it?”


“Maybe,” said
his dad quickly.  “Probably not.  I don’t know.  Did the Baroness say she was
going to blackball her.”


“That was the
impression I got, dad.”


“Then probably
not.  At least not at the moment.  Give me a little time and I might be able to
get her on with someone else.”


The next day his
father got in touch with him again, and gave Cornelius the news he had been
dreading.


“Mind wipe,”
said his father in a hushed voice.  “She’s gone to us.”


“Didn’t take
them long, did it?” said Cornelius in a growl.


“The evidence
was irrefutable,” said his father with a sob.  “She was pregnant, and there was
only one way that could have happened.  So they aborted the baby and took away
her memories, and those of Larry.  We’ve lost her, son.  The body is still
alive, but there is nothing there that connects her to us.  I’m glad your
mother isn’t here to see this.”


And I wish
she was, thought Cornelius.  Mom had died years ago, in an aircar accident
that hadn’t left enough of her around to reconstruct, unless they resorted to
cloning, which, of course, was highly illegal.  Cornelius still missed her
terribly, as he was sure his father still did, as he had not sought any kind of
female company since her death.  But his father also had a point.  The sentence
would have ripped the heart out of their mother.  Mind wiped offenders were
given new personalities, with new lives, and families were not permitted to
have contact with them.


Katlyn took it
no better than he did.  “It was a stupid thing to do,” she said, tears in her
eyes.  “But to kill her like that.  And the baby.”


“If they let
anyone get away with it, they wouldn’t be able to stop unlicensed
reproduction.”


“You sound like
you’re defending the assholes,” yelled Katlyn, glaring.


“I’m not
defending them.  Hell, they just took my sister away from me.  I’m just saying
how things are, and how they will stay, as long as we remain here.”


“Your poor
father.  God, what he must be going through.”


And she
didn’t take the hint about remaining here.  Maybe we need to pack up and move
to the frontier.  Hell, the Fleet protects it, and there are troops on every
planet.  Maybe not as many as here, but enough to keep the pirates away, and
that’s really the only worry we would have out there.  “Have you thought
about leaving New Detroit?” he asked her.


“Not really. 
Maybe for a developing world.  At least they have some civilization.”


And a couple
of hundred million people who have already gotten all the good stuff.  “We
would do better on a frontier world.  Get some land, turn it into more land. 
Maybe even be rich someday, and have lots of kids.”


“And I heard
that frontier worlds are dangerous,” said Katlyn.  “Almost no medical
facilities, and everyone walks around with guns.  No, I want no part of them.”


After Katlyn
went to bed Cornelius tapped into the net and routed some vids to the trivee,
letting it immerse him in another world.  He started with a map of the Empire,
looking at how the worlds were situated.   Of course the center of it all was
the Supersystem, the eight stars in orbit around a black hole, each with two or
more habitable worlds.  And all with the same restrictions as New Detroit.  
And out from it in a globe to two hundred light years, the core worlds,
ninety-eight worlds in the same class as New Detroit, all populated to the
legal limit.  And out from them, the twelve sectors, all of them with some
contact with an alien polity.  Sectors I and IV with the least contact, meaning
they were also the least likely to be invaded.  And ten thousand developed,
developing and frontier worlds in those sectors, with more being opened all the
time, or terraformed to be compatible with human habitation.


Next he scanned
down a list of frontier planets in sector IV, looking for those with low enough
population that they would be considered true pioneers.  One on the list caught
his eye, a world with less than a hundred fifty thousand inhabitants, that had
been colonized for about thirty years.  So they know enough about it that
there shouldn’t be any surprises.  And it’s on the short list of planets under
consideration for a Fleet base, which means more security than most frontier
worlds.   Sestius IV.  Doesn’t even have an Archduke yet, only an appointed
Governor.


He linked into
the trivee and let a vid of the planet fill his room.  The small city loomed
ahead, then the farmlands around it, with actual livestock.  Real food, he
thought.  Not just tank grown protein and factory processed vegetables. 
The vid moved out, and he was surrounded by a lush jungle, then a plane, with
massive creatures grazing on the grass like ground covering or the trees at the
edge of the open area.


He finally
delinked after what seemed like mere minutes, before he realized that hours had
gone by.  I don’t have to work tomorrow, he thought, remembering the
images he had been immersed in.  And that place doesn’t look so bad,
especially if it becomes a Fleet base.  Now, I just need to talk Katlyn into
it.


*    
*     *


This day they
were hunting bigger game, the twelve ton Hexa-Buffalo, the beasts that were one
of the reasons the King Tigers grew so big.  A lot of people thought herbivores
were the gentler animals, spending their days as they did cropping grass or
watching for predators.  Cornelius knew better.  He had hunted these beasts
before, and if given his choice he would rather have gone after the tigers any
day.  Again he carried a military grade particle beam rifle, an emergency
weapon for the possibility that one of the noble born asses might botch his
shot.


“You be careful
out there,” his father had told him before the party split up, his father with
the other men who would approach from downwind, using their scent to move the
herd in the direction of the shooters.


“You too,” said
Cornelius, giving his dad a hug.  He was the last family that the young man
had, or at least the last genetic relation that actually knew who he was.


Humphrey was on this
hunt, still wanting that big trophy head to mount in a study, so he could lie
to his friends about how brave he was.  There were two other nobles, including
the Duke himself.  Cornelius knew that the Duke was a skilled hunter who could
be depended on to stand his ground and make a good shot.  Still, he wished the
Marine Captain was taking the place of either Humphrey or the other noble, a
young man whose frightened eyes tried to look everywhere at once.


“There they
are,” whispered the Duke, coming up beside Cornelius.  He nodded back, having
already spotted the herd, including a magnificent bull, as large as any that
the young man had ever seen.


“Who takes the
first shot, my Lord?” asked Cornelius, watching as the herd began to move their
way with a lowing sound.


“Let Baronet
Kroger have it,” said the Duke, motioning at Humphrey, who was looking wide
eyed at the large animals, sweat pouring down his face.


“Yes, my Lord.” 
Cornelius made his way over to the Baronet, then motioned for the man to squat
down while he went to a knee.  “That big bull is yours, my Lord.  Make sure
your weapon is set to maximum accel, and only fire when I tell you.”


“I know what I
am doing,” said the fat man.  “Don’t tell your betters what they must do.”


“Again, my
Lord.  Only fire when I tell you to.  Those are the Duke’s orders, not mine. 
If you have a problem with them, I will ask him to come over and tell you
himself.”


“Insolent
swine,” whispered the man, trying to look fierce as he turned his eyes on
Cornelius, and only managing to look scared.


“Here he comes,”
whispered Cornelius, looking over his own scope at the big male.  He’s
fifteen tons if he’s a kilo, he thought.  Too good a trophy for this
bastard.  And I don’t want him too close, in case this son of a bitch doesn’t bring
him down.  “Fire,” he said to the Baronet.  Nothing happened, and he saw
the big bull tearing at the grass with all six hooves, then start trotting
their way.  “Fire, damn you,” yelled Cornelius, taking his eye off his scope
and glaring over at the noble.


Humphrey pulled
the trigger, and Cornelius knew something was wrong by the way the rifle
recoiled.  It was a high end hunting rifle, and had grabber units built into it
to take up some of the recoil, but still should have pushed the man back more
than it did.  The man fired again, and the rifle again barely bucked.


“What the hell
did you do?” yelled Cornelius, pulling the rifle hard out of the man’s hands. 
He looked in disbelief at the velocity setting, which was the minimum the rifle
was able to send a shot down range.


Another round
cracked by at high velocity, and Cornelius looked up and out to see a cow by
the bull go down to her knees, while the bull and the rest of the herd turned
tail and took off at a run.  More shots, and some other beasts were hit, none
hard enough to bring down.  Cornelius brought up his weapon and tried to get a
shot at the bull who was leading the herd toward his father.  But there was too
much dust, too many other darting forms.  He took a shot and killed a smaller
bull, but only a kill of the dominant male could stop them from the charge.


“Goddammit,” he
yelled, jumping up and running after the herd, fearing the worst.  The herd
charged to the wood line and in, taking cover, all but the dominant bull, which
was stomping and ramming his horns into something on the ground.


“Good God, no,”
yelled Cornelius, seeing his father’s rifle on the ground near the bloody mess
that in no way resembled a human being.  He brought his rifle up and shot the
bull, a narrow beam that burned a hole through the hindquarters and out the
chest, dropping the beast.  He stumbled up to look down on the bloody meat,
splintered bones, and torn rags that had been his father, tears rolling down
his cheeks.  The other men in the beating party gathered around, looks of
disbelief on their faces.  The elder Walborski had been a fixture of the hunts
for decades, and to be taken in such a manner was beyond comprehension.


The Duke and the
other men came up a minute later.  The Duke looked like he was about to cry as
well.  But Baronet Kroger only had eyes for the big bull.  “My trophy,” said
the man, all smiles.  “He will look fine mounted on my study wall.”


Cornelius
turned, grief becoming rage in a second.  He walked over to the man and slammed
his fist into the fat face, knocking the Baronet to the ground.  “This was your
fault,” he screamed at the man.  “If you had checked your rifle and made sure
that it was set right, this bull would have been killed.  But you didn’t have
the brains for that, you stupid son of a bitch.  I’m going to…”


Cornelius
stepped forward, then brought his other leg back for a kick.  Two of the
beaters grabbed his arms and held him back, while the Baronet held his hands
over his face, trying to protect himself.


“Calm down son,”
said the Duke, putting a hand on Cornelius’ shoulder.  “This is a tragedy, but
it will do you no good to get violent.”


“I will have you
thrown in jail,” yelled the Baronet, pushing himself up to a sitting position. 
“You assaulted me, and I will see that you serve time in a labor camp.”


Cornelius pulled
at the men holding his arms, but they were strong and would not give him an
inch.


“Go home,
Cornelius,” said the Duke, patting him on the shoulder.  “I will make sure that
your father’s remains are brought in for cremation.”


“I want him
arrested, now,” yelled Kroger, getting to his feet.


“Don’t worry
about jail,” said the Duke.  “You’ve been through enough.”


Cornelius nodded
and walked away, still steaming inside with a murderous rage.  Someday I’ll
see that son of a whore by himself, and he’ll die.  Even as he thought that
he knew it would never happen.  Men like Kroger, the privileged, were always
protected.  The best he could hope for was to be stunned by security and taken
to jail.


*    
*     *


“You no longer
work here,” said the shift leader as Walborski tried to go to his station.


“What do you
mean?” asked Cornelius in shock.  He had taken a couple of shifts off to attend
his father’s funeral, then set his dad’s affairs in order.  But that was all
according to company policy, and had been approved ahead of time.


“I’m not really
sure what happened, Walborski,” said the shift leader.  “It came down from
management that you were no longer to be allowed on the line.  I guess that
means you were terminated.”


“Terminated?”
said Walborski, still in shocked disbelief.


“I am really
sorry, Walborski,” said the foreman, shaking his head.  “It’s not up to me,
and,  I guess I shouldn’t say anymore.”  The foreman turned away, still shaking
his head.


He’s worried
that he might lose his job, thought Cornelius as he turned away.  And I
really can’t blame him.  This isn’t a free society.  We’re only free to cut our
own throats with our actions.


Later he tried
to get in touch with the Duke, but was turned away.  Calls to the employment
services did no better, and he soon found that he was not employable on this
planet.  And then all the money in his and his father’s accounts disappeared,
and he knew that the enemy he had made on that hunt was getting him, and he had
no way to get back at the Noble bastard.


*    
*     *


“What’s wrong?”
asked Cornelius as he came in the door of the apartment and saw Katlyn sitting
on the couch, crying, the big cat in her lap.  He had been fruitlessly
searching for a job, taking public transport now that the aircar was gone.  And
the answer had been the same at every venue.  He had the skills that robotics
factories were looking for, but he had a black mark on his record.


“The apartment
manager informed me that we have to move out by the end of the week,” said his
wife, tears rolling down her face.  “What are we going to do?”


“I don’t know. 
It looks like I’m sunk on this world.  All I have to look forward to is a life
on the dole.”


He thought for a
moment and looked at his wife.  “I’ll give you a divorce if you want.  So you
can find, you know, someone with some prospects.”


Katlyn stood up
and put her arms around him.  “I don’t want someone with prospects.  I want
you.”


“Then I don’t
think we can stay here,” he said, looking into her eyes.  “I wouldn’t be satisfied
just existing.”


“And where would
we go?”


“To the
frontier,” he said, a smile crossing his face.  “To the land of opportunity. 
What say we give it a try.  How would you like to become a Marquise?”


“I’ll go
anywhere you do,” she said, sitting back down and stroking the cat.  “As long
as we can find Big Tom here a good home before we go.”


*    
*     *


The freighter
didn’t look like much, even to someone who had never been in space before.  It
was a hyper V tramp, thought to be good enough to haul prospective colonists to
sector transshipment points, where they could be loaded up on other ships to
get to their final destinations.


Cornelius could
tell that Katlyn was terrified as she looked at the cryo chamber that was to be
her resting place for the next four and a half months.  It would be transferred
to another ship with her in it.


“I’ll hold your
hand while they put you under,” he said, holding her.  “And I’ll be there when
they wake you.  Look, it’s got to be better than spending a third of a year sitting
in cramped quarters for the voyage out.”


“It’s OK,” she
said, in a voice that told him it was anything but.  “Help me into the thing.”


That looks
like a coffin, he thought as he helped her to step into it.  Medical staff
started to attach sensors and push tubes into her veins, while he stood over
her holding her hand.  Before he knew it she was unconscious.


“We find it
better to put them under as soon as possible,” said one of the techs, while
another pumped nanites into her body.  Cornelius knew they would scour her
cells of ice crystals before she came out of cryo, and repair any damage caused
by freezing.  Then the lid was lowered and sealed, and his wife was quick
frozen while he looked on with some anxiety.


“Look,” said the
tech who had been talking to him.  “This is old, tried and true tech.  The
founders used it for a thousand years to come into this space, without a loss. 
Well, maybe closer to five hundred years ship time with dilation.  But the
point is that it works, and works well.  And we’ve improved it in the last
thousand years.  So your wife and you will awake in a new system.”


“You been out to
the frontier?” asked Cornelius as he climbed into his chamber, sitting next to
Katlyn’s.


“A dozen times,”
said the tech.  “I really prefer it to the core worlds.  Tens more years of
this and I plan to start a new life out there as well.”


“A new life,”
said Cornelius as the needles were inserted into his arms.  Then the world
faded and he knew no more.


“What happened?”
he asked a different tech as his eyes opened.  “What went wrong?”


“Nothing,” said
the tech.  “You’re going to be a little disoriented for a bit.  But you’re
here, at your destination.  We’re about ready to wake your wife.”


Cornelius sat up
in his cryo box and tried to get out.  “Take it easy,” said the tech, putting
his hand on Cornelius’ chest.


“I promised my
wife I would be there when she came to,” said Cornelius, pushing the hand away
and climbing out of the box.  He staggered over to the next box and looked down
on his wife, still undergoing the process of reawakening.  He stood over her
till her eyes fluttered, then opened.  She saw him and focused, a smile
touching her lips.


“We made it,
honey,” he said, grasping her hand.


The flight to
the surface was bumpy, in an old shuttle that had seen better days.  They
walked out onto a tarmac that was relatively unscared.  A flock of flying
creatures, not birds, flew overhead, and they looked up, then started walking
to the terminal.


“We made it,”
said Cornelius, squeezing Katlyn’s hand.  “We made it.”


“To our new
life,” she said, looking into his eyes.  “And a family.  As soon as we can, I
want to start a family.”


“I can do that,”
said Cornelius with a laugh.  “It will definitely be my pleasure.”
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Sometimes the beasts of the frontier
are sentient, though no less violent than those who hunt and kill on instinct
alone.  Some are large and deadly, though their tech allows them to control
weapons larger and deadlier still.  But they are not indestructible, and brave
men and women, even when equipped with inferior weapons, are sometimes able to
become the hunters.


 


 


Two thousand
years before, humankind began to reach for the stars, using the dimension of
subspace to plant colonies on nearby worlds.  Then came the Ca’cadasans, an
Empire that had existed for thousands of years, conquering all that was in
their path.  The humans were to be the next conquest, until they had committed
an unforgivable sin, the killing of the heir to the Emperor by a rogue human
when he landed with the ground force to accept the surrender of a colony.  The
human species were declared anathema, to be wiped out, their genetic heritage
destroyed to the last microbe.  The humans lost every battle, the Ca’cadasans
possessing not just the larger navy, but tech more advanced by thousands of
years.  The humans sent out a number of refugee ships, the Exodus class, to
save humankind by reestablishing them at other locations through the Galaxy. 
Only one ship was known to escape, using the more primitive technology of subspace,
which the Ca’cadasans had abandoned millennia before in favor of the faster
dimensions of hyperspace.


Moving from
the Orion sub arm to the Perseus, on a trip of a thousand years and ten
thousand light years, the lone surviving Exodus vessel, crewed by the great
grandchildren of the original crew, finally reached what seemed like the
perfect place to settle.  Unfortunately, it is also the home region to a number
of species who were bootstrapped into space by an extinct race known as the
ancients.  The human race soon found itself fighting a series of wars.  To lose
one would mean the enslavement of the species, so they cannot afford to lose. 
After a thousand years the New Terran Empire has grown to become the dominant
species in the region.  They have strong enemies and stronger friends
surrounding them, and the future looks bright for the human race.


Only then the
Ca’cadasans, still expanding, found the hated humans.  But these humans are
only twenty years behind in technology, and actually their superior in some. 
The humans have been the victors of countless wars, while the conquerors have
rolled over one less advanced civilization after another.  The war of
extermination is on, the larger Empire against that of the smaller, consummate
warriors.  And the battle rages across hundreds of light years and a thousand
systems, while billions go into the long night.


*     *     *


The twenty five
million ton behemoth sent a surge of gravitons ahead and opened a hole into the
lower dimension of hyper VI.  The battleship slipped through the opening into a
dimension that was no less deadly to its existence than the one it was
leaving.  Antimatter reactors powered down as it entered the new space, no
longer needing the energy to switch dimensions, or the shielding needed to
exist in hyper VII.  It still needed power, a little less than a quarter that
necessary for existence in the higher dimension.


“We will arrive
at the final hyper barrier in two hours,” said the Astrogator, four hands on
his board, looking back at the big male who occupied the commander’s seat.  The
bridge was large enough to give each of the large, territorial aliens his own
space.  The officer’s reddish eyes squinted in the harsh blue light of the
bridge, a remnant of the home environment that most of the males had never
lived in.


The Captain
grunted and looked at the tactical holo that showed him nothing.  Just the star
and his ship.  He would know nothing else about the system until he entered
normal space at the edge of the hyper barrier.  It’s supposed to be a
relatively weak system, thought the Captain, thinking back to his
brief.  Not many humans, not much in the way of defense.  The reason the Great
Admiral had made the decision to send one ship, even if it was one of the
Ca’cadasan’s largest capital vessels.  The planet wasn’t important in and of
itself, but it was the home of humans.  And so it needed to be visited, and
those humans eliminated.


“I want all
weapons powered up and all tubes loaded,” said the Captain, looking at his
Weapons’ Officer.  “And keep a close watch behind.  Remember, they like to hang
out at the barrier and catch ships coming in.”


“They can’t have
more than one of their cruisers there,” said the Weapons’ Officer with a sneer.


“And a cruiser
can still put a particle beam and some lasers up our ass,” said the Captain,
pointing the index finger of his lower right hand at the other officer.  “And
one of their missiles can do serious harm to us.  So keep a close watch. 
Anything out of the ordinary, any blip on the sensors, and you are to fire.”


The admonished
male gave a head shake of acknowledgement, scratching a horn with nervous
energy, then looked back at his board, anything to remove the gaze of his
captain.


“Everybody, stay
alert,” ordered the Captain.  “And we’ll accomplish the mission, and get back
to the fleet.”  He left the last part unsaid.  They would have rewards, both
from the tasty meat of the humans, and honors from command.


*     *     *


“We have a
translation, from the hyper VII dimension down to VI,” called out the Sensor
Tech, a Petty Officer manning the station.


“Ours, or
theirs?” asked Lt. Commander Cinda Klerk, watching the tactical holo and
dreading the answer.  She was not a large woman, in fact, the captain’s chair
still felt too big when she sat in it.  And she had the kind of face that
attracted men, which she saw as a detriment to her career, not letting her fit
the image of the warrior woman.


“Theirs,”
answered the PO, a look of anxiety, no, fear showing on his face.  “And it’s a
big one.  Twenty million tons or more.”


It would be,
thought the captain of the HIMS Joel Schumacher, one of the only two
hyper capable warships in the system.  She was the largest ship assigned to the
Compton system.  There were two more ships, both non-hyper vessels of similar
class.  Schumacher was the most massive of the three ships due to her
carrying the extra mass of a hyperdrive.  At a hundred thousand tons she was
not the smallest hyper capable vessel in the Imperial Fleet.  The couriers and
fast attack ships were much smaller, as were attack fighters, though only the
fast messengers were capable of reaching hyperspace on their own.  Still, they
were facing the prospect of a visit by a twenty five million ton battleship,
over two hundred and fifty times her own mass.


And we’re
more suited to going head to head with pirates, thought the Lt. Commander. 
That was exactly what her ship had been envisioned to take on, either hunting
them, or protecting merchant traffic.  It was ludicrous at best to station her
in a system as defense against an opponent whose smallest warship was in the
six hundred thousand ton range.  Especially with the special orders that came
down from the Emperor himself.


Cinda pulled up
a side holo and stared at the comp representation of the enemy that was coming
her way.  An image originally taken thousands of years before.  They haven’t
changed, she thought, looking at the figure of a tall, furred biped,
standing on two strong legs, double shoulders extending from the torso
supporting four arms.  The head was the horror, a medium muzzled, red eyed
carnivore with sharp teeth showing in a grin, two large horns growing from the
top of the skull.  The creature stood three meters tall sans the horns, and
looked very much like one of the demons she had seen in an illustrated holy
book of her religion when she was a child.


“We’re receiving
a gravity pulse from New Kiev,” said the Com Officer, a young man who
looked like he had just walked out of the doors of the academy.  “Her captain
is ordering us to support them in an action against that warship.”


Of course he
is, thought the Commander, staring at the tactical plot that showed the
disposition of all vessels within the system from the graviton emissions of
their drives.  New Kiev was a newcomer, a hyper VI battle cruiser that
happened to be visiting the system on her recon patrol.  But her commander was
a full captain, making him the ranking officer in the system.  And a complete
idiot, as far as she was concerned.


He doesn’t
stand a chance either, she thought, staring at the icon of the battle
cruiser that was about twenty-five light minutes out from Compton IV, the one
inhabited planet in the system.  The planet was two hundred million kilometers
out from the F2 primary, and the battle cruiser was almost three light hours
from the hyper barrier in her current position.  There was a small liner and a
freighter sharing the orbitals, both doomed.  One of the frigates was within
several light minutes from the battle cruiser, and starting to boost toward a
matching velocity, obviously positioning herself to support the capital ship.


She found the
last of the interplanetary frigates on the plot, about two light hours out on
the opposite side of the primary.  She might escape notice for a while, but
there was no place for her to go.  And what should I be doing? she
thought, zooming in the plot and looking at her own surroundings.  She was well
on the inner side of the asteroid belt, five light minutes from the planet,
cruising at point zero one light speed, slow enough for her to get rid of that
velocity before the enemy ship entered the system.  The inhabited planet was
the closest object in her path, and her current heading would take her there. 
She had enough time to change her heading.  But where to go?


“Do you want to
send back a response, ma’am?” asked the Com Officer, giving her an expectant
look.


He is the
ranking officer in the system, dammit, thought the Captain.  And as
such, he is the commander of all the forces in the system.  But hell, the
Emperor himself ordered for all units to avoid combat, unless we can inflict
equal or greater harm to the enemy.  There was a really good reason for
that order.  Human units had regularly gotten themselves annihilated in combat
involving seemingly equal forces.  Too many such exchanges, and the Fleet would
cease to be as an effective fighting force.  And then the enemy would roll over
the Empire.


“Acknowledge by
gravity wave only,” she replied after a moment’s thought.  Gravitons traveled
in all dimensions of hyper as well as normal space, making them detectable at
faster than light speeds.  It was what allowed ships to track other vessels at
almost real time.  The main deficiency with that mode of communication was the
limited amount of information that could be sent.  Essentially, it was a
digital code system.  And it was a broadcast system, detectable by everything
within the system.


“No vid?”


“No,” snapped
the Commander, glaring at the young man to cover her own discomfort at trying
to avoid an order, even though she knew it was the wrong one.  She ran a hand
through her short brown hair as several of the bridge crew turned to look at
her.  Sweat was flowing down her freckled face, and she knew, despite her
attempt at control, that her green eyes were wide with fear.  What the hell
am I supposed to feel.  That’s death coming our way, and no damned battle
cruiser is going to be able to stop them, much less a frigate.  That man is an
idiot, and obeying him would be a criminal act.  She looked again at the
plot, zooming out and looking at the icon of the enemy ship blinking its way
toward the system.  It’ll be twenty minutes before they could expect a vid
from us.  Maybe I can figure something out in that time.  Something that will
allow us to survive, or at least to die accomplishing more than adding extra
atoms to interplanetary space.


The plot was
showing the eight million ton battle cruiser moving out from the inner system,
tracked by its grabbers’ graviton emissions.  The frigate Monte Barker was
beside her, a dog and its flea moving out to do battle with a tiger.


“Those poor
people,” said Lieutenant JG Natalia Romanov, the Navigation Officer, staring at
the main viewer.


“That’s what
they pay us for,” said the Helmsman, Ensign Garibaldi.


“Not us,”
replied the Navigator, nodding at the screen.  “Those civilians, on that
planet.  The Cacas are going to kill every one of them, you know.”


Cinda zoomed in
on the planet on one of her side screen holos.  It was a beautiful world, with
maybe a little more arid area than most.  Still attractive enough to entice
settlers.  Only fifty thousand so far, but fifty thousand dreams that were
about to end.  And according to the Emperor’s orders, we are supposed to
abandon them as well, so we won’t waste our combat power, small as it is, for
no reason.  She studied the viewer, her mind trying to grasp any possible
action that would actually mean something.


“What’s that?”
she asked, pointing to the tactical plot.  As soon as her finger aligned with
the dot it started blinking, so her crew would know where she was pointing.


“Comet C509,”
replied the Sensory Officer, looking at her board and using the unimaginative
system of naming minor objects in minor systems.


“Can we get
there before the Cacas translate to normal space?”


“I think so,”
said the Navigator, looking confused.  “But, aren’t we going to support the New
Kiev?”


“I asked you a
question, Miss Romanov,” said the commander, maintaining eye contact with the
young woman despite the urge to look away.  Or at least trying to.  Shame was
warring with fear and anger within her, despite knowing that she was taking the
correct action, and she dropped her gaze to the floor.  “Can we make it there?”


“I think so,”
said the Navigator.


“Then I want us
behind that thing as fast as you can get us there, Mr. Garibaldi.”


“But, our
orders,” stammered the Helmsman.


“You have your
orders, from me,” yelled Cinda, jumping up from her chair and storming over to
the helm station.  “Now follow them, or I will relieve you of duty.”


The Captain
stomped back to her chair and threw herself back into its embrace.  She forced
herself to look straight ahead at the viewer, avoiding the eyes of the bridge
crew, yet still feeling their eyes on her.  They think I’m a coward, she
cried within her own mind.  And they’re right, to their manner of thinking,
the young firebrands.  I don’t want to die.  Not for no reason.  Can’t they
understand that going out with that battle cruiser will make it a sure thing
that they don’t make it home and see their loved ones.  And for no payoff,
except making the enemy waste some missiles.  She slammed her hand into the
chair arm and glared at the plot.  If we’re going to die, we’re going to
accomplish something other than stopping a missile or two.  Damn if we aren’t.


“Are you sure
you want to do this, Captain?” asked her Exec, Lieutenant SG Marcus Frobisher,
talking over the private link from his station in the combat information
center, the CIC, which also served as one of the auxiliary control stations on
the vessel.


“Those are my
orders, Exec,” she replied in a cold voice.  “And I expect no questioning of
them.”


“Just doing my
job, Ma’am,” said the second in command.  “That idiot is the ranking officer in
the system, after all.”


“And our orders
from Fleet are to avoid action if we can’t accomplish anything,” said Cinda. 
“The most I can see us accomplishing here is to hide and gather data, and bring
it back to the Fleet.”


“Sounds good,
ma’am,” said Frobisher in a cautionary tone. “In theory.  But the officer you
report to after this may not take that view.”


“I’ll have to
take that risk, Exec.” 


“What do you
want us to do when we reach the comet?” asked the Helmsman.


“How big is it?”
she asked, wondering if her crazy notion would work.


“It’s a big
one,” answered the Sensory Officer, Ensign Schmidt, looking at a holographic
representation on his board.  “Over forty kilometers in diameter.”


“Get us directly
on the side away from the Cacas,” she said after a moment’s thought.  “Match
velocities, and then get some drones into the dust tail so we can see what’s
going on.”


“And then?”
asked Lt. SG Jakardo, the Tactical Officer, giving her a look of disgust.


“And then we sit
and wait.”  And maybe they’ll just pass us by, do their business, and
leave.  Then we can report back to base, and I can go through my court martial
for cowardice and disobedience in the face of the enemy, while my crew is
safe.  And then we’ll see if it’s more important to obey a fleet directive, or
some higher ranking fool on the spot.  Or maybe we can actually accomplish what
command would want us to do, and actually cause a little bit of harm to this
enemy.


*     *     *


One second space
was empty.  The next, twenty-five million tons of warship exited at point three
light from a hole in that space, an almost perfect circle showing the red
background of hyper I.  The ship was a cylinder three kilometers in length, her
grabber units, the space drive of the ship, arranged in a skirt around her
length.  Forty domes were arrayed on the hull, her light amp weapons, while
ports and hatches concealed missile tubes and particle beam projectors.  The
rest of the available skin, like that of most modern vessels, functioned as a
sensor array.  Now it drank in every photon that impacted on it, and gave the
vessel a view of the space it had entered.


“There is
nothing out here,” said the Ca’cadasan Weapons’ Officer with a sigh of relief,
his eyes locked on the holos hovering above his board.


“Stay alert,”
warned the Captain, his lower hands gripping his chair arm, while his upper
arms were crossed over his chest.  “They have ships that can fade to almost
undetectability.   Somehow they solved the heat radiation problem with those
small stealth ships, he thought, recalling the latest brief on the
humans.  But not their normal ships.  A stealth ship couldn’t handle his
vessel in a heads up fight, but it could get in a crippling blow from cover, if
he didn’t know it was there.


“We have a fix
on some of their ships insystem,” said the Sensory Officer, the lowest ranking
male on the bridge.  “Or at least where they were three hours ago.”


The tactical
plot came alive, showing two vessels in orbit around the planet, gleaned from
visual sensors.  A couple of moments later the plot updated from graviton
emission readings, showing two ships coming out toward them about twenty light
minutes from the planet, while the two vessels they had initially plotted
remained in orbit.  And finally, a fifth ship was plotted in the far reaches of
the system, on the other side of the star.


“Preliminary
identifications,” called out the Sensory Officer, looking over at the Weapons’
Officer.  “The ships coming to meet us appear to be a scout capital and a very
small escort.  The two ships in orbit are commercial vessels of some type.”


“What about that
other ship?” asked the Captain, leaning forward in his chair, lower arms still
gripping the chair rest, upper arms both pointing at the tactical plot.


“It appears to
be another very small escort,” said the Sensory Officer.  “Nothing to worry
about.”  The officer looked back at the Captain.  “Do you want me to do a
complete visual sweep of the system?”


The Captain
thought about that for a moment.  A complete visual scan would entail checking
out every object in the system.  Every planet, moon, asteroid and comet,
including those in the Kuiper belt.  Billions of objects, and still no
guarantee they would see anything trying to hide.  A waste of computer power.


“No need,” said
the Captain, giving a head motion of negation.  “This is a minor system.  What
we see is what we get.”  The Captain pointed his upper right index finger at
the plot while his left upper hand scratched at one of his horns.  “Put us on a
least time profile to orbit.  We’ll take those two ships out on the way in,
then orbit the planet and kill the humans there.”


There were feral
grins and looks of triumph across the bridge as the Pilot put them on the
ordered course.


“We have missile
tracks,” yelled out the Sensory Officer.  “Ten missiles.  No, twenty.”


“Give them a
couple of spreads, Weapons,” ordered the Captain, leaning forward in his seat
to watch the red arrows blossoming on the plot.  Another ten arrows appeared,
and the Captain guessed that the enemy ships were flushing all of their
missiles.  Missiles were most effective at long range, where they could build
to relativistic velocities, making them both harder to hit, and packing a
devastating kinetic punch when they hit.


Another moment
passed, and numbers appeared under the vector arrows, indicating an
acceleration of five thousand gravities, about what he expected.


“Match them
missile for missile,” ordered the Captain, sure he was carrying many more than
the enemy scout capital ship was.  According to his intelligence, they carried
at most a hundred weapons, maybe half again as many, while his magazines held
over nine hundred of the long range weapons, all much larger and much more
capable than those their foe possessed.  His missile defenses were also an
order of magnitude more effective.


His own missiles
started appearing on the plot, twenty at a time, vector arrows showing an
acceleration of eight thousand gravities.  They would reach the enemy force
well before the human missiles got to his.  They will die a long time before
they know the result of their attack.  That thought was satisfying to the
Captain in a manner he couldn’t explain.  Except that maybe it was fitting to
let them keep the hope that they might blow him out of space, just before they
died.


*     *     *


The bulk of the
comet was comforting, in a way.  There was no way an enemy was going to see
them through forty kilometers of ice and rock, unless they got a look around it
with a drone.  The drones that Joel Schumacher had sent into the tail
were getting a delayed visual of the actions the ship couldn’t see.  The bridge
crew sat in silence as they watched the tactical plot that was tracking
everything by graviton emissions through hyper VIII, giving them an almost
instantaneous look at what was happening.  It took the enemy missiles almost
ten hours to engage the two human ships.  Ten hours in which the crew of the
frigate vicariously sweated out the tension that had to prevail aboard those
two ships that were targets.


The battle
cruiser, of course, kept calling for them on the com, demanding to know where
they were, and why they weren’t there to die with the other two ships.  Cinda
ordered no response, expecting any minute for someone on her crew to mutiny. 
Fortunately, that didn’t happen, because there was nothing she could do to
prevent it, and then some fool would move them out of cover so they could be
destroyed at a distance.


The crew all
watched in horrified fascination as the missiles approached on the plot.  They
had both ships on visual, but they were now a light hour away, and they were
seeing what had happened over an hour ago.  They also had the enemy missiles on
visual, or as good a visual as they could get on objects streaking in at point
nine light, maneuvering furiously to avoid counter fire.


Cinda sweated
along with everyone else, with the exception that she also had to endure the
stares of her crew, or the furtive glances that displayed the same emotion. 
There were looks of shame, switching to anger, then relief, and back to shame. 
The looks of people who thought they should be doing something, but happy that
they were not going to die with those they should be dying with.


Some icons
dropped off the plot, missiles hit, their destroyed drives no longer producing
gravitons.  But not enough.  A hundred missiles were coming in at the two human
warships, and they had only picked off a dozen at long range.


“They’re gone,”
said the Sensory Officer with a cracking voice as the icons representing the
human vessels dropped off the plot, along with most of the enemy missiles. 
About thirty of them continued on, without targets.  They would continue on
through the system, without the energy to decelerate, to become wanderers in
interstellar space for the next twenty thousand years, after which time they
would leave the galaxy.


Almost four
thousand men and women had died in those few instants.  People out here serving
the empire to the best of their ability, many with families back in the safety
of the Core worlds.  Some with families out here on the frontier.  Never to
return to any of them.


Forty minutes
later they caught the first visuals of the missile attack.  There were some
bright flairs of light here and there in space, missiles being hit with light
amp weapons or counter missiles, or those same defensive weapons going off on
close misses.  Cinda sat with clenched fists, hoping that the holo would show
enough missiles being blown apart for the human ships to survive, and knowing
that it was pure fantasy, since the ships were already gone.


Cinda didn’t
want to watch the visual of the end fifteen minutes later, but she couldn’t
force her eyes away.  She watched as the missiles came in, a dozen more taken
out by close in counter missiles, some more blotted from existence by lasers
and autocannon.  The first strikes were not direct hits.  Missiles that missed
went for proximity kills, detonating gigaton range antimatter warheads that
sent waves of heat and radiation into the hulls of the two ships.  The eight
million ton battle cruiser weathered that storm.  The eighty-five thousand ton
frigate spouted gas from multiple hull ruptures before her own reactors went
critical, and she flared into a miniature sun for several seconds before the
plasma spread into space and the ship was gone.


Moments later
two missiles hit the battle cruiser, their kinetic energy making the antimatter
warheads redundant as they shattered the capital ship.  Its own stores of
antimatter breached containment and propelled the plasma into a swiftly
spreading cloud.


The bridge crew
stared in disbelief.  Someone cried.  No one knew who.  They were too busy
staring at the holo.  Cinda stood up from her seat and forced herself to walk
with steady steps toward the hatch, while her mind tried to force her to
stagger in shock.


“I’ll be in my
cabin,” she told the crew after turning to them for a moment.  The hatch closed
behind her, and she felt the first tear bead in her eye.  They were freely
flowing by the time she reached her quarters and threw herself onto her bed.


There was
nothing we could have done, she thought, laying back and staring at
the ceiling.  We would have just died with them, and the enemy would still
be on their way to kill the people on that planet.  Fifty thousand more deaths,
and I still can’t do anything about it.  She had thought about trying to
lay missiles in the path of the enemy ship, like mines.  But they would most
likely be detected before they could do any harm.  There was nothing her small
ship had that could make a difference.  No matter what they tried.


Cinda wanted to
save those people.  They were civilians, innocents, just regular people out
here on the frontier, trying to make a better life.  Away from the protection
of the Core and developing worlds, with their orbital forts and system fleets.


But I’ve only
got one frigate, with twenty destroyer class missiles.  Even if I fired my
whole spread at them, they would blast them out of space without even trying.  She
kept playing the problem over and over again in her mind.  Any missiles she
sent at them would be detected well before they got to target.  And a ship that
was designed to handle spreads from other capital ships, hundreds of weapons at
a time, would have no problem taking out her paltry twenty weapons.  Even at
long range and maximum velocity, just like they had taken out all the weapons
from the battle cruiser and frigate.  There was just no way to do it.  Unless. 
The thought seemed to come out of nowhere, a gestalt.


Cinda was out of
her bed and into the seat of her desk in a second.  She linked in with the
system and the comp holo sprung to life over her desk.  She stared at the holo
for a moment, then ordered the system to show her the track of the comet, and
the incoming course of the Ca’cadasan battleship.  It could work, she
thought, getting up from her desk.  It seems like a crazy, wishful thinking,
plan, but maybe all we have.  “All senior bridge officers and division
chiefs are to report to the briefing room, immediately,” she said into the com
link, heading for her quarter’s hatch.


*     *     *


The twenty-five
million ton ship shuddered slightly as it released a half dozen missiles
through its accelerator tubes.  It would take about fourteen hours to close,
but the remaining small escort ship was doomed.


“Time till
orbital insertion, twenty-eight hours, twelve minutes,” said the Pilot, his
lower hands playing over his board.


“Weapons’,” said
the three meter tall Captain, sitting on his raised chair, looking over the
crew who sat at lower stations.  “Are there any orbital defenses in place above
that planet?”


“None that we
can detect, my Lord,” said the Weapons’ Officer.  “There might be some shore
batteries on the ground, but this is not a heavily populated planet.”


“Not from our
sensor readings, my Lord,” chimed in the Sensory Officer.  “Preliminary scans
indicate little industrial activity, probably a very low population planet,
with a newly planted colony.”


“We could just
hit them with some missiles,” said the Weapons’ Officer quietly, looking back
at his captain.


“No,” growled
the senior officer.  “We are not here to kill the ecosystems of planets.  Only
the humans that infest them.  We will go into orbit and blast their settlements
out of existence with kinetics, then send down ground troops to root out
whoever is left.”  He looked pointedly at the Weapons’ Officer.  “And I can
assume they don’t have much of a ground force presence either.”


“Probably a few
hundred of their militia,” said the Weapons’ Officer, giving a head shake of
negation.


“Then we will
proceed according to doctrine,” said the Captain, looking at the planet in the
holo.  “Then two days back out and into hyper.”


*     *     *


“I don’t see how
this can work,” said Lt. SG Jakardo, the Tactical Officer.  “We’re depending
too much on luck.”


“I really don’t
think we have anything else to depend on,” said the Captain, looking from face
to disbelieving face.  “Look.  I refused to sacrifice all of you in what I saw
as a forlorn hope. This may be just as forlorn, but I think we might just be
able to pull this off.”  And it certainly fits the letter of the Emperor’s
order.


“They’re still a
battleship, ma’am,” said Lieutenant Romanov, the Navigation Officer.  “They
outmass us by a factor of over two hundred and fifty.”


“Maybe if we
just use the missiles,” said the Com Officer.  “That would still give us a
chance of getting away.”


“We need to do
everything we can to make sure we get a hit,” said Cinda, shaking her head. 
“If we only depend on the missiles, we are depending on robots to do the job. 
And I doubt we could get away anyway, if they still have any tracking or
weapons ability.”  She looked at the officers, most of whom were shaking their
heads.  “Look.  This isn’t up for discussion.  I wanted your input on the plan,
but the decision is mine.  Now, I’m depending on you to make it work.”


The looks coming
her way were still full of doubt, and she didn’t blame them.  She worried for a
moment that they might refuse, that she would have that mutiny she had feared
on her hands.  Not that I didn’t give them a great example to follow with my
refusal to obey orders, even if I was in the right.  “Look.  If we don’t do
something, all of those people on that planet are going to die.  That’s a
fact.  I won’t slight the bravery of the captain of the New Kiev, or
his people.  But basically, the man was an idiot.  He wasted his command for no
purpose.  There might not have been a plan that would have worked, but running
a battle cruiser into the teeth of that Ca’cadasan monster was definitely not
it.  Now it’s up to us to save that planet, and I intend to do so.  Anyone who
doesn’t want to participate can get in a shuttle and sit this one out.  Not that
I think you’ll survive us by much.”


The crew members
looked at each other, some nodding, others shaking their heads, then nodding. 
“I think we’re with you, Captain,” said Frobisher, the senior officer of the
group.  “I really don’t see this plan doing much more than getting us killed. 
But I for one am not willing to let fifty thousand people die without a
prayer.  That isn’t what I swore my oaths for.  So let’s get the bastards.”


*     *     *


“I’m picking up
activity in the asteroid belt,” called out the Weapons’ Officer from his
station, looking back over at the main holo.


“What is it?”
demanded the Captain, standing from his chair and stalking toward the central
holo tank, upper arms crossed over his chest.  He leaned against the rail with
his lower hands and stared at the representation of the system.


“It appears to
be a small ship leaving the proximity of one of the rocks, a fair sized
metallic specimen,” said the Sensory Officer, pulling up a close up of the
vessel on the forward holo.  The ship looked like a stout shuttle, the kind
used in mining operations.


“Is it any
danger to us?”


“I wouldn’t
think so, my Lord,” answered Weapons’.  “It might carry some mining lasers, but
nothing that we need concern ourselves with.”


“Launch a
quartet of armed shuttles,” ordered the Captain after a moment’s thought.  “I
want that craft destroyed, and whatever station they came from, if there is
one, also taken out.”


“Four shuttles,
my Lord?” asked the Weapons’ Officer, a questioning expression on his snout.


“Two are to go
to that location and take care of the observed problem.  The other two can do a
close in sweep of that belt, look for other possible hideaways, and rendezvous
with us before we leave the system.”


The Weapons’
Officer gave a head shake of acceptance, then turned to his board to transmit
the orders to the shuttle crews.


“And I want the
rest of the shuttles and our fighters prepped for action.  There’s no telling
what else we might discover that we need to destroy.”  Better to be
thorough, even if it takes another half a day.  It will be much more terrifying
to the humans to come into a system devoid of life, giving them little to hope
for when we come and visit their other systems.


*     *     *


“They’re
launching shuttles, ma’am,” called out Jakardo.  “Two, no, four of them.”


“Heading?” 
Cinda stared at the plot that showed the icons of the enemy small craft.  They
were on an initial heading that could take them close to the comet.  Please
don’t be heading this way, she prayed, clenching her hands.


“It looks like
they’re starting to turn their vector,” said Schmidt, the Sensory Officer. 
“Heading appears to be out toward the belt.”


“Why would they
be heading there?” asked Garibaldi, looking over at Romanov.


“Most likely
they spotted some of the miners,” said Jakardo, scowling.  “A shuttle, or
possibly an energy spike from one of the stations.  They’re going to
investigate.”


“There are
several hundred people out there,” said Romanov, looking back at the Captain
with a pleading expression.  “We can’t let the damned bastards kill them.”


“And there’s
fifty thousand people ahead of that big bastard,” said Jakardo, giving the
Navigator an ‘I can’t believe you’ stare.


“There’s nothing
we can do for those people in the belt,” said Cinda, feeling sick to her stomach
for what she was about to order.  “If we attack them, we tip our hand to that
monster.  And then we die for nothing.  And the people on the planet die soon
after.”


She sat there
looking at the plot, shaking her head, wishing she could change reality, and
knowing that she couldn’t.  “No.  We stay put, and make our play for the only
target that might make a difference.”


The rest of the
bridge crew sat there, none of them looking happy, but all nodding their heads
in acknowledgement.  They realize there is no other choice, she thought,
feeling the same shame she knew they felt.  Still doesn’t make it any easier
to make it.


*     *     *


The minutes
passed in silence, and then it was time for act two of the Battle of Compton.


Here we go,
thought Cinda, watching the enemy ship approach on the tactical plot, while a
side screen showed an almost real time view of the massive vessel.  She shifted
a bit in her seat.   She had never really liked the battle armor that naval
personnel wore into combat.  But if the compartment was evacuated and became
vacuum, they would allow the crew to still function.  And if battle damage had
to be cleared, the powered armor suits gave them the strength to do so.  It was
the smart decision, and the one dictated by regulations, so she put up with the
discomfort.


The tactical
plot showed the twenty missiles sitting in the tail of the comet, moving
forward at the same velocity as the body whose ejecta was shielding them.  The
track of the battleship was closing on the plot, and the enemy ship was
starting to enter the engagement envelope.


“Helm,” she
ordered after trying to swallow with a dry throat.  “Take us into position.” 
She looked over at Jakardo.  “It’s in your hands now, Tac.”


Jakardo nodded
and turned back to his board.  Except for the Helmsman, the young Lieutenant
was the only one with anything to do at this time.  Everyone else was now just
a spectator, sitting there in their own fear generated sweat.  And then the
frigate poked her side over the top of the comet, David into battle with
Goliath.


*     *     *


“Is that comet
any risk to us?” asked the Captain, leaning forward in his chair and studying
the ice ball on the holo.  It had a larger than usual tail, which gave it an
almost menacing look.  It has been thousands of years since we looked at the
Galaxy with primitive superstition, thought the large carnivore with a
snort through his snout.  I do not fear you, ice ball.


“No, my Lord,”
said the Weapons’ Officer, pulling up a view of the comet on his own screen. 
“It’s larger than the norm for an insystem visitor, and this is an energetic
star, so the tail is especially long and thick.”


“What will be
our closest approach to it?”


“Closest
approach will be one thousand two hundred kilometers,” said the Pilot.  “No
danger.”  The officer looked back at the captain.  “Do you want us to change
our vector?”


“No,” replied
the Captain.  “What’s our current velocity?”


“Three thousand
KPS,” answered the Helm Officer.  “Grabbers are functioning normally, and we
are a little over an hour from orbital insertion.”


“And the
planet?  Any changes?”


“The two ships
are still in orbit,” said the Weapons’ Officer.  “I’m surprised they haven’t
tried to get away.”


“No,” said the
Captain, thinking about the small scout ship they had destroyed earlier at long
range.  “They had nowhere to run.  I think the crews have evacuated to the
planet.  Not that such a course will help them, in the long run.”


The Captain
looked back at the holo of the comet.  The tactical plot hanging in the air
next to his chair showed the track of his ship and that of the small system
body.  The lines would come closest within the next half minute, then
separate.  Untidy to leave possible planet killers in orbit, he thought,
realizing from the track that the planet was in no danger, from this pass at
least.


Another thought
struck him, and he looked back over at the Tactical Officer.  “What is the
status of our shields?”


“One quarter
strength,” said the Weapons’ Officer.  “Do you want me to….  My Lord, we’re
taking light amp fire.”


“From where?”


“There,” yelled
the officer as a view of a small escort ship came up over the top of the
comet.  “It’s firing both laser rings at us, and we’re receiving some particle
beam fire.  Nothing too severe.  Shields are handling it.”


“Lock all weapons
on that ship and blow her out of space,” yelled the Captain, pointing his right
index fingers at the holo.


*     *     *


As soon as she
had weapons lock the frigate opened fire with everything she had.  Her two
laser rings both put out their most powerful bursts, a hundred megawatts of
power each in single beams.  Her lone particle beam accelerator was putting out
a couple of kilograms a second through one of the projectors that branched off
of it, concentrating that fire.  The ship she was facing had twenty laser domes
that could currently take her under fire, out of the forty she possessed, each
producing a beam in the gigawatt range, while her multiple particle beam
weapons could put out hundreds of kilograms of protons a second.


Some
modifications had been made to Joel Schumacher while she waited for the
enemy ship to arrive.  The crew, with the assistance of ship’s robots, had
moved electromag projectors from one side of the ship to the other.  Those
augmented fields were raised, a thirty meter wide layer of cold plasma riding
in that sheet of negative magnetism.  Holes were opened in the field to allow
weapons fire to go through, while the computers prepared to close them if
necessary to reduce incoming beams.


The behemoth
they were fighting had massive electromag shields, even at one quarter
strength, though they hadn’t had the time to inject cold plasma into the
defensive screen.  They were still strong enough to attenuate the beams of the
frigate, bending them, spreading them, turning them from ravening points of
energy to spotlights that did little more than pump heat into the hull.  The
particle beams, originally made of accelerated protons, were stripped of their
charges at the ejector port of the weapon, turning them into neutrons which
went through the electromag screens as if they weren’t there.  Unfortunately,
they didn’t do much to the ten meters of alloy and carbon fiber composite armor
they struck, doing little more than scarring damage.


The battleship
returned fire.  The only thing that saved the frigate was the understandable
reaction of the enemy’s crew, only firing what they thought would be enough
weaponry to destroy the tiny ship, despite the orders of the Captain.


Before the beams
struck the frigate sent the signal to the missiles she had deployed in the
tail, along with the other platforms stationed there.  Twenty missiles, eight
sensor probes, and ten repair robots turned on their grabber units and jumped
out of the tail, darting for the enemy ship.  Each of the missiles was capable of
accelerating at five thousand gravities for twelve hours.  Instead, they had
been jury rigged to pull ten thousand gravities for ten seconds, as long as
their internal systems could stand the load of inertia, and more than they
needed.  The probes could only pull a couple of thousand gravities, and had
been set to become jamming and spoofing platforms.  The robots could pull even
fewer gees, and were there mainly to just add more clutter, and hopefully spoil
a killing shot.


It took five
seconds for the missiles to close the one thousand two hundred kilometers to
the relatively slow moving target, traveling in a mass of dodging targets,
using every penetration aid known to the Fleet.  They weathered the ill
prepared defensive fire, most of them, and struck.


*     *     *


Lt. Commander
Cinda Klerk stared in wide eyed panic at the Goliath they were battling. 
Everything her ship was putting out was striking the monster, and she saw that
it was having absolutely no effect.  The Joel Schumacher shuddered as
lasers struck her hull, tearing through the cold plasma field with some
spread.  Gigawatt lasers could still do a lot of damage hitting as expanded
spotlights, and damage klaxons sounded through the ship.


“We’re venting
atmosphere,” yelled the Chief Petty Officer in charge of damage control over
the com link.  “Multiple locations.”


The ship bucked
again, hull breaches turning into atmosphere jets.  Casualty figures started
coming through the link, and Cinda winced as she looked at the names of people
she saw every day.  A side holo showed a representation of the ship, blinking
red showing the damage.  The stern laser ring was off line, as was one of the
bow grabbers.


The ship
shuddered in a different manner as she was struck by particle beams, protons
ripping deep into her hull through the weak electromag field.  “Get us out of
here,” yelled the Captain to her Helmsman.  “Behind the comet.”


The man
acknowledged and sent the command, and the frigate started to drop back behind
the ice ball.  That was his last action in this life.


The three meter
wide particle beam ripped through the ship, past eighty centimeters of armor
and hull, into the ship’s machinery, penetrating the thick skin of the central
capsule and through the bulkhead of the bridge.  The helm and navigation
stations were in the path of the angry red beam.  One moment Lt. Romanov and
Ensign Garibaldi were at their boards, sitting in their armor in the most
protected part of the ship.   The next they were gone, converted to vapor where
they sat, while the beam continued through the opposite bulkhead.


Cinda stared in
horror as two officers she worked with on a daily basis were converted to
superheated steam and ash.  The remains and the molten metal were immediately
pulled from the chamber as all of the atmosphere evacuated.  The Captain saw
the rest of the crew staring through their suit armor faceplates at the place
where their crewmates had sat, and she realized they would all be dead without
the armor they wore.


“Auxiliary
control,” she shouted into the link.  “Get us behind the comet, and keep it
between us and the enemy.”  She received the acknowledgement from the petty
officers at that station and turned her own attention back to the tactical
plot, just before all bridge systems winked out.


“Everyone to
CIC,” she shouted to the rest of the surviving bridge crew over the link. 
Without power the bridge hatch refused to open.  The Com Officer pulled open
the emergency crank, pushed an extension of his gloved hand into the opening,
and engaged the mechanism.  The door slid open, a little slower than it would
have with its own motors, revealing a corridor that had been splattered with
pieces of melted bulkhead.


“Where’s the
nearest working lift?” she called out to damage control over the link.


“There are none,
Ma’am,” replied the Chief, his voice tense with tension.  “The corridor you are
in is blocked about fifty meters around the next curve.”


“Grab the damage
control equipment in that locker,” said Cinda to her Tactical Officer,
motioning toward the small marked door on the side of the corridor.


Jakardo nodded
and ran to the locker, pulling it open and removing the pack.


“We’re going to
try to make it to the CIC,” she told the rest of her people.  I’ve got to
get to a place where I can do something to affect this fight.  She was
linked into the Combat Information Center, which was now functioning as an
auxiliary bridge, and could see everything they saw through the link into the
occipital cortex of her brain.  But it wasn’t the same as being there.


A moment later
they were at the blockage, and Cinda wondered if she hadn’t made another
mistake not trying to go around.  A thick structural beam was protruding from
the bulkhead and forming an obstacle they couldn’t get through.  Jakardo didn’t
hesitate.  He opened the pack and pulled out the nozzle of the emergency laser
that was attached to a power unit in the case.  He flipped it to cutting and
engaged the beam, sending sparks flying as he started to slice through the
tough alloy.


Cinda, linked
into Damage Control, saw that many other such small battles were going on all
over her ship.  People trapped, or trying to rescue crewmates, or get systems
online that had been smashed in the couple of seconds she had engaged the enemy
battleship.


She glanced at
the take from the tactical, at the strike at the battleship, and almost cheered
in triumph.


“We have another
problem, Ma’am,” came the voice of the Exec over the link, and that feeling of
triumph died as quickly as it had birthed.


*     *     *


The Captain
cursed as the tiny enemy ship disappeared behind the great ice ball to his
front.  A score of lasers and a dozen particle beams struck the comet, burning
through the halo and into the ice and rock that were now in the way of the
enemy ship.  There was no way they were going to burn through that much
material in time to engage that ship.  Cowards, he thought, dismissing
the bravery it had taken for a ship that size to engage his battleship in close
combat, when it would have been better served to stay in hiding.


“We have missile
tracks,” yelled out the Weapons’ Officer, his four hands working furiously,
hitting the panels on his board.


“Where?” asked
the Captain, his horned head turning toward that officer.  That was the last
word he would ever utter.


*     *     *


Frigates carried
destroyer class missiles, fifty tons of grabber units and crystal matrix
batteries, with two hundred megaton warheads.  But where a destroyer would
carry about sixty of the missiles, most frigates only had magazine space for
twenty.  It was still enough firepower to devastate a continent, enough to take
out a frigate class pirate, but not enough to overwhelm the defenses of a
capital ship.


The missiles had
a flight time of five seconds from standing start to impact, a distance of one
thousand, two hundred kilometers.  At ten thousand gravities they built up to a
velocity of four hundred and ninety kilometers a second, an insufficient speed
to accomplish much in the way of penetration against the ten meter thick
armored hull of the Goliath.


The ship’s
defenses were not ready for the attack from the stern side.  Still, in the
couple of seconds they had to engage, they took out nine of the missiles.  They
also targeted and destroyed all of the slower probes and repairbots that had
been sent their way.  Something that accomplished nothing but the wasting of
their firepower on things that couldn’t hurt them, just as the human captain
had planned.


Seven missiles
hit the stern side of the ship.  Again, their velocity was negligible, not
enough to penetrate the armor of the vessel.  The two hundred meg warheads were
something else entirely.  Each blasted into the hull, their antimatter warheads
acting like shape charges, blowing holes tens of meters wide and injecting
superheated plasma into the interior of the ship.  Hundreds of Ca’cadasan crew
died in an instant.  Internal machinery was vaporized, and corridors filled
with that hellish vapor, making it a living hell for a couple of nanoseconds. 
Given time, the blasts would have dissipated within the massive structure of
the vessel.  There was no time.


Hangars, landing
spaces for shuttles, fighters and even small hyper capable vessels, had been
left open to space, only their cold plasma fields separating them from vacuum. 
When readied for battle the hangars would have been protected by eight meter
thick doors, which had been left open so that the shuttles and fighters could
be quickly launched.  The brains of four of the missiles located the opening,
something they had been programmed to seek and hit.  Two missiles hit the hull
of the ship along with the other seven of their brethren that had struck the
stern, just missing the opening.  The other two streaked through the opening,
into the hangar, and detonated with four hundred megatons of fury.


Even that would
not have killed the massive ship.  Two courier vessels in the hangar, twenty
thousand ton hyperdrive messengers, added their antimatter stores to the blast,
which vaporized several holes through the armored deck and into the missile
magazine below.  Scores of warheads went off, their antimatter breaching
containment and setting off still more missiles.


That was more
than even the massive ship could handle, and microseconds after the human
missiles detonated the vessel was expanding plasma and particles, a miniature
sun that only died when its constituent matter had spread far enough to cool. 
The thinning blast wave hit the comet, pushing it away while hundreds of
thousands of tons of ice flared into vapor.


Just before the
ship exploded a quartet of Ca’cadasan missiles sped from their launch tubes,
the last strike of the ship, initiated by the alert Weapons’ Officer as his
last act.


Those missiles,
two hundred ton capital ship killers all, left the forward tubes, through one
thousand meters of magnetic accelerator at thirty thousand gravities.  They
also carried the momentum of the ship, point zero one light.  The missiles
didn’t accelerate from this point, they decelerated, trying to kill that
momentum so they could head back and look for the target they had been
programed to seek, an enemy ship in hiding near the comet.  Their computer
brains set them into a series of changing vector corrections, curving them
through space, taking off some velocity here, adding more there, until they
were shooting around the comet and scanning for the target.  That target was
not hard to locate, radiating the heat of a small star against the background
of the cold body of the comet.  The missiles made the final vector correction
and pushed all of their acceleration into a straight line, heading for the
damaged frigate.


*     *     *


Cinda blanched
as she looked at the profiles of the incoming missiles.  Time till impact,
forty-five seconds, said the ship’s computer in her mind.  Cinda looked at
the schematic of the ship and her heart sank further.  One laser ring out, half
the counter missile tubes on the least damaged side of the ship gone.  Hangar
deck wrecked, and over half of the life pods destroyed or out of action.


“All crew who
can make it off, abandon ship,” she called out over the com.  “The rest of you,
man your stations and fight the ship.”


She wondered how
many would just run for it, no matter her orders.  She was gratified to see the
acknowledgements coming back that let her know most of the crew were staying at
their stations.  She wasn’t sure it would make any difference, but there was
always the chance.


“We’re through,”
yelled Jakardo over the com.


The Captain
turned to see the beam now lying on the floor of the corridor, a couple of
bridge crew making their way over.  Cinda pushed ahead and jumped over the
obstacle next, then ran down the corridor.  The artificial gravity was
fluctuating, her steps throwing her into the ceiling at times, pushing her hard
into the floor at others.


The bulkhead
door leading out of the central capsule was closed, and Cinda cursed as she
thought how she was going to get that door, as thick as the armor of the
capsule, open.  In frustration she hit the control opening button, and almost
laughed as the door slid open.  The CIC was in the rear central capsule, as
protected there as the bridge was in the forward one.  She jetted through the
fifty meters separating the capsules on her suit grabbers.  The tube was also
evacuated of air, and at first the door would not open, indicating that there
was still pressure on the other side.  She pushed her code in over the link,
overriding the lockout.  The door slid open and a blast of air came with it,
trying to push her away.  Her suit fought the outflow and got her into the
capsule, and she boosted away, depending on the crew behind her to close off
the door.  If anyone isn’t in combat armor they’re idiots, she thought,
not really worried about evacuating the corridor atmosphere.


The Captain ran
into the CIC, a room slightly larger than the bridge, with twelve seconds on
the clock.  The central holo showed the same view her link was feeding into her
occipital lobe.  For some reason it looked more real to see the physical holo,
and in that moment she almost wished she was not looking at it.


“All weapons are
firing at the missiles,” said the Exec, starting to get up from his chair and
sinking back down as the Captain waved him back.


Cinda could see
that on her link.  The forward laser ring was firing a full powered beam a
second, the two remaining counter missile tubes were cycling weapons as fast as
possible, even the close in projectile weapons were blasting on full auto, all
trying to stop the missiles that meant to kill the frigate.


“Integrated fire
control is down,” said the Exec as the tracks drew closer.


Which means
we’re really screwed, thought the Captain, staring at the holo, the ticker
in her mind counting down to three seconds.  Everything was firing on local
control, with no integration to take advantage of overlapping fields of fire.


A laser hit one
of the missiles, detonating it seven hundred kilometers from target.  A gigaton
blast spread out from the missile as the antimatter warhead breached contain. 
There was negligible blast effect, but the hull of Joel Schumacher took
a wave of heat and radiation that rocked the ship as armor boiled away and
atmosphere vented.


The other
missiles attempted to change their vectors away from the blast that was frying
their own systems.  One didn’t make it out of the blast before its comp systems
fried from radiation overload, and it continued on at an angle that would
target nothing.  Another ran into a stream of pellets from an auto cannon,
losing two forward grabbers and also drifting off target.  A moment later a
counter missile struck the stern of that missile and destroyed the rear
section.


The fourth
missile made it away from the blast with minimal damage, then tried to
reacquire the target.  It missed the frigate by a dozen kilometers and slammed
into the ice ball.  The gigaton blast shattered the comet, sending millions of
pieces of ice in all directions.  Schumacher was hit by hundreds
of thousands of chunks of rock and ice, from several kilograms to one twenty
thousand ton monster.


Cinda fell to
the floor despite her combat armor as the comet exploded.  The frigate was only
five kilometers from the surface of the ice ball.  The blast effect banged on
the hull of the ship, obliterating surface installations like grabber fins,
electromag field projectors and auto cannon emplacements.  The nanoweave outer
skin, the sensory organ of the ship, was eroded away.  Any escape pods that had
survived the fight with the superbattleship were totally destroyed.


Joel
Schumacher tumbled away from the explosion, power systems fluctuating,
gravity going in and out.  Inertial compensators blinked off in some portions
of the ship, and some crew were flung into the walls at scores of gravities. 
Their combat armor survived, becoming the coffins for the smashed remains of
the spacers who had sheltered in them.


“Damage report,”
yelled Cinda into the com as her link to the ship’s computer systems went down.


“Damage control
is out,” yelled the Exec, his wide eyes looking out at her through his
faceplate.  He pointed at one of the techs sitting in the room, designating that
woman as damage control chief.  Which was well and good, except the limited com
systems made that an almost impossible job.  At this point damage control was
more of a local function, crew seeing something that needed to be done and
doing it.


Main power came
back on, and with it a working schematic of the ship.  Cinda studied that
schematic on the holo screen, not sure if her ship was going to survive or
not.  Then her attention was all taken by the blinking red that covered part of
the antimatter reactor section of engineering.


“Engineer,” she
called over the com.  “What’s your status?”


“The Engineer is
dead, ma’am,” came back a voice from engineering.  “This is Petty Officer First
Faraday,” continued the young woman.  “I’ve taken over.”


“What’s your
status?” repeated the Captain, looking at that blinking red overlay of the
reactor and unable to pull up any other information.


“We’re having
some problems with the reactor, though I think we can get it under control,”
said the rating.  “But we’ve got a bigger problem.  One of the antimatter
storage containers was hit when we were slugging it out with the Cacas.  I
don’t know why it didn’t blow then, but I don’t think it’ll be long.”


“Can you
jettison the container?” asked the Captain, looking at the schematic and seeing
the answer to that question herself.  Christ, but we’re screwed again.


“Maybe. 
Probably not.  I’m not sure ma’am, but if I had to stake my life on it, I’d say
no.  There’s a lot of damage back here.”


“Do what you can
to stabilize it, then get out of there,” said Cinda, making her mind up in an
instant.  She looked over at the Exec.  “Order abandon ship.  I don’t think
we’re going to save her, and I won’t lose any more people in a lost cause.”


“Yes, ma’am,”
agreed the Exec.  The call went over the com circuit as soon as his agreement
left his mouth, and acknowledgements came back almost instantly.


Strobes started
to flash across the vessel, and klaxons sounded in every compartment that still
had atmosphere.  A countdown timer appeared on every implant, though the time
was of course just an estimate.  The fact was, the ship was living on borrowed
time, and the antimatter could breach at any moment.


“Let’s get out
of here,” she ordered the people in the crowded CIC.  “You lead them out,
Exec.”


“What about you,
ma’am?” asked Frobisher, turning his helmeted head her way.


“Captain’s
prerogative,” she said with a smile, wishing she could lead the way off the
ship.  “First one on, last one off.”


The Exec nodded
and moved quickly to the hatch, the relocated bridge crew close on his heels
while the CIC people abandoned their stations.  Cinda tried to link into the
ship’s systems and hit a blank wall.  There’s nothing I can do here, she
thought, realizing that the system had gone down completely.  As soon as the
last crewman left the chamber she followed.


It was eighty
straight meters from the CIC to the outer skin of the vessel, about one hundred
and ten by the shortest route.  That route no longer existed.  The corridor
toward the stern was a wreck, bulkheads crushed inward to close much of it
off.  The corridor forward was still useable, by one person at a time.  The
Exec led the crew that way, squeezing his armored suit through a space not much
bigger than it was.  The lights were flickering, even the emergency systems too
badly damaged to function without failure.


There was still
atmosphere in the corridor, and when they reached a crossway that headed out
the sounds of people banging on a door came to their suit pickups.  Armored
fists beating against an armored hatch that was sealed shut.  The suits gave
them many times the strength of a normal human, but it was not enough.  Metal
glowed at the edge of the door, the sign of suit lasers being employed to cut
through the hatch.  It would also not be enough, not in time.  Voices called
over the local com circuit, suit to suit, begging for aid.


Cinda recognized
the door as leading into the stern area infirmary.  There were undoubtedly
medical personal behind that door, and maybe some injured.  She activated her own
suit laser and started to work on the edge of the door.  The laser was made to
cut through hull metal, but it was asking a lot to cut through this much alloy.


“We’re coming
for you,” she shouted over the local suit to suit com.  “Keep working your
end.”


Frobisher and
Jakardo were suddenly there with her.  Frobisher activated his suit laser,
while the Tactical Officer pulled the damage control cutter he had carried all
the way from the corridor outside the bridge.  His unit cut through the alloy
at six times the rate of the suit lasers, and sparks flew into the air as he
moved the beam from the left top side of the door down.


“Let me have
that,” she told her Tactical Officer.  “I’ll take it from here while you two
get off the ship.”


“No, ma’am,”
replied Jakardo, continuing to work the laser, while the Exec kept going at the
top of the door.


“That’s a direct
order, Mr. Jakardo,” growled Cinda, continuing to cut with her suit unit.


“And you’re not
the only one who can ignore those kind of orders, ma’am” said Frobisher.


Cinda smiled,
and glanced back in relief to see that the rest of the crew had left them,
heading out of the ship.  They worked in silence, concentrating on making the
cuts in the most efficient manner possible, until they had circled the door, all
the while wondering how much time they had.


“Shove,” yelled
the Captain, pushing with her suit arms against the door.


The three of
them pushed it into the room, to fall with a hard clang to the floor.  There
were a pair of sick bay orderlies and one injured crewman, all in battle armor,
the two hale crewman helping the hurt one.


“Let’s get the
hell out of here,” yelled Cinda into the com, herding the three they had
rescued to follow behind her Exec and Tactical Officer.   Shit, she
thought, looking at the timer on her implant.  Over six minutes had passed
since they had left the CIC, well past the estimated lifetime of the antimatter
container.


She felt
relieved when they reached the outer hull.  The door to the airlock was still
intact, though without power.  She wondered why the crewmen who had gone ahead
of them had closed it, then realized that it was set to always have one hatch
shut to the outside, unless it had been overridden.  She tried to signal the
override, with no success.  Frobisher reached the emergency manual override
first, pulling open the panel and pushing the rotating tool on his left
gauntlet into the interior and mating it with the ratchet.  The door started to
slide open immediately, air rushing through the widening gap.


“Lock your boots,”
yelled Jakardo to the others as the pull increased.  It was obvious why when
the rest of the airlock was revealed, or the space where one would have been if
something hadn’t have scooped it off the side of the ship.


“Is anyone still
aboard?” yelled Cinda over the local com after bonding her boots to the deck by
its magnetic locks.  She was greeted with static.  “Maybe I should do another
check of the ship,” she said over the com to the people with her.


“Not on your
life, ma’am,” said Jakardo, grabbing a hand hold on the chest of her suit,
boosting his armor, and pulling her out of the ship.  “The old girl is going to
blow any second now.  Everyone’s out who’s going to get out.”


Cinda nodded her
head, knowing the man was right, but still wishing she could go back in.  If
the damned ship blew up around me, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about the
future.


Everyone now
boosted on their suit grabbers, trying to put as much distance between
themselves and the gigaton class bomb the ship was about to become.  The suits
could pull twenty gees with their inertial compensators, twenty-five max,
putting the extra gravities directly onto the passenger.  All were trained
spacers, with the improved systems of all modern humans.  They could handle ten
gravities for several minutes, while their undergarments compressed and forced
blood back to the brains.  Still, in space it seemed like they were standing
still with only the stars in the background.


The Captain
turned her suit around as she boosted, until her ship was again in her view as
she backed away.  Now she had a frame of reference, the small form of the ship
getting smaller by the moment.  She zoomed in on the ship, gasping at the
revealed damage to its surface.  And this is the side that was facing away
from the enemy ship and the comet.  Though it had faced the incoming
missiles, which had done significant damage, even detonating hundreds of
kilometers away.


There was a
small flash about a hundred meters to the stern of the midsection,
engineering.  The small flash erupted into a large one, and the ship was gone
in an instant in a burst of eye hurting plasma.  Her faceplate darkened
immediately.


“Shit,” yelled
one of the crewmen close by, and Cinda lightened her visor, then cursed herself
as she saw the small dark blotches against the growing, fading plasma field. 
Those were solid objects propelled outward, pieces of the ship, and where she
could see the larger ones there had to be thousands of smaller that she
couldn’t.


The Captain
cringed in her suit.  Her HUD showed the mass of objects, and there was really
nothing she could do about them, other than move her suit out of the way of the
larger ones.  They passed by without a sound, except for a couple of screams
over the com that stopped with chilling suddenness.


“Well, we
survived,” said Frobisher over the com, relief and fatigue combined in his
voice.


“Yeah,” said
Cinda, checking the emergency beacons of the other crew and determining that
over half her crew made it off, one hundred and twenty-one souls.  Which meant
that over a hundred had already died.


One of the
beacons went offline, and the Captain rotated her suit to look in that
direction, wondering what new calamity had come upon them.  She turned just in
time to see something flare in space, her HUD telling her it was about seven
hundred kilometers away.  The sinking feeling in her stomach told her what it
was, even before calls of panic came over the com net.


“It’s the damn
Caca shuttle,” yelled someone, her HUD identifying it as one of the missile crew.


“Try to hit
them,” yelled the voice of the Sergeant in charge of the small Marine
contingent.  They were armed with rifles, just as the rest of the crew had
particle beam pistols holstered on their suits.  And they would be firing at a
heavily armored shuttle whose fire control systems could track and kill them
with ease.


Another beacon
went off her track, then another, and she screamed out in anger as she watched
the shuttle, a vessel her frigate could have destroyed with ease, killing the
men and women she had ordered to what she had thought was safety.  The beacons
started to move, the crew going into the drill that had been hammered into them
for such unlikely situations, making them harder to hit.  Still, not hard
enough, as more beacons dropped off.


“Hang on,” said
another voice over the com, one that the Captain did not recognize.  “We’re on
the way.”


The shuttle
flared with light, taken under fire by something unseen that had entered the
battle.  It flared again, then exploded outward, destroyed.


“Who are you?”
asked Cinda over the com, still having a hard time believing that there was
anything in the system that could have challenged the shuttle.  There were
only the two commercial ships, she thought, looking back at the bright dot
of the planet.  And their transfer shuttles.


“This is Attack
Fighter New Kiev Four,” came the voice over the com.


“I thought you
had been destroyed with the battle cruiser,” she said, trying to spot the six
hundred ton fighter against the star field.  The battle cruiser would have
carried eight of the small vessels, used for scouting and missile attacks.


“We were left
behind,” said the woman on the other side of the com.  “As a last resort
defense of the planet.  Not that it would have done much good.  I have three
flight mates with me, while the other flight goes after the remaining
shuttles.”


“Can you pick us
up?” asked Cinda.  The fighters carried a crew of five each, and could probably
carry fifteen of her crew each in a tight fit.


“We’ll get as
many as we can, ma’am,” replied the pilot.  “But we have shuttles from those
merchies behind us.  Give us a little bit of time and we’ll get all of your
people out of space.”


True to their
word, everyone was picked up within a couple of hours.  Cinda boosted toward
one of the shuttles on her grabbers, insisting that everyone else be picked up
first.  As she boarded the shuttle she felt total relief for the first time in
days.  She didn’t know her fate, but her crew was safe.  And for the moment
that was all that mattered.


*     *     *


Four days later
there was another visit to the system.  There was a moment of panic on the
planet as the ships were picked up moving through hyper VI, then people calmed
down as a sensor tech on the merchant ship in orbit identified them as Imperial
vessels.  A little over an hour later three battleships and a pair of
destroyers entered the system and boosted for the planet on a least time
profile that would get them into orbit in two and a half days.


Cinda worried
the entire time the ships were on the way.  She had been declared a hero on the
planet, the savior of them all.  But the fact remained that she had disobeyed
the orders of a superior officer and had refused combat.  It didn’t matter that
it was a stupid order that would have caused the destruction of her ship, and
would not have benefited the civilians of the system at all.  It might not
matter that the superior’s order went against the directive of the Commander
and Chief of the Empire.  She had committed an offense that could lead to her execution
if she was found guilty by a military tribunal.  The rest of the crew had
already distanced themselves from her, as if she had a terminal disease that
they were likely to catch.


Halfway to the
planet the Commodore commanding the task force ordered the civilian population
to prepare for evacuation.  Most of the civilians were relieved.  Some were
distraught.  And there was a vocal few that were angry that the Empire wouldn’t
devote the resources to defend their frontier planet from the alien menace.  Some
of those would be talked into leaving anyway.  Some few hundred would stay, and
the Marines would make sure they had the weapons to hurt the Ca’cadasan ground
forces if the aliens came back.  Not that they would survive, but if they
killed some Cacas, the Empire would be happy with the return for their
investment of a couple of hundred infantry weapons.


It took sixteen
days galactic standard time to make it back to a secure base.  Due to
relativity the time passed much faster aboard the Duke Georgi Newberry, the
flagship of the battleship squadron.  Six days ship time, as the vessel built
up to point nine c in hyper VI.  The ship was crowded with fifteen thousand
extra pairs of lungs, its share of the refugees.  Even the large vessel seemed
crowded with so many more people on board.  Cinda at least could get away from
some of that crowding at mealtime, when she could eat in officers’ country. 
She still had to share a compartment with all the rest of her officers, most of
whom seemed to spend the majority of their time out of the former petty
officers’ quarters, or had locked themselves in their sound proofed sleeping
compartments where they could deal with their fears in private.  The Lt.
Commander felt like she was a leper, and all of her people were afraid that
they might contract her disease.  They were polite when they had to interact
with her, and distant at all times.


Klerk went
through many hours of questioning on the trip, with the Commodore, the Flag
Captain, the Intelligence Officer, she was surprised they didn’t make her talk
with the chief cook.  Her officers talked with the same people, and she was
sure they were making a case against her.  She would not know how good or bad
it was until they made it back to a headquarters.  She thought it might be good
enough to hang her.


Cinda was on an
observation deck when the Newberry translated into normal space outside
the hyper barrier, sitting in a comfortable chair and looking at the system
holo as the image of the local space around a developing world came to life. 
She was tapped into the ship’s non-command functions, and could zoom in on
anything she wanted for a local view directly to her occipital lobe.


The Amazon system
was the home of over two hundred and twenty million sentient beings, mostly humans,
over two hundred million on the inhabitable planet.  The orbit of the world was
filled with stations, forts, factories, even shipyards.  Now that it was the
new sector headquarters it was a system that the Empire was not willing to lose
without a fight, as shown by the more than three hundred warships around the
star.  Along with those vessels were hundreds of freighters and liners, as well
as quite a few antimatter tankers.  What she couldn’t see, but was still aware
of, were the hundreds of thousands of troops that held the surface of the
planet.  Men and women manning surface batteries.  Ready to fight off enemy
ships, or standing by to battle invading troops.


Two hours after
entering the system Cinda was on a fast shuttle heading insystem.  The battleships
were needed out here, where they could prepare for their next mission close to
the hyper barrier.  Cinda linked into the shuttle sensors and saw a trio of
liners heading out from the planet to take the civilian refugees off.  She
wished she could have waited for those liners as well, but someone wanted to
take care of her, and quickly.


The shuttle had
been configured with actual VIP quarters.  What that meant on such a small
craft was that Klerk had a tiny soundproofed cabin with barely enough room for
a bed, and the space to stand up beside it.  At least it allowed her some
privacy.  Her officers and a few of her crew were also along for the ride,
although the enlisted personnel had to use the normal passenger seats that
equipped the main cabin of the shuttle.


After a two day
trip they arrived at the orbital fort that was the sector headquarters.  Over a
hundred million tons of station, thought by some to be a waste of resources
that could have been put into building hulls.  They couldn’t move at more than
one gee of acceleration, enough to allow them to change orbits, and possibly
dodge incoming beam weapons at a distance, though they hadn’t a chance against
swarms of missiles.  Still, the stations packed a lot of defensive weaponry,
and carried thousands of five hundred ton missiles with fusion warheads, the
only kind allowed in close orbit of an inhabited planet, as antimatter weapons
could go off by merely breaching containment, unlike the thermonuclear
warheads, that had to be deliberately triggered.  That information passed
through the Lt. Commander’s mind swiftly before it locked back on the subject
that most interested her at this time, her own fate.


“Lt. Commander
Klerk,” said a full Commander at the head of the armed Marine detail that met her
as she walked out of the shuttle.  “You will come with me.  The rest of you,”
said the man, pointing at a party of six naval officers, “will go with these
people.  They will see to your needs, and will talk with you.”


Interrogate
is more like it, thought Cinda, falling in behind the Commander while the
Marines, wearing dress reds and equipped with side arms, fell in around her. 
They walked several hundred meters of corridor, crowded with people in uniform
who moved out of their way as soon as they saw the Marines, until they came to
a lift station in which a ready conveyance was waiting.


“Who am I going
to see?” she asked the Commander, who gave her a harsh look and said nothing.


After a couple
of minutes on the lift, which went up, then horizontally, they stopped at
another station, and the Commander motioned her to follow him.  They arrived at
a door that opened at their approach.  Cinda looked at the nameplate over the
door and wondered just what they had in store for her.


“The Admiral
will see her immediately,” said a Petty Officer who was the flag officer’s
secretary.


“We’ll wait
outside,” said the Commander, motioning for the Marines to follow him out.


Lt. Commander
Cinda Klerk would rather have faced another Goliath, one of the Ca’cadasan
superbattleships, than the man she was to face at this moment.  But such a ship
was not before her, and this door was.  She walked toward it on stiff legs,
hoping that something might be wrong with the mechanism.  The door instead slid
smoothly open, revealing the luxuriously appointed office beyond.  Cinda
stepped through that door, walked the ten paces to the desk, and snapped to
attention, rendering a proper hand salute.


“Lt. Commander
Cinda Klerk, reporting as ordered, sir,” she blurted, her eyes locked to the front.


“Following
orders now, are we, Commander?” said the stout man behind the desk.


Cinda’s eyes
drifted down to see a dark skinned man sitting behind the desk, the six stars
of a Grand Fleet Admiral on the shoulder boards of his dress blues. 
Duke Taelis Mgonda was the commander of Sector IV, the hot district in this
war, as well as the flag officer in charge of the sector battle fleet.  She had
wondered when she saw the name on the door what the man was doing here.  Sure,
the system was the replacement headquarters for the Conundrum system,
which had been lost earlier in the war.  He was said to spend most of his time
on his flagship, deployed with the fleet.  But, of course, the station had a
wormhole gate, as did, of course, the Duke’s flagship, so he could be here for
a short time, then step across the light years to his own vessel.


“Cacas got your
tongue, Commander?” asked the Duke in his gruff voice.  “I asked you a
question.”


“I did not think
the orders of the captain of the New Kiev made any sense, sir,”
she said, locking her eyes again on the wall behind the man.  A wall that
contained awards, diplomas, even pictures of the man with the late Emperor,
Augustine the First and his wife.  “Besides,” she said, taking her cue from the
picture of the father of the current Emperor, Sean I, “he was in violation of
the orders of the Emperor.”


“So you decided
to disobey the orders of the lawful superior on the spot?”


“His orders made
no sense, your Grace,” answered Cinda, knowing that this was her only real defense. 
“We were not in a position to cause equal or greater damage to the enemy, based
on his combat dispositions.”


“The Captain of
the New Kiev was an idiot,” said the Duke, nodding his head.  “The smart
play would have been to have gotten out of the system as soon as possible.  The
Cacas only had the one ship, and they wouldn’t have been able to catch his ship
and yours, and attack the planet at the same time.”


“They could have
still blown us all out of space with missiles.”


“And that they
might have, young lady.  They might also have missed.  But he surely doomed his
command by boosting into the teeth of that enemy ship.”


The Admiral
picked up a glass and took a drink.  Cinda was wondering if she would be
offered a seat, or something to drink.  But why waste courtesy on someone
who has a date with a court martial, and then an executioner.


“That does not
alter the fact that you disobeyed a direct order from a superior officer, young
lady,” said the Duke, placing his glass meticulously on the coaster on the top
of his desk.


“But, I saved a
planet, and destroyed a Ca’cadasan battleship,” she protested, knowing she was
right.


“And you hid
from the Ca’cadasan because you knew you could do that?”


“No, sir,” said
Cinda after a moment’s hesitation.  She looked up at the ceiling for a moment,
then back down into the dark brown eyes of the man.  “What do you want me to
tell you, your Grace?  That I was afraid?  That I didn’t want to die, and to
take all of my crew with me?  That I used my knowledge of the Emperor’s orders
as a way to wiggle out of sure death.  Well, I was afraid.  I was scared
shitless.”


“So why didn’t
you continue to hide?” asked the Admiral.  “You were in a perfect position to
escape notice.  The enemy would have continued on to the planet, killed the
civilians, and left.  And you could have left the system after they had gone.”


“I couldn’t just
let them kill those people,” growled Cinda, fighting back the tears that began
to well in her eyes.  “I just couldn’t.  What would you have done, your Grace?”


“So you saved
fifty thousand people?  Good job, Commander.  Only we have lost over twenty
five billion, that’s billion, so far.  And I have been ordered by my sovereign
Lord to abandon systems with hundreds of millions of civilians in them, so that
I could keep my fleet in being, and not waste it in a battle that would give
the enemy this sector.  So what would I have done?”


Cinda looked
into the man’s face, seeing the pain and anger, his nostrils flaring as the
veins stood out on his neck.  How can he live with himself? she
thought.  But of course the answer to that was duty.  He had a duty to the
Emperor, and his own feelings had to be subsumed to undertake the necessary
actions to make a strategy work against an enemy that so far had all the
advantages.


“It was
wonderful that you could save those fifty thousand,” said the Admiral, looking
down at his desk and clenching his fists.  He looked back up at her with red
rimmed eyes.  “Just remember.  That is a drop in the bucket as far as this war
has gone.  We will lose another twenty-five billion in the next year.  Maybe
more.  And if we don’t win this thing, we will lose all of us.”


Cinda stood
silent for a moment, letting that sink in.  The Fleet had never lost a war, not
in nine hundred years of existence.  Now they faced total defeat if they
couldn’t outthink this enemy.  Which I did, she thought.


“What’s going to
happen to me?” she asked the Duke, wanting to get her own fate out of the way.


“Normally, you
would go before a board of inquiry,” said the Duke, pointing a finger at her
chest.  “They would probably find enough evidence to recommend a court
martial.  And then you would most probably be convicted of disobedience in the
face of the enemy.  Most likely you would be kicked out of the Fleet, though imprisonment
would also be a strong possibility.  Execution a lesser one.  And if the
Captain of New Kiev had survived, he would be facing the same, for
disobedience to his Monarch.”


“You said
normally, your Grace?”


“These are
unusual times, young lady,” said the Duke, reaching into his desk and
withdrawing a small box.  “The Empire is in need of heroes.  We have had enough
goats to last a lifetime.”  The Duke opened the box and withdrew a small medal
attached to a ribbon.  The medal was a sun symbol, and Cinda felt the breath
leave her as she recognized it.


“A Golden Sun,”
she blurted, the thing she least expected to see during a meeting like this. 
It was the second highest decoration that a service member could receive.  Only
the Imperial Medal of Heroism was considered a higher award, for both military
and civilians, and only authorized by a seated Emperor.


“We will have
the formal presentation later,” said the Admiral, reaching back into his desk
and withdrawing another box, which he opened and placed on the desk, revealing
the silver oak leaves of a full commander.  “These you can put on now, then we
will have the presentation of the medal at a news conference.”


“A news
conference,” she said, feeling her legs go weak.


“As I said, we
need heroes.  So you have to face the music.  And for portraying such courage
in front of the press, you will receive another reward.  One I think you will
really like.”  He graced her with a predatory smile.


“Another
reward,” said Cinda in shock.  She had expected to be punished when she entered
this office.  Instead, she was getting a promotion, and an award.  She couldn’t
think of anything else she could want, except.  Her eyes widened at the
thought.


“As you said,”
said the Admiral, getting up from his desk with the oak leaves in hand.  “You
destroyed a Caca supebattleship with a pipsqueak frigate.  That’s a talent
we’re not willing to waste.”


*     *     *


Commander Cinda
Klerk sat in the command chair of her new ship, hands rubbing the arm rests,
still not sure if she could believe that it was hers.  The Carl Nasher
was a brand new hyper VII destroyer, capable of four times the pseudo-speed
through hyperspace as her last command.  The vessel was eight hundred and
twenty meters in length by two hundred and twenty wide, massing over two
hundred and forty thousand tons.  Her missile magazines held fifty destroyer
class weapons, two and a half times what her old frigate had carried.  It was
still much less than a hyper VI destroyer carried, but something had to be left
out to carry the mass of the more capable hyperdrive projectors.  And it’s
all mine, she thought, looking at the viewer as the planet Amazon
fell away.


“She is a
beautiful ship,” said Lt. Commander Renato Jakardo over the private circuit. 
The exec was ensconced in the CIC, what would be his normal combat duty
station, getting used to the layout and the people he would be serving with, as
well as his new position.


“She sure is,”
replied the Captain, looking over her new bridge crew.  Jakardo was the only
one they had let her keep, the rest being given promotions and new
assignments.  She had wanted to keep her exec, Lieutenant SG Marcus Frobisher. 
That request had been denied.  Frobisher had been bumped up two ranks and given
a destroyer of his own, an older hyper VI ship.  And I bet he is just as
thrilled to have her for his first command as I am to have this ship, she
thought.  To a naval officer, any command was a dream come true.


And they
turned me loose for this one, she thought, reviewing her orders in her
mind.  She would be operating alone, on the fringes of the human controlled
areas, at times forging on into enemy territory, the eyes of the fleet.  Most
times there would be no superiors to bow down to, and she would live or die on
her wits and the capabilities of her crew.  She couldn’t think of a better way
to fight a war.











The
Deep


 


Some creatures are beyond our
understanding, not life as we know it.  Maybe not even life at all, though they
can replicate all the functions of life.  Life from beyond our Galaxy?  It
would still have to obey our physical laws, wouldn’t it?  If such arrived at
our shores, would we be able to defeat it?  All unknowns, but one day sure to
be something intelligent life in the Galaxy will have to deal with.


 


Most worlds were
beautiful as seen from space, but there was something special about a planet
that could support carbon based life.  Most of those were a combination of blue
and green, some browns of arid lands, the white of clouds and ice.  New Lemuria
had more of the blue and white than most.  A planet slightly larger than old
earth, with just over six hundred million square kilometers of surface area. 
Five hundred and forty-eight million of those square kilometers were ocean,
with a salinity level approximating that of old Earth’s largest bodies of
water.  Half of the world girdling oceans were shallow seas, no more than fifty
meters in depth, in most cases much less.  The other half was deep water,
thousands of meters, in some places more than fifty kilometers.


The fifty-two
million square kilometers of land, a little larger than the old Earth continent
of  Asia, was divided into three large masses and hundreds of thousands of
islands.  In the northern hemisphere, straddling the shallow sea, was a land
mass slightly larger than Europe, about ten million square kilometers.  In the
southern hemisphere were two Australia sized continents, one in the shallow
sea, the other smack in the middle of the deeps, like a huge mountain plateau
rising from the bottom ten kilometers below.


Major Bergland
Jensen looked on that world through the viewer of her stateroom as the liner Odin’s
Beard slid into orbit.  She ran a hand through her short blond hair as her
ice blue eyes stared at the world.  A massive hurricane was raging off the
coast of the deep sea continent, while another as forming three thousand
kilometers away.


It’s almost
like New Tahiti, thought the Imperial Constabulary Special Team Officer,
thinking of her last assignment.  New Tahiti was also an ocean planet, about
eighty percent water, with only one super continent and various islands, large
and small, in mostly shallow seas.  It was also a developing world, over a
billion people supporting the massive orbital industries that made it an
economic power.  As such, it had major defenses, both on and off the planet,
including a large police force backed up by planetary militia and the Imperial
Army.  Her home planet, Norje, a core world, was of even better protected.


Unfortunately,
New Lemuria was still classified as a frontier world, with a population of less
than five million, with a couple of small orbital forts, and militia, and a
Marine garrison of a battalion to support the Fleet’s presence on the ground. 
But nothing like the team she was leading.


“We’re ready to
shuttle down, ma’am,” came a call over her implant.


“I’ll be there
in a moment, Master Sergeant,” she replied to the man who was her second in
command of the team.  Master Sergeant Tapuarii Kama was a native of New Tahiti,
and had been in the Constabulary longer than Jensen had been alive.  As an
augmented operative, he looked older than his actual age of ninety-seven. 
Bergland looked at herself in the cabin’s mirror as that thought hit her.  She
was only forty-six, but looked like she was seventy.  She was on the far end of
the bell curve for people who accepted augmentation, and had probably lost
fifty years of life.


That was my
choice, she thought, shaking her head, then grabbing her kit bag and
hefting it on her shoulder with muscles stronger than four humans her size.  I
wanted to be a superwoman, and so far the price had been worth it.


The shuttle deck
was amidships on the liner.  Several of the basic ship to ground shuttles had
already left, and one was lifting and heading for the cold plasma field that
kept the atmosphere in the hangar from evacuating into space.  The liner was
carrying immigrants to a world that had plenty of room for new settlers, and
tourists for a growing industry.  And how many of them would have taken this
trip if they knew what was going on down there, thought the Major, walking
over to her team.


“Attention,”
called out Kama, and the line of eight humans and six nonhumans snapped to
attention, those that could.


Jensen returned
the Master Sergeant’s salute, then looked over her handpicked team.  She didn’t
think they would win any beauty awards, and not every uniform was perfect.  And
that was not the reason she had chosen them for this mission.  All were good at
their jobs, all could think on their feet, those who had feet.  She looked over
the humans first, five men and three women.  He walked past them to the two
standing nonhumans, these Killi, an amphibian species that had been in the
Empire for over four hundred years.  And finally to the large tank floating on
antigravs with the last four members of the team.


“I bet you’re
ready to get into some real water,” she commented to the four bottlenose
dolphins that floated in the tank, giving her curious looks.


“More than
ready, Major,” said the translator that the quartet’s Sergeant, Tomas, was using,
his own high pitched speech coming through the plastisteel of the tank.


Dolphins had
always been intelligent creatures, some said the second brightest animals of
Old Earth, after humans.  Others had assigned that place in the rankings to
chimps, but the improved genome of the dolphin gave them intelligence equal to
unimproved humans.  And these four were specimens on the far end of the bell
curve, easily the equal of all but the brightest humans.


Jensen nodded,
thinking of the risks these members of her team would be taking, though they
would be better equipped than even the amphibian Killi in handling a
Waterworld.


“Let’s get on
board,” she ordered, then waited as her team filed into the shuttle they had
brought along for this mission.  It was a Fleet class assault shuttle, heavily
armed and armored, with a sensor suite more powerful than anything on the
planet below.  The dolphin tank rolled under its own power through the cargo
hatch at the rear of the shuttle.  The Major followed the walking members of
the team into the shuttle, heading for the cockpit, where she strapped herself
in next to the Warrant Officer who was their assigned pilot.


“We have
clearance for Lemuria Base, Major,” said Sarnai Zaya, her fingers working
across her control board and bringing all systems online.  “Incoming message
from the Governor.”


The Major
accepted the transmission, letting the images playing across her occipital lobe
through her link, ensuring the privacy of the com.


“We are so glad
to see you, Major,” said the middle aged man, the expression on his face
showing that he had not felt glad about much for quite some time.


“I’m looking
over your data now, Governor Frieze,” she informed the man, multitasking as she
digested the summary of what had been going on since the message arrived at New
Tahiti by hyper VII courier.  New Tahiti was in the same Sector, VII, on the
upper side of the Empire almost opposite of Sector IV.  It had taken the
courier twelve days to reach New Tahiti, the closest Constabulary base.  And
forty-eight days for the liner to make the return trip.  Which meant two months
had gone by since the Governor had sent his report.  And there had been nine
more incidents in that time, with almost a hundred dead, and several
hundred missing and presumed dead.


“And you still
have no idea what’s doing this?”


“Some kind of
animal,” said the Governor.


The shuttle
started to shake as it entered the atmosphere, the pilot dropping them into the
gas envelope, then flattening out into a glide.  The grabbers, their compensator
function converting inertia to heat, smoothed out much of that turbulence.  But
they couldn’t get rid of it all.


“We really can’t
tell what, except that it’s really big, and it’s able to hide in the ocean,”
said Frieze.  “It gives no warning, and seems to strike from nowhere.  We have
some tissue samples that were left behind at the scenes, and they don’t match
anything we’ve ever seen on this world.  The biologists at the University are
not even sure its living tissue.  More like a combination of life and machine
life.”


“And no signals
from the areas this, thing, attacked?”


“No.  Maybe a
couple of words screamed out over a com, then nothing.  Just smashed cities and
some sparse wreckage in the sea.  We’ve ordered all small craft to stay in
harbor, but you know how that goes.”


Yes, I know
how that goes, thought the Major, imagining what kind of an uproar that
would have caused on an Imperial world.  People had freedoms in the Empire, and
one of those was the freedom to risk their own necks if that was their desire. 
There would be citizens who made their living fishing the rich shallow seas of
this world, supplying their own and other worlds with high quality seafood. 
There would be wealthy citizens who spent their life on their yachts, and who
had no desire to stay in harbor.  The authorities could appeal to their sense
of self preservation, could even come up with some charges to keep some of them
off the water, but there weren’t enough police on a world like this to keep
most of those who wanted to go to sea ashore.


“When are the
other shuttles coming down?” asked the Governor.


“Other
shuttles?”


“Surely your
entire force is not on that one shuttle” asked Frieze, eyes staring at what
must have been her holo on his desk.


“This is all we
brought, Governor Frieze.  There is a war on, after all, and resources are
stretched.”


“I see,” said
Frieze, his voice low.  “Well, I can still hope you might accomplish
something.”  His tone indicated anything but hope.


“We’ll be down
in eleven minutes, sir.  I would like to meet with the heads of your police
force and militia as soon as we disembark.”


“Of course,
Major,” replied the Governor.


And she could
just imagine how well that might go.  The local police and militia were sure to
have a colonel or two, maybe even a general.  She was a mere major, though
according to the laws of the Empire, she outranked anyone not of the
constabulary during an investigation.


“Major,” called
out the Governor over the com, his voice near panicked.  “We’ve received a call
for help from Humbolt Village.  They blurted out that they were under attack,
then, nothing.  We have an aerial patrol on the way to the platform’s
location.”


“Show me,” she
ordered without even considering that she was giving an order to the supreme
authority on the planet.


The holo over
the cockpit control board came to life with an image of the globe of the
planet, a blinking red dot showing where the incident was taking place.  The
aircraft were flying over the coastal mountain range, on their way from the
central base in the middle of the continent, about nine hundred kilometers from
the village.


“Do you have a
satellite view?”


“No, Major.  We
don’t have many surveillance sats in orbit.  We’re keeping them over the  areas
where we our citizens are concentrated.”


A small arrow
appeared on the globe, which zoomed in on that area, showing both the air
patrol and the location on the coastal village that was ground zero for this
latest incident.


“We have no
communications with Hubolt,” came the voice of the in Air Commander of the
patrol.  The viewed zoomed in again, now showing the three aircraft in
formation, their identification numbers underneath.   Jensen knew those craft,
basic planetary search, rescue and defense VTOL, capable of Mach 8 in
atmosphere, with a crew of three and room for seven passengers.  They were
lightly armed craft, with a nose laser and whatever pods the people in charge
felt were right for the mission.


“My God,” said
the Air Commander over the com.  “It’s gone.  The whole thing is just, gone.”


Images started
coming in over the com as the VTOLs circled.  The Major could make out the
remains of foundations, the pillars of plasticrete that had once supported
docks.  There was nothing else.  Not a wall, or a roof, not even a nail.


“What was the
village constructed of?” she asked into the com, her question going out to the
Governor and the Air Commander.


“Most of the
coastal villages are constructed of native materials,” answered the Governor. 
“Wood and stone for the most part.”


“So not as
sturdy as modern materials,” said Jensen, wondering what would have happened to
the place if it had been made of plasticrete and glasssteel, substances that
could withstand any storm of earthquake likely to be found on an Earthlike
world.  Hell, they could handle a close detonation from a nuke or kinetic, most
anything except a direct hit.


“Ship Alpha
Charlie Three,” came the voice of the Air Commander.  “Land your team and recon
on foot.”


Acknowledgements
came back, and the designated aircraft set down in what was left of the
village, not really needing a clear space, since the entire area was cleared. 
As soon as it set down six passengers disembarked, all garbed in the light
armor worn by most search and rescue units, carrying laser rifles, their eyes
constantly sweeping everywhere, the take coming back through their links.


“Only the
plasticrete left from the foundations,” came the voice of the Team Leader over
the com.  The view zoomed in on one of the foundations, which, while still
there, was pitted as if  something had eaten into it.


“Just like the
others,” said the Governor.


“We’ll be at the
capital in eight minutes, Governor,” said Jensen, checking her timer.  “Please
have the people I asked for, and all evidence you’ve gathered from past
attacks, at the meeting place.  Jensen out.”


The Major leaned
back in her chair after killing the com, then looked over at the Pilot.  “I
want our other equipment on the ground, or in the water, as soon as possible.”


“No rest for the
wicked, I guess,” said Zaya with a slight smile.  “It will take two trips to
get everything down, Major.  I was thinking, since the liner won’t be leaving
this space for at least a couple of weeks, I could take some time and look
around a bit.  For intelligence purposes, you know.”


“There’ll be
enough time to drink and scout out the local boys and girls, Sarnai.  But right
now I’m not sure what we’re getting into.  I want everything where we can use
it.  Understood?”


“Yes, ma’am,”
said the dejected Warrant Officer.


“Good girl.  We
have a job to do here, then we can worry about down time.”


The shuttle set
down on the landing field outside the Capitol complex.  The city overlooking
the field was not large, at most fifty thousand people, as cities tended to be
on frontier worlds where there was room to stretch out.  Only a couple of small
skyscrapers, each displaying the logo of a megacorp, the business headquarters
of those companies on this world.  Most of the rest of the city was made up of
low rises, no more than ten stories, most less than five.  The hillside
overlooking the city was alive with the lights of individual residences.  On
the waterfront was a small cluster of docks and warehouses, several good sized
vessels anchored out in the harbor, smaller ones tied up at the docks.  There
was no moon in the sky this night.


“It’s
beautiful,” exclaimed the Major as she disembarked from the shuttle, looking up
at the horizon where the Milky Way was rising.  She saw that she was not the
only one staring at the sight of more stars than she had ever seen in one place.


Overhead there
were sparse twinkles from the nearest stars, most forty or more light years
from New Lemuria.  The planet was over two thousand light years out from the
center of the Galactic disc, fifteen hundred from the concentration of stars
that was the plane of the Galaxy.  Stars were sparse out this far, though there
were still enough with habitable planets to make colonization worthwhile.  And
the perspective of being this far out from the center, the thick band of stars
in the Perseus Arm provided a light show of almost unequaled splendor.  They
could make out the entire width of the arm, could make out the curve of the
length, as well as the dark bands of gas clouds to both sides.   A totally
different perspective from what humankind has evolved with, looking though the
disc of the Galaxy, with all of the obscuring gas clouds in the way.  Jensen
thought she could stand here forever and look at the glorious display of
literally billions of stars.  But that’s not why they sent us out here,
she thought, turning away from splendor so she could deal with horror.


*     *     *


Government House
was a low building, three stories, though spread across several hundred acres. 
Like most frontier worlds, space was not at a premium on this planet.  The few
tall buildings were symbols of the power of the companies that built them.  The
Imperium chose to display its power by taking up some of the best land in the
city, overlooking the bay.  The building looked very much like an indefensible
structure, but it was anything but.  Made of the strongest of modern materials,
it was all but disaster proof.  A kilometer high seismic wave could crash over
the building and there would be almost no damage.


The aircars
landed on the roof of the building, on a lit landing port where a man in a
business suit and several Imperial Marines waited.  Jensen looked down on the
pad from the front seat of her car, going over what they knew about what the
locals were calling the Creature in her head.  Her team was along with
her for the meeting, all except the dolphins, who were being ferried out to the
bay where they could start acclimating themselves to this ocean.  They had been
cooped up in their tanks for too long.  Even the large swimming pool on the
liner was really too small for creatures such as they, and they had been
chomping at the bit to get into real open water.  Local dolphins had been
contracted to help teach them the lay of this ocean, which, though of similar
composition to the waters they were used to, contained some completely
different life forms.


“Please take
your seats, Major,” said the man who had led them to the meeting room, a large
chamber with an entire wall of windows overlooking the city and the bay. 
Lights reflected off the water, while other lights moved under their own power,
patrol boats sounding the waters to make sure nothing was sneaking in that
might cause a catastrophe among the civilians.  “This will be a working dinner
meeting.  I hope all of your people like seafood?  If not, we have steaks, or pork
chops.”


“Seafood will be
just fine,” Jensen told the man, an aide to the Governor.  She knew all of her
people enough to know what they liked, and what they couldn’t stand.  A planet
like New Lemuria would of course have its farms, and it livestock.  But the
main industries on the planet were seafood and tourism, in that order.


A moment later
the Governor came walking into the chamber, his military and police commanders
following.  Jensen and her people were on their feet in an instant in a show of
respect, as much for the former Imperial Marine Colonel that Governor Paul
Frieze had been as for the civilian rank he now held.


“Take your
seats, ladies and gentlemen,” said the Governor, walking to the head of the
table and taking his own chair.  “May I introduce Colonel Isabella Suarez, the
head of the Planetary Militia.”  The small, dark skinned woman nodded and took
her seat.  “And Colonel Neru M’tabasa, Chief of Planetary Police.”  The tall
ebony man also nodded, then slumped his over two meter body into his own chair.


Another door
opened and the Government House wait staff came in, a dozen men and women with
plates of food and bottles of drink.  A large platter of savory food, a lobster
analogue, what looked like a half dozen large shrimp, and some pieces of
different fish, along with potatoes and vegetables, were placed in front of
each person at the table.


“All local
seafood, from the waters of our bay,” said the Governor with pride.  “Not only
is the seafood, and the land animals, compatible with our metabolism, they are
complete in their nutrient composition.  Our dolphins and whales subsist
entirely off of the native ocean life.”


“That’s very
unusual, isn’t it, Mr. Governor?” asked Jensen.  She knew that about half the
terrestrial worlds in known space had life with compatible proteins, which
meant the other half didn’t.  Those that didn’t ranged from having completely
inert and indigestible proteins to deadly poisons, and the incompatibilities
went both ways.  But even compatible planets normally had something missing in
the protein matrix, much less the vitamins.


“Very,” said
Frieze.  “One of the things that made this such an attractive world, even as
far from the plane of the disc as it is.”


The rest of the
room was quiet as the guests went after their food with gusto.  Jensen speared
some of the lobster on her fork and dipped it in the melted butter
provided.  She closed her eyes in appreciation as her taste buds savored the
shellfish.  I could get used to this, she thought.  I could even get
fat living in a place like this.  That last thought brought an internal
laugh.  Very few humans were overweight in this day and age, eight centuries
after the human genome improvement project had worked its magic on the
species.  There were very few overweight humans, and those who were really had
to work at it.


“That’s what
makes this, creature, so unusual,” said Frieze, hesitating for a moment in
raising a forkful of fish to his mouth.  “From the much degraded cell samples
we have, what few of them there are, they seem to be an entirely different form
of life from what we find over the surface and shallow seas of the planet.  My
biologists tell me they’re unlike any other life form known.  Almost like it
really isn’t alive, but is some kind of mix of machine and biological”


“And where do
you think they’ve been hiding all these years?” asked Sergeant Billings, the
teams biological specialist.  “And how long have people been on this planet?”


“First
exploration team landed forty-seven years ago,” answered the Governor.  “The
first colonists landed five years after that, so forty-two years of continuous
human habitation.”


“And no strange
disappearances in that entire time?” asked Master Sergeant Kama, who had the
most actual investigative experience on the team.


“This is a wild
world,” said Frieze, shaking his head.  “And a world with a lot of unexplored
regions to this day.  Of course there have been unsolved disappearances. 
People go out in small craft and never return.  Or into one of the land
wilderness areas with the same result.  But nothing like large vessels or
entire villages taken by something we’ve never seen before.”


“And the
majority of these incidents have occurred in or near to deep water?” asked
Jensen, searching through the colony database through her implant.


“That is
correct,” replied the Governor.  “About eighty percent of the attacks and
disappearances have occurred over the Deep.  There really aren’t that many
pleasure craft or fishing boats over that much water.  The fish are mostly in
the shallow seas, and most of the sailing ships prefer cruising among the
islands, where they can shelter in bad weather.  And that weather occurs most
often over the Deep as well, where they can build up over the open water.”


“So most of the
coastal attacks occurred on, what is it called, Mu?”


“That’s correct,
Major,” said Colonel M’tabasa, reaching for his wine glass.   “We have one
documented attack on one of the smaller islands on the edge of the shelf, as
well as some disappearances at sea, also near the edge of the Deep.”


“And we are,
what, about three hundred kilometers from the Deep?”


“That’s about
right.  So far there have been no attacks this far from the Deep.  And we think
whatever this thing, or things, are, doesn’t like to move through shallow
water.”


“How far down
have you explored this Deep?” asked Kama.


“We’ve sent
submersibles as far down as thirty kilometers,” answered M’tabasa, pulling up a
holo of the planet that showed the hemisphere that was almost all deep water,
with the exception of Mu.  “And of course not through the entire area.  There’s
just too much of it, and we only have a couple of deep diving vehicles.”


“And how deep is
this Deep?” asked Kama.


“Twenty-five
kilometers at its shallowest point.  That’s about twenty percent of the Deep,
the area closest to the shallows and Mu.  At its furthest, a hundred
kilometers, maybe a little more.”


“And what is the
maximum depth your submersibles can reach”


“Thirty-two
kilometers, but due to safety concerns we have instated a thirty kilometer
limit.”


“What’s the
limit of the submersible you brought with you, Major?” asked Frieze.


“We can go as
deep as fifty kilometers, Governor.  If we push it, maybe fifty-four.  So
there’s no way we’re going to get down into the deepest parts of your ocean.”


“I still don’t understand
why they sent you, Major,” said Colonel Suarez, giving Jensen a cold stare. 
“We have a very good planetary police force.  We didn’t need more police.  What
we need are military forces specializing in underwater combat.  Instead, they
send us you, and the few people you brought with you, and one goddamn submarine
that can’t even go where it needs to go.”


“That will be
enough, Colonel Suarez,” growled the Governor.  He looked over at Jensen, his
face red with embarrassment.  “I’m happy you’re here, Major.  From what I
understand, you are ocean world specialists.  And I will leave it to you to
find out what this thing is, and learn how we can stop it.”  He looked back at
his Commander of Police, his face a mask of anger.  “And you will do everything
that the Major asks of you.”


“The Major..”


“Is from the
Imperial Constabulary, and therefor is in charge here,” yelled Frieze, slamming
the palm of his hand on the table.  “And you will follow her orders, unless you
want to take an early retirement from your position.”


Suarez looked at
the Governor with a shocked expression, her mouth moving but no words coming
out.  Jensen could almost feel sorry for her, but she remembered all the many
times she had had to deal with shitheads who thought they were so important. 
She knew her training and equipment were better than anything any planetary
police force, especially on the frontier, had.  And the same went for her
people.


“We’ll head out
in the morning, Governor, and scout the area near this latest incident,” she
told Frieze.  “That will give my dolphins the chance to acclimate a little more
to your ocean.”  It probably wouldn’t take them longer than overnight, since
the salinity and chemical composition of these waters was similar to New
Tahiti, where they had been stationed.


“Then let us
enjoy our meal, Major,” said Frieze, waving for the steward to bring in the
next course.  “And maybe you can tell us a little bit about what’s going on in
the Empire.”


When they walked
from the Government house and headed for the quarters that had been given them
down by the harbor, the planet had rotated to the point where the Perseus Arm
took up most of the night sky.  Jensen stopped for a moment and looked up at
the sight, considering that this might be a good world on which to retire.  Far
from the war, with plenty of room to expand.  The only negative was an unknown
creature that attacked and apparently ate people.


One little
problem, she thought, walking toward the building where their quarters were
established.  And one we’re here to take care of.


*     *     *


 


THE DEEP, ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY-FIVE KILOMETERS SOUTHWEST
OF HUBOLT.


 


“We’re at
twenty-three thousand meters, ma’am,” reported Master Sergeant Kama, operating
the sensor suite of the submarine.  “We’re picking up sonar returns from four
thousand meters.  Returns are consistent with mud and rock.”


“Give me a take
from the remote,” ordered Jensen, sitting in the command chair of the small
bridge of the submarine.  Argonaut had come along with them from New
Tahiti, where it had been their primary oceanic patrol craft.  New Tahiti had
some very deep trenches, at least as far as most ocean planets went, some
reaching as deep as ten thousand meters.  The ninety-six meter submarine was
built of the strongest materials known to the Empire, and could dive to a depth
of over fifty thousand meters.


The image from
the remote diving vehicle showed the bottom illuminated by the bright light of
its forward dome.  It was as predicted, mud with some rock rising from it in
places.  And totally devoid of life.  Even the deepest trenches of New Tahiti
had some animals at their deepest points, but this bottom was more than two and
a half times that depth.


“How are the
engines responding” she asked Warrant Officer Sarnai Zaya, who had the helm.


“At twenty-eight
percent thrust, ma’am,” responded the WO.  “Current speed is eighty-five
knots.”


Jensen nodded. 
The sub was armed, heavily, but she was depending on its speed to get them out
of any trouble they couldn’t fight.  Right now eighty-five knots was about all
they could do, since some of her people were out in the water.


“Status report?”
she said into the com, sending the sonic signal out to the men and dolphins who
were accompanying the sub.


“Everything
nominal at the moment,” reported Corporal Detweiler, in charge of one of the
teams.  A moment later Sergeant Tomas reported in for the other team, that made
up of the dolphins.


Humanoids and
cetaceans were all equipped with specialized diving armor, capable of taking
them down in comfort to thirty thousand meters, while propelling them at a
maximum of a hundred and twenty knots.  Cruising speed was just below ninety
knots, and Jensen didn’t want to strain the capacity of the suits when she
didn’t have to.  The humanoid suits looked like particularly streamlined heavy
battle armor, while the suits the dolphins wore looked nothing like any other
suit.  They made the dolphins look like robot versions of themselves, and they
were capable of a much greater turn of speed than the humanoid suits.


“OK,” said
Jensen, looking at the holo that showed everything for twenty kilometers in
every direction.  “Let’s see what we can stir up.”


Compared to
space that twenty kilometer radius sphere seemed tiny, but this was a different
environment.  Argonaut’s sensors could pick up objects for thousands of
kilometers that were radiating sound, engines, sonar, noises that traveled
great distances through the water.  Objects that weren’t radiating were a
different story.  Still, with the suited constables and a number of remote
vehicles, they could see just about everything in that sphere.


Jensen looked at
the holo, noting the schools up deep water fish about three kilometers beneath
the surface, the ten icons of her suited constables, and little else.  Now it
was time to see if they could attract something else.


“We’re going to
pulse sonar in ten seconds,” said Kama over the com, warning the suits to turn
down their pickups.  “Pulsing, now.”


Using the power
of her fusion reactor, the submarine pulsed her sonar with a powerful signal
that would travel hundreds of kilometers with enough power to rattle any
creature in the path.  The school of fish high above acted stunned for some
moments, then tore away at their fastest speed.  Several seconds later the
sub’s sonar pulsed again.  It kept it up for several minutes at five second
intervals, letting any predators in the area know that something was here.  The
smaller creatures would use that signal to avoid what to them would seem to be
a large animal, too big for them to handle.  But they were hoping that
something that didn’t have a rival in this ocean would decide they were
something that needed checking out.


And now we
wait, thought Jensen after the last pulse went out.  A half an hour later
they got their first sniff at whatever lived down in the Deep.


“We’re picking
up motion in the water,” reported Kama, looking over at his commander. 
“Estimated range six thousand five hundred meters, depth, four thousand
meters.  And ma’am,” continued the Master Sergeant, a frown on his face, “it’s
big.  Really big.”


“Switch to
active sonar,” ordered Jensen.


Kama nodded and
turned back to his board.  “It’s hard to track, ma’am.  I‘m boosting the
signal.”


Jensen looked to
the holo, seeing the return outline of the unknown coming up at them.  The
eight beings out there in armored suits were scattering, trying to get out of
the way of the thing that was moving at almost a hundred and fifty knots.  The
thing was almost eight kilometers across, and it looked like a couple of the
suits were not going to make it.


“Prepare to fire
sonics,” Jensen ordered.


Kama nodded and
turned back to his board.  Argonaut had lasers, useable on the surface
or for com.  In the water lasers were more or less useless, heating the liquid
ahead of them and gaining little traction over distance.  But sonics were
perfect for the liquid environment, and now the same mechanism that produced
the ship’s sonar emitted a focused beam of sonic energy that transmitted
through the water like it was a perfectly transparent medium.  On striking the
target it would vibrate that matter to the point where it would disrupt its
structure, eating it, ripping apart cells and structures down to the molecular
level.


“It’s not
slowing, ma’am,” called out Kama.


“Is the beam
having any effect?”


“We’re picking
up a heat source on the surface of the unknown.  It appears to be working,
ma’am.  But there’s no way to tell what the effect is on the entire creature.”


“It’s got me,”
yelled out Constable Lewinsky, his icon blinking on the holo.  That holo showed
that the creature had extruded something, a pseudopod, and had captured the
Constable who had been unable to outrun it.


“Can you break
free?” yelled Jensen, anxious that a huge creature of unknown capabilities had
captured one of her people.  His suit was as tough as the Empire could make it,
with its own sonic weapons.  Unknown capabilities was the rub, she didn’t know
what this thing could do, but she remembered seeing the pitted foundations of
the village on vid, and realized that this thing had the ability to dissolve
some tough substances.


“I don’t know,
ma’am,” said the stressed voice of the Constable.  “I’m activating electrical
shock systems, but it doesn’t seem to be doing anything.”


The com was
silent for a moment as Jensen considered hitting it with torpedoes, rejecting
the idea while she had one of her people trapped within it, at risk from the
weapon.


“Oh God,” called
out the Constable.  “The surface of my suit is showing damage.”


“Hang tight,
Lewinsky.  We’ll get you out.”


The submarine
shook as the massive creature hit it, pushing it away while it sent its fluid
mass around the sides.  Kama hit a switch on his board, setting the skin of the
vessel to carry a charge directly from the fusion reactor.  The creature shook,
then recoiled away, obviously hurt by the greater charge from the submarine.


“Hit it with
every energy weapon we have,” called out Jensen.


Kama nodded and
worked his board, sending sonics, electrical charges, even the laser over the
short distance into the biomass of the creature.  It shook and started to move
away, trying to escape this small object that was causing it so much pain.


“Sergeant Tomas,
get Lewinsky out of there,” she ordered over the com.


The dolphin NCO
acknowledged, and he and his team moved toward the massive creature, toward the
retracting pseudopod that contained the suited Constable.  As soon as they were
in position they started sending out their natural sonar call, amplified a
thousand times by the suits.  The waves of sound hit the biomass of the pseudopod,
searing into the living matter at a point where the extrusion entered the
body.  They blasted away, tearing at the mass, vaporizing, cutting through.


The creature
extruded additional pseudopods to attack the dolphins.  The sea creatures,
trained to take full advantage of the augmentation of their suits, dodged away
while hitting the new pseudopods with sonic beams, then swept back in to strike
at their original target.


“It’s going
deeper ma’am,” called out Kama.


“Keep on it,
Zaya,” ordered the Major.  “I don’t want it hauling Lewinski down into the
Deep.”


The Warrant
Officer nodded and piloted the submarine after the creature that was dropping
down at a high rate of speed.  It wouldn’t be more than a minute before the
depth exceeded the capacity of the suit to withstand the pressure.  The Argonaut
continued to follow, continued to hit the creature with sonics, trying to
kill it before it got away.  That had not been her initial plan, which had been
to injure it enough to force it back to its lair so she would know where it had
come from.  Now the entire mission was to save her Constable.


The dolphins
swept in again, striking at the weakening attachment point.  With a loud pop
the pseudopod came loose, turning it into its own much smaller creature.  Argonaut
continued hitting the main creature with its sonics, driving it away from
its lost member.


“Lewinsky. 
Shock it, now.  Tomas, hit it with electricity.”


The Constable
sent out all the juice his suit could generate, while the dolphins rammed the
noses of their armor in the biomass and sent their own shocking electricity
into the matter surrounding the human.  It didn’t take long to drive it off of
Lewinsky, and two of the dolphins linked their suits to his and started to move
him away from the danger zone, while the other two continued to attack the
small piece of biomass with sonics.


“Keep a lock on
that thing,” ordered Jensen, looking over at Kama.


“You want me to
hit it with torpedoes?”


“Not on your
life.  I want to see if it goes back to its home.”  She looked at the holo that
showed the creature dropping down at two hundred kilometers an hour.  It would
reach the bottom in a little over ten minutes.  “Lewinsky,” she said next into
the com.  “Are you OK?”


“The suit’s a
little messed up, ma’am.  But I’m OK.”


“Good. 
Everybody repair back aboard the Argonaut.  It might get a little rough
out there.  Tomas.  You and your people get me a sample of that thing before
heading back.”


This would be
the first opportunity to get am intact sample of the thing, and the suits were
all equipped with sample tanks that were said to be proof against any
biological hazard.  They were even resistant to nanotech, to a point.   The
dolphins quickly filled the small tanks, then destroyed what was left in the
water with their sonics.  They rocketed back to the sub, actually passing some
of the humanoid suits on the way.


There were four
airlocks on the sub, two for regular suits, two for the dolphin versions.  The
people would come through the airlock and be lifted into the garbing room where
they could get out of their suits.  The dolphins would also be able to remove
their suits and get into the small tank that would keep them comfortable, at
least physically.  In a battle situation like this they would stay in the
suits, in case they needed to deploy immediately.


“We’re reaching
our maximum depth,” reported Kama as the depth gauge approached thirty thousand
meters, while the creature continued down to the bottom.


“The return is
faint, but we’re still getting enough signal to track,” said Kama as the
creature started to move along the bottom.


The creature was
moving along at a hundred kilometers an hour, on a heading that was taking it
out into the deeper areas.  It was dropping at a hundred meters a minute,
consistent with the slope of the ocean bottom some kilometers below.


“Arrogant
bastard, isn’t it?” asked Kama, staring at the plot which showed a three
dimensional image of the creature swimming through the sea.  It wasn’t a
perfect image, but the sensors were doing a pretty good job of filling in the
blanks based on radar returns.  “I mean, didn’t we just kick its ass.”


“I wonder if it
even knows the concept of losing,” said Jensen, also studying the plot, trying
to determine where the creature was going.  “It’s obviously the dominant
predator on this planet.  Or it was,” she finished with a predatory smile of
her own.


“Coming up on a
drop,” said Zaya, her own attention on the scan of the bottom, the only real
hazard to the sub out in the open sea.  The ship was also scanning ahead and to
all sides, as any maritime vessel would.  “Looks like a drop off of twenty
kilometers.  Absolute depth, fifty-three kilometers.”


“It goes a lot
deeper than that,” said the Master Sergeant, pointing to the larger map that
was projected onto one of the side bulkheads.  “I doubt that this is the final
redoubt.”


“Assuming that
it actually lives in the deepest depths,” said Zaya, looking back over her
shoulder.  “We have no way of knowing how deep this thing can go.”


“Since it’s made
up of liquids and solids, as far as we can tell,” said Kama, “pressure should
not be a concern until it reaches the point where water starts turning into a
solid.”


“And what point
is that, Master Sergeant?” asked the Major.


“Probably
nearing the deepest area of this ocean,” said Kama, shrugging his shoulders. 
“I think there are some other variables involved than just pressure, but that’s
probably getting close to it.”


“I want to find
its lair,” growled Jensen, pointing at the plot.  “I want this thing dead.”


“What if it’s
intelligent, ma’am?” asked Zaya.


Jensen froze in
her seat.  There was no indication that this thing was intelligent.  And she
had no desire to find that evidence.  She was a Constable Officer, and it was
her duty to protect the citizens of the Empire.  But by the laws of the Empire,
intelligent life was considered sacred.  Which didn’t mean that an individual
from an intelligent species couldn’t be removed for the good of society.  But
genocide of intelligent species was forbidden, and if this creature turned out
to be of intelligent, they could not destroy the species, no matter its threat
to the citizens of the Empire.


“We have no data
consistent with intelligence,” said Kama, shaking his head.  “Every reaction we
observed was that of a predatory animal going after prey, then fleeing when it
was rebuffed and injured.”


“Unless we have
evidence otherwise, we will treat this thing as an animal,” said Jensen,
locking the Warrant Officer in place with her eyes.  “We will do everything in
our power to destroy it, and to make this planet safe.  Understood.”


“Yes, ma’am,”
replied Zaya, turning back to look at the forward viewer that was showing what
was ahead.


“It’s definitely
going down,” said Kama, turning his attention back to tracking their target. 
“Change in elevation, one kilometer a minute.”


“Are we ready to
fire?”


“Yes, ma’am,”
replied the Master Sergeant.  “Prime, locked and loaded.  Awaiting your
command.”


*     *     *


The creature was
aware of the thing following it.  It had thought that whatever it was would be
easy prey, just like the other new things it had found on awakening from its
long hibernation.  Instead, it had found that this thing had teeth, and
had come away from the encounter wounded.  Not badly.  In fact, not more than
superficially.  But any injury was to be avoided if possible, because it never
knew when that wound might be enough to incapacitate or kill.


The creature
thought of itself as a Gatherer.  It gathered both the basic elements
and life energy of the creatures it fed upon, which was anything that was not
itself.  It was careful to not strip the planet of all life during its periods
of activity, consuming only about ninety percent of all life forms, leaving the
rest to repopulate.  Then it slept for a millennia or more in the sheltered
deep of the world, arising again to feed.  Some forms went extinct due to its
predation, new species arose.  It was not important in the scheme of things. 
It was only important that there continued to be life on this world that it
could prey on, building its reserves, spawning new versions of itself, until
they were once again ready to spread.  Each cycle, they ate a greater
percentage of the life. In a few more cycles they would eat the planet clean,
and then use the energy to leave, looking for greener pastures.


The Gatherer
propelled itself through the water by grabbing free electrons from the ocean
ahead and accelerating it through the mass of its body, a sort of ion drive
that gave it a much greater turn of speed that any of the life forms that used
purely mechanical means.  It would eventually use the same method to leave this
world, then use its own mass to propel itself across interstellar distances. 
It brought nutrients and other compounds into its body by the normal method of
engulfing and internal transport, but could also use quantum teleportation to
supply the inner regions of its body with much needed energy.  And it could
sense movement through sea, air or space for great distances through ripples in
space/time itself, the method it was using to track the thing that had hurt it.


The new arrivals
were like nothing its species had ever encountered.  Its own memory was long,
since it was essentially a single celled organism that reproduced by fission,
and therefore was immortal.  It could remember when it’s primordial seed had
fallen from the sky, one of thousands that had started from its home cluster, a
small dwarf galaxy tens of millions of light years from the world it was now
located.  All life had been consumed in that mass of twenty million stars,
including its point of origin.  Including those who had been responsible for
its creation.   The surviving Gatherers had all started off for separate
destinations, all as enormous life forms hundreds kilometers or more across. 
It knew not the fate of the others, and doubted that more than a few had made
it to fertile ground, since all would have been in the same state as itself
when they reached a star system, that of a small mass incapable of going to
another star without building up its mass and energy.  Without a living world,
most would be doomed to eternal hibernation in systems devoid of life.  It
might be the only one of its kind with a hope of spreading.  With multiple
copies of itself able to move from this star to nearby systems, where they
would be able to move on if they didn’t find what they needed, their spread in
this Galaxy was almost guaranteed.


But with these
creatures, which had obviously arrived from another star system, meaning they
had interstellar travel, all bets were off.  They could stop the Gatherers before
they could move on.  At first they had seemed as helpless as any of the natural
species of the planet.  More advanced technologically, but still outclasses in
most respects.  Until this new thing had come, which had the ability to hurt
it.  And once they knew they could hurt it, they would come up with a means to
kill it.


It reached
seventy kilometers under the waves, the deepest part of this section of the
ocean floor.  A couple of kilometers ahead was the entrance to its lair,
leading down another ten kilometers, to the point where water started
transforming into Ice II.   It had reached the entrance to the lair and was
about to head down when it detected two smaller objects leaving the thing, both
heading in its direction at a high rate of speed for the liquid environment. 
It didn’t know what they were, but was sure that they were not intended to
benefit it or its kind.  It established a quantum connection with the other
members of its species and sent out the warning, then continued to send through
the secure instantaneous pathway as the object came in.


*     *     *


“Fire,” shouted
Jensen as the creature stopped its forward motion, then started to drop toward
a five kilometer wide opening that led down to further depths.  The twin
weapons came rushing out of their tubes, exiting the submarine at two hundred
kilometers an hour.  As soon as they were free they released their bubble
sheathes and sped off, accelerating at twenty gravities, adding almost point
two kilometers a second to their velocity.  In six seconds they were traveling
at over a kilometer a second, the maximum Jensen intended, allowing her sub to
get out of the danger zone before they struck.  In less than thirty seconds
they were at the target, which was swiftly disappearing into the opening.


The submarine
went to full rise the moment the torps were away, gaining a hundred meters a
second while it veered off to put some horizontal distance between itself and
the weapons.  She had risen three kilometers verticle, while boosting away for
four kilometers horizontal.


“Brace for
impact,” shouted Kama as the torps reached their target.  They detonated in a
brilliant flare, each releasing ten megatons of explosive power, building up a
crushing wave of pressure at the depth while the blast wave traversed upward at
supersonic speed.


The wave struck
the sub, increasing hull pressure by several times that imparted by the depth
it was at.  The sub was made to withstand that short term pressure, but the
turbulence still rocked it and its crew back and forth.  All were in their
armor, either the suits worn for excursions, or the battle rigs meant to
protect the crew while inside the vessel.  The suits were all locked into place
in seats or cubbies, but the motion still threw the crew around in the limited
space of their armor.  Padding prevented much movement, and the most that would
come of the turbulence was bumps and bruises.


“What’s the
status of the target?” shouted Jensen, staring at the plot that now showed nothing
but the bottom.


“Unable to
determine,” said Kama, playing with the gain controls on his board.  “The blast
has stirred up millions of tons of bottom mud.  I recommend sending a remote
down to take a look.”


“Go ahead,”
ordered the Major.  They had a quartet of the remotely piloted vehicles aboard,
and chances were they would get this one back if the torpedoes had destroyed
the creature.  If not, then they at least would know it was still alive.


The submarine
dropped the two meter long remote, Kama taking control and guiding it
downward.   Little showed up on the sonar, the ocean reverberating from the
nuclear blasts less than a minute in the past.   They were getting some return
on the lidar, which was only affected a bit by the swirling water.  The return
showed a clear picture of the bottom, and a somewhat blurry image of the
opening.  The rock edges of the opening were showing crumbling, while mud from
the bottom continued to slide in.


“I’m like to
probe that opening,” said Kama, maneuvering the remote over the hole.


“Go ahead.  But
be ready to back it out if you run into anything.”


Kama nodded and
moved the remote forward, entering the hole at the very center.  It was too
silted up to get a visual, a state that might last for days.  The infrared
sensors were just about useless as well with all of the heat swirling through
the water and coming off the cooling rocks.


“Radar image
firming up,” announced the Master Sergeant.  “Sonar is still useless.  I have
something ahead, moving.”


“So, it’s still
alive,” said Jensen, glaring at the screen showing the radar plot.  “Launch
another torp.  Maneuver it in slowly, so we can get it deep into that opening.”


Kama backed the
remote out while he launched another torpedo, leaving the sub with only three
more in its magazine.  It took several minutes to move it down, while the
remote moved ten kilometers up, constantly observing the hole.  It would still
be at risk there, but the Major wanted to see what happened, or as much of it
as there was to see.


At the moment
the torpedo got to its desired placement something started coming out of the
hole, looking like a jelly suspended in the water.


*     *     *


The Gatherer could
feel the waves of energy bouncing off of it from above.  Light energy, radio
waves, sound.  The explosion that had occurred minutes before had been enough
to hurt it, severely.  It thought if it had been out in the open it would have
been destroyed.  As it was, it had lost about a quarter of its mass.  It had
been a battle to reconstitute that much of its membrane before it lost even
more mass.


The others of
its kind had been made aware of what had happened.  They now knew that the
newcomers to the planet were dangerous, possibly deadly to the Gatherer’s kind. 
Since all of them were the same creature, separated physically but one in all
other respects, a consensus had been reached in an instant.  They would attack
the newcomers, destroy them and all of their works.  It was possible that more
would show up in the future.  When was unknown, but it would have to be
risked.  Either they would come too late, or they would not be the hunters of
the newcomers such as were trying to kill it now.  If there were more hunters,
and they came soon, it might be the end.  If they came months later, the Gatherers
could harvest all the organics and life energy of this world and leave.  More
planets, more Gatherers, until they reached the mass where no other life
form could threaten them.  Then this Galaxy would be theirs.


It could feel
the device the hunters had sent down to its lair, using similar energies to
those it could itself use to see the world around it.  But the device backed
off at a high acceleration, and the creature could sense the danger heading its
way.  With a thought it started cycling electrons through its body,
accelerating like an ion space drive through the water.  It had just reached
some of its further parts out of the lair when that which it sensed came.  It
could feel the power of the weapon building, then it flared as the hydrogen
within fused, converting into a miniature sun under the water.  The heat and
radiation struck, and the Gatherer could feel the outer layers of its
body fragment, while the blast wave pushed it back into the lair.  The blast
pushed it deep while over half of its mass dissolved into basic molecules under
the assault.


As what was left
of the creature fell into the ten kilometer deep abyss, the crumbling rock and
mud fell around it, until it was trapped under kilometers of debris.  While
still alive, it was trapped, without the organic molecules needed to produce
enough acid to eat its way through.  It didn’t possess enough mass to burn its
way through with energy.  Unless one of its kind freed it, it would remain here
forever.


The minds of the
other Gatherers came over the entangled link, aware of the plight of
their sibling, unable to waste the time on one so injured.  In fourteen other
lairs across the deeps they rose, orienting themselves, then heading off toward
the shallows.  Their species was going to war, and it would be them or the
newcomers.


*     *     *


“Leave the
remote in place, Master Sergeant,” ordered the Major.  “I think we’ve got it,
but I want to monitor this area, just in case.”


“What do you
want to do now, ma’am,” asked the Warrant Officer, bringing up a map of the
world.


“That might not
be the only one, Major,” said the Master Sergeant, pulling up a holo at his
station that showed all of the reported attacks with their time stamps.


“I don’t believe
it is, Tapuarii,” replied Jensen, shrugging her shoulders.  “But I also don’t 
think we have enough to pinpoint the other lairs at this time.”  The Major
looked back at her pilot.  “Get us back to the capital, post haste.  We’ll see
if the Governor and his staff have developed any new intelligence while we rest
and rearm.”


Zaya nodded and
turned back to her board, bringing the sub to the surface, then powering its
grabber units and raising it into the air for the swift flight back to the
capital.  Jensen thought about what they would need to do when they got back,
trying to locate the areas of operations for the other members of this
species.  Which didn’t mean they couldn’t enjoy some drinks and some decent
food before they had to go back out again.


*     *     *


The Gatherer cruised
into the shallows just fifty meters under the surface, almost an equal distance
from the bottom.  It was essentially the same bluish gray as the water, and
cover of night added to its invisibility.  It was on the hunt, on a mission to
hurt the newcomers as much as possible.  Which didn’t mean it was going to rush
into a situation that might cause it more damage than it did to the enemy. 
Slow and careful would be its mantra this evening.  Using its electron
propulsion to move at thirty knots, it slid like a ghost through the sea, its
own senses questing ahead.  It could feel the movements of schools of sea life,
the different motions of the larger air breathers the newcomers had brought
along with them.  It could feel none of the artificial emanations of the
newcomer’s tech, and only a few stray distant echoes from the natural sonar of
their sea creatures.


Through its
quantum connection with the other thirteen members of its species, it could see
that all were penetrating into the most populated areas of the newcomer
settlements.  Two were close to detection sources and were having to work their
way around them, but most had found unguarded paths through.


The Gatherer noted
that the water was growing lighter, the sign that day was approaching, and with
it the increased chance of detection.  The creature allowed itself to sink down
to the bottom, sliding its body back and forth to cover itself in sand.  There
it lay still, waiting for the day to pass and the night to come again so that
it could move on unseen.


Later that night
it would join with another of its kind, consolidating into a larger, more
powerful creature.  Other members would do the same, until there were only five
of the creatures, much better able to handle the damage they were sure to
sustain.


*     *     *


“It looks like
the one you killed might have been the only one,” said Colonel Neru M’tabasa,
the Chief of Planetary Police.  “It’s an exact chemical match for the samples
we’ve found at some of the other attacks, down to the quantum resonances of the
atoms..”


“I hope so,
Colonel,” said Major Jensen, a frown on her face.  “However, being as it seems
to be some kind of protoplasmic creature, and most probably reproduces by some
sort of fission, I wouldn’t get too hasty with conclusions like that.”


“So you think
there may be more than one of these things, but they all originated from the
one creature?” asked Governor Frieze.


“That’s what
Sergeant Billings believes,” said Jensen, nodding her head as she reached for
her wine glass.  “He’s my resident biology expert.”


“And the biology
faculty at our local university agrees with your sergeant,” said Colonel Suarez
with a grimace that showed how much she hated to admit that the Constabulary
might be correct.


“So we have no
way of telling how many of these things there are,” said the Governor after a
deep swallow of his drink.  “Not what I wanted to hear.”


“And I’m sorry
about that, sir,” said Jensen, putting her own glass back on the table half
empty.  “I really wanted to have better news for you.” 


“You did bring
me some good news, Major Jensen.  After all, you did kill the thing that attack
Humbolt village.”


“We think we got
it, sir,” agreed Jensen, watching as the stewards brought in the meal.  She had
to admit that the people, at least the higher ups, of this world ate well.  She
was the only one of her team present for this meeting.  The rest were either
out on the town or hanging around the barracks for some more sedate
entertainment.


“Where do the
University people think this thing originally came from?” asked Jensen after
taking a bite of the baked fish.  I could retire here, she thought, the
taste of the fresh seafood still on her taste buds.  Great weather, beautiful
scenery.  What wasn’t there to like?  With the exception of an unknown number
of enormous predators hunting through the seas.


“We really have
no idea where it came from,” said Colonel M’tabasa, shaking his head, then
taking a fork full of a crab cake and blowing on it for a second.  “We just
know that it isn’t from here.  There’s no way two separate evolutionary lines
could develop like this, especially on a world where the stronger is preying on
the weaker.”  With that he put the crab in his mouth and chewed with an
expression of pleasure.


“I think we can
agree with that,” said the Governor.  “How the hell it got here?  I don’t know,
and all experts can give me is conjecture.  I would think it had to be
deposited here by some intelligence, though for the life of me I can’t figure
out why.”


“Unless it came
here on its own,” said Jensen, scowling.


“Like it flew
here in a ship?” asked M’tabasa, eyes wide.  “You don’t think this thing could
be intelligent, do you?”


“Of course not,”
chimed in the Governor quickly.


He knows the
law as well as I do, thought Jensen, looking at the man.  If it’s
intelligent by any measure of such, we have to make sure we don’t wipe out the
species.  Which doesn’t mean we can’t kill all of them but the single specimen,
since they seem to be asexual, and then capture it.  Like that would be easy,
was the last thought as she coughed out a laugh.


“Something
funny, Major?” asked Frieze, a frown on his own face.


“Just the image
of a protoplasmic water dweller building a spaceship and flying it here, sir,”
she answered with a  straight face.  “I couldn’t imagine a more unlikely
scenario.”


“Nor could I,”
replied Colonel Suarez.  The leader of the planetary militia looked over at the
Governor with a smug expression on her face.  “Let the Major find all of these
things for us, and my people will go in and kill every last one of them.”


“And if they’re
intelligent?”


“I don’t think
that likely, Major,” said Suarez.  “As you said, they’re protoplasmic
creatures.  And according to the information you brought back, the sample, they
seem to be some kind of impossible single celled creature.  Though I’m not even
sure if the concept of cell has any meaning with this thing.  And who ever
heard of a blob of protoplasm with a damned brain?”


“Do you think
you can find the rest of them, Major?” asked Frieze, pointing his fork at
Jensen.


“Oh, we can find
them, given time,” she replied.  “Probably after they have made more attacks
and killed more people.”


“I hate to hear
that,” said Frieze.  “I understand, but I still hate to hear that there’s going
to be more people dead before we can stop these things.”


“Unless we move
all of our people inland on the larger islands,” said Suarez, looking around
the table.


“Even the
dolphins and the orcas?” asked M’tabasa.


“We can prepare
tanks for them,” replied Suarez.


“I think we’re
getting a little hasty here,” said the Governor, throwing is fork on his
plate.  “Let’s give the Major some more time to locate these things.  After
all, I don’t think they’re going to show up at our front door and make easy
targets of themselves.”


That would be
too damned easy, thought Jensen, shaking her head in agreement.  No,
they’re going to make themselves hard to find from now on.


“You have a call
from the University, sir,” came a voice over the intercom.  “Professor
Jameson.”


“That’s the
chief of the zoology department at the University,” said Frieze, looking over
at Jensen.  “His people took charge of the samples you brought back.”  He
looked back at the center of the table.  “Bring him up on holo.”


The image of a
tanned man of indeterminate age appeared in the holo projected at the center of
the table.  His features were Northern European, his tan the result of much
time out in the sun, which showed he wasn’t a lab rat.


“We have a
preliminary workup on one of the samples, Governor,” said the man, nodding
toward Frieze.


“What kind of
life form is it, Professor?” asked Frieze, leaning forward in his chair.


“I’m not even
sure that term fits, sir.”


Jensen felt the
hairs on her neck rise.  If the term life form didn’t fit, what did?


“It seems to be
made up of a combination of biological and mechanical matter.  Not really
nanotech, but micro-machines on a slightly larger scale, along with what I can
only term biological factories that produce a variety of substances, including
the most powerful molecular acid any of us have ever seen.”


“What about a
nervous system?” asked Jensen, pulling up the data the University had already
uploaded to the government net.  “Does it have a brain?”  That was the question
she was most interested in.  If it didn’t have a center of intelligence, it
couldn’t be intelligent, could it?


“It really
doesn’t need one, as far as we can tell.  Every one of the mechanical
components seems to incorporate some memory storage, and the entire network
transmits at the speed of electrical transmission.  The entire creature is a
nodal network, with memories reproduced tens of thousands of times.”


“Capabilities?”
asked the Major.


“Mostly unknown,
but most probably greater than any true life form could manifest.  Whatever we
could do with electromagnetism.  Frankly, I really couldn’t tell you, but the
speculation is frightening.”


“How could
something like this evolve?” asked the Governor, his face pale as he digested
the implications of what the professor was saying.


“I would say
that it was most unlikely that something like this evolved,” said Jameson.  “I
would say that it was most likely built.”


Jensen felt the
shiver of fear grow to almost panic.  Who in the hell would have built
something like this, and what happened to them?  Based on what happened to
most species that tampered with self-aware machines, which was the closest
thing she could think of when contemplating this information, their creation
probably destroyed them.


“I can’t stress
this enough, Governor,” said the Professor, his eyes narrowing.  “This thing
probably didn’t come from this Galaxy, and the only reason I could think of to
move on is because it used all of the resources it needs in whatever place it
came from.  This thing cannot be allowed to get off this planet.”


*     *     *


Chaim Gonzalez
looked up from the book he was reading as the sound of horses screaming in
panic came to his ears.


“What the hell
is going on with the animals?” asked Glori, his wife, sitting in her own chair,
working on a flat comp.


“I don’t know,”
answered Chaim, getting up from his chair and setting the book on the side
table.  “But I guess I should go check on them.”


“You want me to
come with you?”


“No,” he said,
shaking his head.  “They’re probably just spooked by their own shadows.  I‘ll
go out and settle them down, then I’ll be right back.”


Chaim hit the
panel that opened the door to the house, stepping out into the cool night air
of his private island.  At just over two hundred years of age, having made his
fortune as an executive vice president of one of the largest shipping companies
in the Empire, retirement looked good.  And when he found this planet through
his company’s database, it looked even better.  So he bought a small island,
six kilometers long by two at its widest.  It allowed him a dock for his yacht,
pastures for the horses his wife had wanted, and the goats that he thought
would provide healthy milk and cheese.  He ran a small fish farm, the animals
herded by the dolphin family that were his partners.


The air was
filled with the scent of flowering plants, and the sounds of the horses raising
hell, as if the devil himself were coming for them.  The goats were also crying
into the night.  And the normal night sounds of the island, the birds and bats,
were absent.


What the hell,
he thought as he jogged over to the stables, opening the doors to the sight and
sound of the four beasts attacking the gates that held them in their individual
holding pens.  “What’s wrong, guys?” he asked, reaching a hand into one of the
stalls to rub it over the nose of the mare.


Suddenly, one of
the other horses kicked open its gate and ran out of the stable at a gallop.


“Dammit,” cursed
Chaim, vacillating for a moment between going to round up the horse or just
letting it free for the night.  Not like it could get into too much trouble
on four square kilometers of island.


Chaim left the
stable, still trying to decide, and took a look at the ocean.  It looked like a
wave was coming in, then the wrongness of the image struck him.  The wave was
ten meters above the normal surface of the ocean, and moving too slowly for any
kind of rogue wave.  And it was coming straight for the beach.


Lock down the
house, he sent over his link to the house computer system.  Immediately the
doors and windows were closed by the outer protective panels he had installed. 
Unlike many of the houses in the islands, his was made of the strongest of
modern materials, and there was no way a wave was going to wash it away.  Glori
was safe, no matter what.  That was his last thought as the wave crested and
came onto the island without breaking like a normal wave.  It came down on the
trees, which dissolved on contact, then continued in to hit the man and the
stables.  In an instant he, the horses and the building had gone the way of the
trees, dissolved away by molecular acid.


Glori looked up
as the window and door barriers slid into place.  She was out of her seat when
the scream of her husband came over the com link, cut off almost immediately. 
Moments later something heavy hit the house, which was now sealed with the
toughest materials known to the Empire.  Whatever it was continued to attack
the house for some minutes before rolling on to wherever it was going.


Glori was almost
in a panic.  She couldn’t contact her husband, but that last transmission had
not been hopeful.  Nothing was coming through the walls of the house, but she
wasn’t sure how long that would last.  The net, she thought next,
wondering if her husband’s transmission had made into the planetary
communications and database system.


Like any
Imperial colony planet that had reached at least advanced frontier status, New
Lemuria had a planetary system linked through satellites and ground stations. 
It allowed every colonist access to the planetary communications system over
the great majority of the surface.  It also monitored health and wellbeing, not
in a manner that intruded on the privacy of the individual, another of the
sacred cows of the Empire, but worked on the trip wire principle.  When the
life signs of a colonist reached a near critical stage, the alarm was sounded
through the system, the location of the victim was ascertained, and help was
sent.  Within moments after Chaim Gonzalez’ cessation of life functions the
system was alerted.  When the carrier wave of his implant ceased microseconds
later the alert level was raised as the system realized it might have been a
catastrophic death, the kind that could put other colonists at risk.  Seconds
later, Gloria Gonzalez’ transmission hit the system, within seconds linked to
her husband’s alert.


Satellites
zoomed in on the area, and vids of the island were soon in the system, compared
with the last shots on file, and found that with the exception of the main
house the small land mass had been scoured clean.  As this met the criterion of
an attack by the creature that had been destroying ships and shore
installations, the alarm went up to the highest level, setting off klaxons at
both the Planetary Police and Militia Headquarters.


Within minutes,
more incidents appeared on the alert boards.  Other small islands, boats, even
some tribes of dolphins out at sea disappeared with a cessation of life
functions.  Space borne sensors zoomed in on the ocean off the capital, and it
didn’t take long to determine that something of a denser structure than the sea
water it was flowing through was in five distinct locations, all on a heading
for the harbor and the city.


*     *     *


“So much for
having a difficult time trying to find them,” said Governor Frieze as he looked
over at the other three diners, who had all gotten to their feet, eyes closed
as they transmitted their orders to their commands.


“It looks like
they have some basic intelligence after all,” said Jensen, opening her eyes as
she finished her initial transmission.


“Why do you say
that?” asked the Governor.


“Because they
aren’t coming in like animals,” said M’tabasa, eyes wide.  “They are
coordinated, and are launching an attack on the stronghold of their enemy.”


“If they were
human, I would say their attack pattern is incompetent,” said Suarez, shaking
her head.  “Instead of avoiding the outposts and coming in under the sensor
screen, they are destroying whatever happens to be in their way.”


“The Professor
said they were probably machine intelligences,” said M’tabasa.  “Machine
intelligences that aren’t programmed for war are not that that good at it.”


“But machines
can learn over time,” said Suarez.


“Is this really
important?” yelled Jensen, stamping a foot on the floor.  “We have some very
dangerous creatures heading for the city.”  She looked over at the center of
the table and sent out a command through her implant, raising a holo map of the
area, showing the city, all of the local towns surrounding, islands with
dwellings, and of course ships and boats at sea.  And the images of the five
creatures heading their way, getting closer by the moment.  “We need to get our
people deployed and repel this attack.”


“You’re right,
Major,” said Frieze, jumping to his feet as well.  “Colonel M’tabasa.  Colonel
Suarez.  Get your people deployed at the water front.  I’m sending an alert to
the civil defense system to get everyone into the shelters.”


“Can you get
them there in time?” asked Jensen, turning toward the door in a jog-walk.


“I’m not sure.”


“Then have the
people in modern buildings stay where they are, but seal up the structures as
if a seismic wave was coming in.”


“Like the one
building on that island that survived,” said Frieze, understanding in his
eyes.  “That should work.  Any other suggestions?”


“I think we
should make sure all of our troops are equipped with energy weapons.  Lasers
and particle beams.  I doubt that projectile weapons are going to do much.”


“Not even
explosive weapons?” asked Suarez.


“Any part blown
off one of these things is turned into a separate creature,” said Jensen.  “I’m
not sure that’s good or bad, but I would rather have less of them to deal
with.”


“Incendiaries?”


“That might
work,” said Jensen, thinking for a moment.  “Do your sea dwelling citizens have
any armor or sonic weapons.”


“We have some in
the militia,” said Suarez.


“Then get them
in the water around the creatures.  My dolphins and suited constables were able
to hurt the one we fought under water.”


“We’ll get them
moving,” said Suarez, turning and running from the room.


“And call in any
orbital support you have,” finished Jensen.


“We’re calling
in the system defense frigates,” said the Governor, closing his eyes for a
moment to link.  “But two of them are at least a half hour from orbital
insertion.  One is in orbit, and can be in position in less than fifteen.”


And those
things will be in the harbor in less than ten minutes, thought the Major as
she continued out the door, sending a signal to her command, ordering the sub
to get into position.  


“We can wait for
you,” said Kama over the com.


“You can fight
the boat without me.  So get the Argonaut into position and get ready to
attack.”


She would miss
the boat, but there was an undersea battle suit waiting for her on the
waterfront.  This time she would get close and personal.


*     *      *


The city
resembled a scene from an old monster movie, the kind that came along with the
Exodus ships as part of their cultural database, and that were experiencing a
revival on the core worlds.  Sirens sounded as people on the streets ran for
shelters, some underground, some in the many modern buildings.  Cars were
taking to the air, filled with those who preferred to get away from the unknown
danger heading their way.


Other aerial
vehicles, these of a military configuration, came speeding in from the landing
pads outside the city.  All sped to their places, hovering in place where they
could take the waterfront under fire.  There were some near misses as the
scores of vehicles jockeyed for position.  Other vehicles moved out into the
harbor, where they joined the military and police patrol boats in forming the
first line of defense.


Ground cars and
aerial transports were also converging on the harbor, disgorging militia in
light combat armor and police in even lighter riot armor.  Armored cars and
light tanks joined them, turrets traversing to cover the approaches to the city
from the waterfront.


“We’re in
position,” came the call of Suarez over the tactical com.


“Acknowledged,”
said Jensen as she sealed herself up in her suit and stepped toward the water. 
In moments she was totally immersed, suited dolphins and humans forming up
around her and moving out.  She picked up more dolphins and some orcas on her
HUD, many of them without suits, but equipped with the sonic amplifiers that
most used in their fish herding activities.


“Everyone ready
for this?” she asked over the local com.  The acknowledgements came back over
her command circuit, but she had to wonder how many of them really were
prepared for this battle.  “Then let’s go.”


She engaged the
propulsion of her suit, keeping her speed down to twenty knots so the unsuited
cetaceans could keep up.  She wanted them in the background, sniping with their
sonics through openings, while her battle suited people had the ability to
avoid the pseudopods of these things with their superior speed.


“They’re in the
harbor,” came a call over the command net, coming from an aerial attack ship. 
“We’re moving in for the attack.”


And now we
find out if this strategy is going to kill them, or just drive them off,
thought the Major.  She knew the Governor would be happy with the second
result, driving him from his city.  She wanted the first, making her own job
easier.


*     *     *


The five Gatherers
making their way into the harbor could smell their prey through the
waters.  They could also feel the activity of boats and ships of various types
moving through the water.  And several things beneath the water, small, and one
large object.  Something splashed into the water to the front of the center
creature.  It sent out waves of its own sonar and identified a small object,
not more than a meter in length, floating in the water to its front.  It
approached swiftly, intent on capturing whatever it was, when a beam of sonic
energy blasted from the object and hit its body with the force of a hammer. 
The Gatherer recoiled from the strike, then forged ahead to again try to
engulf it.  And again the sonic beam struck, this time disrupting almost a
cubic meter of its substance.


More objects
struck the water, making the same kind of splash, then some more that hit with
a different sound.  More sonic beams struck out, hitting all of the creatures,
then the roar of an explosion sounded through the harbor as a strong
conventional warhead detonated.


One of the
creatures wanted to retreat, but the thoughts of the others through their
quantum connection overruled it.  The collective decided that they would
destroy this city, and if taking some damage was the price of it, then it was. 
They rolled on, ignoring the hits by sonic waves or the concussion of
explosions, which, while they disrupted cubic meters of the creatures they
struck, did not really endanger the massive creatures.


One of the
creatures rolled over one of the sonic projectors, its molecular acid eating
into the casing over a period of minutes until it reached the inner circuitry
and rendered the device useless.  More of the objects dropped, but now that the
Gatherers had decided to push through the pain, there weren’t enough of
them to stop the huge creatures.  They hit the rolling sea bottom and advanced,
rising up above the water and pushing their hundreds of kilotons of bulk onto
the shoreline.  Where they came under attack from new and different energies.


*     *     *


“Here they
come,” shouted a strident voice over the com.


Colonel Isabella
Suarez stood in the turret hatch of an Allosaur Mark III medium tank, tapped
into the command and control net of her militia, and watched what looked like a
slow motion wave rolling over the seawall.  Other parts of the creature rolled
up the sides of docked fishing boats, immediately eating away at the hulls and
the superstructures.  Suarez looked at the disposition of the one battalion,
reinforced with a couple of support companies, that had been available here. 
The other two battalions were scattered about the planet, their members’ homes
among the other towns and villages.  Transports were being scrambled to try and
bring in a couple of companies to the capital, but the Colonel doubted they
would get here in time to affect the battle.


The light
infantry were all behind cover, as ordered.  Even though they weren’t fighting
what appeared to be a conventional foe that could shoot back, the Colonel
didn’t believe in taking chances.  The Planetary Police were for the most part
standing in the open, in their riot armor, holding up shields and gripping
mostly sonic stunners, though the tactical team had heavier armor and particle
beams.  The two platoons of the militia armored company that were stationed in
the capital were arrayed behind the infantry, with the Colonel’s tank in the
exact center.  And what artillery they had was still in the process of setting
up in the hills overlooking the city.


“All units,”
said Suarez over the com.  “Prepare to fire on my command.”


The police were
not hers to command, and she could only hope that they didn’t do something
stupid.  Standing out in the open was to her a stupid move.  The police
probably thought their armor was protection against anything this creature
could do.  Which was not a given.


One of the boats
at the dock crumbled into pieces under the attack of the acid, followed by a
section of the wooden dock.  The Colonel didn’t want to think what the things
could do to an unprotected human, and was hoping that she would not find out.


“Air group,” she
said in her com as the creatures continued to push more of their mass onto the
shore.  “Are you in position?”


“In position,
locked and loaded, ma’am.”


The other five
crew in the tank reported in, and Suarez made ready to give the order.  She
hesitated for a moment, anxiety at not being able to stop these things almost
overwhelming her.  Most of the people in the city were safe, supposedly, under
the cover of modern buildings made to handle earthquakes and tsunamis.  And
again, there was no guarantee these things couldn’t get into them.  Besides,
the city was not all superstrong material construction, and the damage could
amount to hundreds of millions of Imperials.  And it was all on her to stop
that from happening.


One of the
creatures recoiled under the attention of a squad of police striking it with
sonics.  Suarez cursed under her breath.  The idea was to let the creatures get
ashore where the weapons of the defenders would be most effective.  And the
police could drive one or more back into the water, where the particle beams
and lasers would be least effective.  The creature recoiled, then came on,
right into the sonic waves.  Those police started to back up as the protoplasm
advanced, still playing their sonics on its front.


“Fire,” she
finally yelled, as her HUD showed that over half of each creature was out of
the water.


Not everything
fired at once.  One of the tanks got off the first shot, sending out a
hypervelocity round that struck the center of the creature, followed an instant
later by the pair of coaxial particle beams and the defensive lasers put to
offensive use.  The round struck at a thousand kilometers a second, accelerated
through the magrail cannon of the tank.  The wind of its passage pulled dust
and some discarded objects from the ground to fly after the round.  It blasted
through the membrane of the creature, vaporizing tons of protoplasm before the
small antimatter warhead detonated, destroying more of the creature.  Some of
the outer mass vaporized under the assault of the beam weapons.


The other tanks
and the infantry opened fire moments after.  More rounds penetrated into the
mass of the creatures, while hundreds of beam weapons ate into the substance of
the things.  Moments after the ground troops opened up the aerial vehicles came
down in a hover and started to send beams into the creatures from above.


The creatures
were all under attack now, the three in the center getting more attention than
the two on the flanks.  All were quivering as if in great pain, portions of
their mass dissolving into vapor.


“We’re going to
kill these things,” came the voice of a platoon leader over the com.


Indeed we are,
thought the Colonel as the tank rocked again, sending another hypervelocity
shell at the creature.  The round struck with similar results as the last, and
the creature the tank was fighting was starting to look in sad shape.


What the
hell? thought Suarez as the membrane of the creature started to change,
thickening, changing from a light red to almost a black color.  The particle
beams hitting the creature went through a change in their effect, heating the
areas they stuck to a dull red while no longer vaporizing the thing’s mass. 
The tank bucked again, and this time the round smacked into the membrane and
did the impossible, bouncing away, then detonating a microsecond later within
the city.


A wave of
molecular acid sprayed under high pressure from the front of the creature,
while streams squirted at the aerial vehicles above.  Several of the police and
a few militia went down as the acid burned through their light armor suits,
while two of the combat aircars spun out of the sky, one into the harbor, the
other onto the top of one of the creatures.  That aircar smoked and slid into
the creature, disappearing through the membrane to the cutoff screams of the
crew over the com.  And that was when the Colonel realized that this battle was
anything but won.


Next the
creatures all sprouted tentacles made of the same impossibly strong substance. 
A tentacle swept through the air and smack into a gunship, taking it down onto
the surface of the creature, where it was engulfed.  Other tentacles swept into
the troopers ashore, pulling them into the creature.  Dozens of cries came over
the com, cut off with finality as the militia were brought into the creature,
where they were attacked by the molecular acid the monster used to digest.


“Fall back,”
yelled Suarez, firing the tank commander’s laser at one of the tentacles to no
observable effect.


The militia
moved back from the waterfront, continuing to lay down fire that was
ineffective at best.  Hypervelocity rounds from the tanks were for the most
part bouncing away, their antimatter warheads detonating to the detriment of
the city and the defenders, one kiloton explosions sending out heat, radiation
and shrapnel to hit buildings and defenders.


“Get us the hell
out of here,” yelled Suarez over the com to the tank driver.


She took aim at
the thick tentacle that was coming at the tank.  Where the beam hit the thick
membrane glowed red, and steam rose from the strike.  The tank started to back
on its grabbers, but the tentacle reached around behind it and grasped, burning
its way into the ablative surface of the armor to get a better hold.  The tank
massed five hundred tons, the tentacle more than five thousand, but still it
struggled to move the vehicle that was pushing back with all the force it could
generate.  The Colonel could see what was coming and ducked into the turret of
the tank, cycling the heavy hatch closed overhead.  With a squelching sound the
tank was pulled into and through its membrane.


“How are we
holding up?” she asked nervously over the com.


“The tank is
sealed tight,” replied the driver, who was monitoring all the systems from his
forward compartment.


The armor is
thick and tough, thought the Colonel, closing her eyes and saying a quick
prayer.  The creatures were supposed to have problems with modern materials. 
That hasn’t seemed to help the soldiers in their light armor, or those in
aerial vehicles, but neither the people or the aircars had the same temper of
armor as a tank.  Now the question was how to get out?


*     *     *


Jensen moved
through the water on her suit’s waterjets, hitting a hundred knots as she
skirted the edge of the creature she was following.


“All units.  Hit
them with sonics,” she ordered, activating the large units attached to both of
her forearms.  The water rippled under the assault of the waves of disruptive
sound, and the membrane of the target creature rippled and bent along with it. 
The creature recoiled a bit, though she knew that the damage had to be minimal.


The other suited
Constables, dolphins and humanoids, joined by some local dolphins, were all
adding their own sonic assault to the mix.  And Argonaut was focusing
all of the power of its fusion reactor through the sonic blaster units in its
nose.  Its target area actually rippled and burst into fragments that were
falling apart as they flew away from the bulk of the creature.


A call came
through the com, one of the dolphin constables warning off one of the
unprotected cetaceans.  From the tenor of the reply, followed by a squeal of
pain and terror, the dolphin was caught and dissolved by the carnivorous
creature they were battling.


The fight went
on for minutes, the suited constables, the submarine and their allies galling
the creatures but not doing any serious damage.  And then things changed, as
the membranes of the creatures thickened, toughened, and tentacles erupted from
bodies of the monsters.  A Constable screamed out as one of the tentacles
grabbed him and pulled him into the creature.  The screaming stopped, followed
by a string of profanity as the man tried to fight his way out.


Our suits are
tough enough, she thought.  Their submersible combat suits were in a class
with heavy Marine and army battle armor.  Still.


“Everyone back
off.  Keep hitting them, but try to avoid being caught.”


I’m not sure
we’re going to beat these things at this time and place, she thought as she
moved back and continued to send sonic waves into the creature she was
fighting.  She was thinking they might need to lure them away from this
inhabited area where they could hit them with heavy weapons.  There was no way
they could handle medium sized antimatter warheads, was there?


*     *     *


The artillery
company was finally in place and opened fire.  One hundred millimeter shells
started to rain down on the creatures, their laser heads attempting to burn
into the membranes of the targets just before they struck and their warheads
detonated.  Some of the warheads contained small antimatter charges, others had
a mass of crystal matrix batteries that sent gigwatts of electricity into their
targets.  And still others hit and sent waves of sound into the creatures.  All
causing damage, but not enough to kill them.


The creatures
continued to move into the city.  First one, then another, levitated above the
ground, using some unknown force to counteract gravity and hover.  They
continued to attack the city, four of them levitating into the air flying for a
hundred meters, then coming down on top of groups of militia or police.  Those
in tanks, if they happened to be sealed, survived, while the rest were
dissolved away inside the Gatherers.  The fifth went into the air,
leveling off at five hundred meters and speeding toward the hill on which the
artillery was deployed.  As soon as it was over the artillery company it
dropped, adding the hundred and fifty-three militia and ten cannon to its store
of resources.


Before the
creature could get back into the air and seek another target it became the
target.  Three five hundred megawatt class lasers and a pair of particle beams
came down from above and struck the creature on five points on its body.  This
was a warship firing, only a system defense class frigate, but still ten times
the firepower of the reinforced militia battalion and police that the creatures
had been battling.  The thick tough membrane ruptured under the attention of
weapons made to penetrate meter thick armor made of supertough materials.  Tons
of the underlying protoplasm converted to superheated steam that destroyed ten
times its mass of surrounding tissue.


The Gatherer writhed
in agony, bounding into the air as it tried to escape the onslaught.  The
targeting systems of the frigate were up to the challenge, and the beams
continued to sear through the body of the creature as it frantically tried to
escape.  With the last of its strength if headed back toward the ocean, losing
mass the entire way as the naval gunfire continued to score.  It hit the water
twenty kilometers from the entrance to the bay that was the capital city’s
harbor.


The creature was
badly damaged, but not near death.  All of it, every gram, had to be killed for
it to really die.  The water protected it from lasers and particle beams that
turned water to steam, but could only penetrate several meters.  Once in the
water, still massing over a thousand tons, the Gatherer was sure that it
was now safe.  It continued with that view until the four kinetic weapons came
slashing through the water to strike it directly.  The heat and blasts of the
penetrators disrupted the remaining mass, and the creature was truly dead.  Its
last thoughts came through the quantum connection to its fellows, and the
collective consciousness realized that it was in serious trouble.


The remaining
creatures were almost panicked.  They had been on the cusp of leaving the
planet, spreading into the Galaxy.  If they had gotten out of this system and
went through another cycle in the next six systems, they would have reached the
point where they would have been difficult to stop.  Five more cycles and they
would have been all but unstoppable.  Just their misfortune that they had
awakened for the last feeding period to find  high tech species had colonized
it.  If the ship hadn’t entered the equation, they still might have won, but
now they were at risk of annihilation.


Going into the
water for safety was not a given, with the ability of the thing in orbit to
drop high energy weapons on them.  Staying on the land was also a non-starter,
since they were then targets for the beam weapons.  There was only one possible
solution, and the creatures immediately took the action needed to ensure that
at least one of them survived to carry on the species in this Galaxy.


Three of the
forms flowed together to form one enormous creature, one massing multiple
millions of tons.  It levitated into the air, heading for the outer atmosphere
at high acceleration, keeping itself between the remaining creature and the
ship above.  That last Gatherer headed out to sea, looking for the
deeper water where it could hide.  And within it was Colonel Suarez’ tank,
still engulfed in the mass of the creature.


*     *     *


“Kama,” yelled
Jensen over the com.  “I need an immediate pickup.”


The Master
Sergeant acknowledged and sped the Argonaut to the side of the Major,
taking her aboard.  Jensen shed her suit in the armory and ran to the bridge,
throwing herself into her command chair and looking out over the holo map that
was showing the entire scenario.


“Orders?” asked
Warrant Officer Zaya, looking back from her station.


“Follow that
smaller one,” ordered the Major, pointing at the creature that was cruising
over the ocean, heading for the deep.


“What about the
other one?” asked the Master Sergeant.


“That one’s not
our problem,” she replied, her eyes locked on a side screen that showed the
smaller creature on satellite view.   “Push it to the limit, Zaya.  I want to
be over it before it goes deep.”


“Yes, ma’am.” 
The Warrant Officer lifted the sub out of the water on grabbers and pushed the
acceleration to the limit.  Within seconds the vessel was pushing past the
sound barrier, the power of its grabbers turning the poor aerodynamic form into
a swift transport.


The main holo
switched to view the creature they were chasing, while the side screen flipped
to show the image of the larger being still heading up, out of the atmosphere
and into the vacuum of space.  It was accelerating at over a hundred gravities,
amazing for something that was supposedly alive, though nowhere near the class
of the frigate that was still pumping beam energy into it.


Amazing,
thought Jensen, shaking her head.  The creature was like nothing human science
had ever run into.  As far as she knew, checking her assumption in the sub’s
computer, no other intelligent species had ever run into anything like this.  A
creature that could live in space or in the crushing depths of a deep sea. 
That could change its outer coating to fit the situation.  That could swim at
hundreds of knots, levitate in the air, and accelerate at the speed of a ship
that would have amazed with its performance less than three hundred years
before.


The larger
creature was now on an outward heading, passing the frigate, and entering the
firing arcs of the remaining pair of warships that were coming in.  It looked
like it might have a chance, especially when it jumped its acceleration up to
eight hundred gravities.  That is, until one of the incoming frigates launched
one of its missiles, accelerating toward the creature at five thousand
gravities.


The missile
struck, its two hundred megaton warhead flaring high above the planet, showing
a bright pinpoint to anyone on the ground who happened to be looking up.  Heat
and radiation burned through the creature, destroying millions of tons of the
protoplasmic substance through the tough, stone like membrane.  The second missile
took out what little was left.


“One left,” said
Jensen in a quiet voice.  “And once you’re gone, this place is once again
paradise.”


*     *     *


The last free Gatherer
cringed in its mind as the larger manifestation of itself died in space.  It
realized that it didn’t have a chance against the ships of these tiny
intelligences.  In its memories of the last Galaxy there was nothing of the
tech level of these intelligences except for the creators.  It would have to
have taken over a third of the Galaxy before it would be able to handle the
firepower of these things.


Its senses
picked up the craft that was following it when it was still seconds from
contact.  It wasn’t sure what it was, but it was travelling at three times the
speed of sound and still accelerating.  With a burst of energy the Gatherer dropped
down and hit the water in a large splash.  Moments later the follower, now at
substantially reduced speed, followed suit and sliced into the water.


The Gatherer looked
for a hiding place, but the water here was still too shallow, and it recognized
its mistake at leaving the air before it had gotten over the safety of the
deep.  It hesitated for a moment, deciding between attacking the thing after it
or continuing to flee.  It thought it could outrun it.  It thought it might be
able to defeat it, but its certainty was not strong after what had happened to
the others.  So it decided to run, since it was the only member of its species
left with freedom of action.  And it also decided to get rid of the five hundred
ton weight that rode within it, dropping the tank out of its body to head for
the bottom.


*     *     *


“It’s pulling
away, ma’am,” reported Kama, looking up from his board.


“Can you catch
it, Zaya?”


“Not a chance
ma’am.  Not in the water.  It’s already exceeded our maximum speed.”


“Prepare a pair
of torpedoes, Master Sergeant.”


“Are you sure
you want to kill it, ma’am?” asked Kama, brows furrowing.  “It’s proven by its
actions that it could be an intelligent creature.  That means we aren’t
supposed to kill off the species.”


“It’s also not a
natural evolved animal,” countered the Major.  “It’s a construct, as much
machine as anything else, and therefore the restriction does not apply.”  And
we know how dangerous self-aware machines are, she thought.


“We don’t really
know what it is ma’am.”


“Follow my
orders, Master Sergeant,” growled Jensen, a scowl on her face.  “This thing is
too dangerous to live.  I take full responsibility for this action.  So get
those torps ready.  As soon as you have a lock, fire.”


Kama nodded and
looked back at his board.


I might get
busted out of the service for this, thought Jensen, never taking her eyes
of the plot.  But once it gets into the deep, we may never find it again. 
Until it’s ready to come at us again, when we aren’t ready.


“Firing,” called
out the Master Sergeant, and the sub shivered slightly as it released the pair
of torps.  The weapons sped away through the water, tracking unerringly on the
creature that was twenty kilometers ahead.


“What the hell
is that?” asked Zaya, as two smaller objects left the main body of the
creature.


“I have no
idea,” replied Kama, “but they’re heading directly into the paths of the
torpedoes.”


“It’s sending
pieces of itself, like interceptors,” said Jensen.  It made sense when she thought
about it.  The creature was smart enough to know that the two objects tracking
on it were bad news.  It was able to split, and every piece of it could think,
after a fashion.  “Can you set the torpedoes to avoid them?”


“I can try,”
said the NCO, sending the orders out on his board.  Both torpedoes veered off,
trying to curve around the small beasts, which also adjusted their own courses
to follow.


“Get us out of
the water,” the Major ordered her pilot.


Zaya pulled up
on the control yoke and the sub headed for the surface.  She was almost there
when the first of the torps was hit by the smaller interceptor beast and
detonated with a twenty megaton blast.  The shock waves started to strike the
sub, bouncing Jensen in her chair, just before the sub rocketed into the air.


Ahead was a
rising mushroom cloud of vapor.  A moment later the other warhead went off,
sending another spout of water that converted into a high climbing mushroom
cloud.  The shock wave spread through the water, while a several hundred meter
high wave ranged out in a rough circle from the two nuclear explosions.


“Get us around
those and onto the track of the creature,” ordered the Major.  “And prepare the
last torp for a ballistic shot.”


Kama nodded and
set up his weapon, while Zaya pulled the sub in a curve around the mushroom
clouds.  Kama frowned and looked over.


“I think I’ve
got it, but I can’t be sure.  Launching a probe to check it out.”


The probe, which
looked like a smaller version of the torpedoes, dropped from the sub and flew ahead
ten kilometers, then dropped into the ocean.  As soon as it hit, it started
sending out active sensor waves while its passives listened.


“There’s a lot
of turbulence,” said Kama, shrugging his shoulders.  “I’m having trouble
localizing anything.”


Jensen nodded. 
She could see how two nukes going off in the ocean would cause all kinds of
reverberations through the water.  “Keep at it.”


Kama nodded
again, working furiously on his board.  “I think I’ve got it,” he said, looking
up from his board.


“Certainty?”


“Over eighty
percent.  I think I should take the shot.”


“Take it,” said
Jensen, mentally crossing her fingers.


Kama’s finger
hit the commit panel, giving the computer firing system the permission of an
organic intelligence to do its business.  The final torpedo rocketed out of its
tube and curved away, striking the water nine kilometers distant.  It went
under and cut in its water jets, sensors searching for the target.  At a little
over three kilometers it had little trouble picking up the large creature, and
the torpedo accelerated ahead.


It was within
two hundred meters before the Gatherer could release another
sub-creature to intercept.  The weapon and small interceptor creature met at a
hundred meters from the main beast, and the twenty megaton warhead went off
with a flash that illuminated the night dark ocean for scores of kilometers in
each direction.  Heat vaporized water for hundreds of meters in each direction,
radiation moved through the water, while the blast wave moved out at over ten
times the speed of sound.  The Gatherer was pummeled by the shock wave,
broken into smaller pieces, which all died under the onslaught.


“As soon as it's
safe, take us down into that,” ordered Jensen.


It took some
minutes for it to be safe, but Argonaut was soon in the water again,
searching for any trace of the creature.  Water samples showed a high
concentration of minerals that were associated with its protoplasm, but nothing
more.


“I think we got
it,” she told the crew, linking into the com so the Governor would also hear
it.


“Good work,
Major,” responded the Governor.  “Of course, we’ll want to keep monitoring the
oceans for a couple of years, just in case.”


“Which means
you’ll want us to stay?” asked Jensen hopefully.  This world, now that it was
free of the menace they had come to fight, was perfect.  If she could do ten
years here and then retire, it would be the best of all worlds.


“I think that
can be arranged,” said the Governor.  “I have some connections.”


“We’re getting a
distress signal, ma’am,” said Master Sergeant Kama, interrupting her
conversation with the Governor.  “Colonel Suarez and her crew are in her tank
at the bottom, about thirty-nine kilometers from here.  Requesting rescue.”


“Then I guess we
had better get to it,” said Jensen.  “We should be back at the capital in a
little over an hour.”


*     *     *


A hundred and
fifty kilometers off the southwestern coast of Mu, the last remaining Gatherer
found its way back into the open water, ninety kilometers from the surface.  It
had followed the battle through its quantum connection, and realized that it
was the last of its kind in this Galaxy.  It thirsted for revenge, but also
realized that seeking such at this time would just lead to its death as well. 
No, the time would come, when the organic intelligences of this world had
forgotten about it.  With a thought it broke off a several hundred ton portion
of itself and sent it into the tunnel it had emerged from, to hibernate until
the time was right.  It then separated into a dozen more creatures of equal
size.  They moved out on their own, hugging the bottom, seeking their own
individual hiding places.  There they would absorb what minerals they could,
increasing their size and waiting for the time to strike.
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Books
by Doug Dandridge


Science Fiction


The Deep Dark Well
Trilogy


The
Deep Dark Well:  An Adventure 40,000 years in the making.  Pandora Latham
was a Kuiper Belt Miner from Alabama.  She’s used to landing on her feet, even
when the next surface is through a wormhole, halfway across the Galaxy and
46,000 years in the Future.  Pandora must discover the secret behind the end of
civilization, and the enigma of the Immortal Watcher, the last survivor of the
Empire that once ruled the stars.  Her decisions will set the path for Galactic
recovery, or a continuation down the roads of Barbarism.


To
Well and Back:  Pandora Latham is back, working Watcher’s plan to restore
Galactic Civilization.  But first she has to deal with the Xenophobes of the
Nation of Humanity, back in the Supersystem with their sights set on making the
Galaxy their own.  Pandora is angry at the hyper religious Nation, and you
don’t want to make a woman from Alabama angry.


Deeper
and Darker:  Pandora Latham is on the warpath.  Watcher, her lover, and the
only man who can once again unite the Galaxy, is a prisoner of the Totalitarian
government of the New Galactic Empire.  The Empire thinks they have the upper
hand, but they have never faced someone like Pandi, and the peoples of the
Galaxy that she has rallied to her cause.


Theocracy:  
A young gunpowder era monk becomes the only hope for his doomed world as he is
caught up in the game of empire between two more advanced cultures.


The Exodus Series


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 1:  The introduction to the Exodus Universe.  Two
thousand years prior mankind fled from the Predatory Ca’cadasans, traveling a
thousand years and ten thousand light years to a new home.  Now the greatest
power of their sector of space, things seem to be going well for the New Terran
Empire.  Until the enemy appears once again at the gates.  And the years have
not softened the aliens’ stance toward Humanity.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 2:  The saga continues.  The Ca’cadasans attack at the
moment when the government of the Empire is at its most chaotic.  There are
other enemies as well, waiting for their chance to fall on the overwhelmed
humans.  And a young man with no ambition for power finds himself in the
position he most dreads.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 3:  Sean is rescued, but he is not about to go back to
the safety of the capital without striking back at the Ca’cadasans who have
invaded his Empire.  But will his decision put the lives of thousands at risk,
as well as risking the safety of his own Empire, by depriving it of its leader.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 4:  Sean is crowned Emperor, and attempts
to organize the Empire for war against the Ca’cadasans.  But he finds that
planning battles and winning battles are two different things. Defeat follows
defeat.  Can anyone snatch victory from the jaws of defeat?  Or will the new
Emperor fail before his reign even really begins.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 5: Ranger:  Cornelius Walbroski enters the rigors of
Ranger training, becoming one of the augmented warriors of the Empire.  But his
first assignment, Azure, is one of the most deadly planets in the Galaxy, even
prior to the coming of the Cacas.  Can Cornelius survive his first mission?  Or
will  promising career end before it really begins.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 6: The Day of Battle:  Sean and the Empire need a
victory before human morale goes completely into the black hole.  He develops a
plan to bring the Ca’cadasans into battle in space of his choosing.  But the
Cacas are not an easy opponent, and they have plans of their own, for the Donut.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 7: Counter Strike:  The Empire has weathered the
Ca’cadasan onslaught, and now it’s the time to strike back with an offensive of
their own.  A victory could win the war.  But will it?


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 8: Soldiers:  The Cacas have been ejected from
Imperial space, for the moment.  But millions of citizens of New Moscow are
still held captive in death camps in their former empire, processed for rations
for the large aliens.  Sean is determined to save as many as he can, and the
Fleet and Army are prepared to carry out his directive; free the prisoners at
all costs.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 9: Second Front:  The exploration mission sent around
the edge of the Ca’cadasan Empire has found the other Empire at war with the
large aliens.  They are not as expected, and Sean must order his military to
perform actions that could vilify him in the eyes of his new allies.


Exodus:
Tales of the Empire: Exploration Command:  Three novelettes
concerning Exploration Command, the arm of the Fleet tasked with pushing back
the boundaries of the Empire, and discovering the technology needed to win the
war.


Exodus:
Machine War: Book 1: Supernova:  When a civilization is discovered that has
a special ability that would be of tremendous benefit to the Empire, great
excitement is generated.  When it is found that a nearby blue giant star is due
to supernova in less than a year, destroying that world, excitement turns to a
frantic race to save as much of that species as possible.  And enemies from the
past, lurking in space, bring forth a new war to the embattled Empire.


Exodus:
Machine War: Book 2: Bolthole:  The Machine Intelligences are back, with a
vengeance.  While the Empire is busy fighting a war of survival against the
Cacas, the murderous killing machines they had created hundreds of years prior
are now ready to strike back.  And the Imperial stronghold of Bolthole is in
their sights.  


Other Scifi


Diamonds
in the Sand:  When a perfectly healthy scientist falls dead of an apparent
heart attack, it is up to Sarasota Police Detective Lieutenant Gary Lariviere
to find out what really happened.  The scientist was working on Nanotechnology,
a secret desired by everyone from the Government to the Mob.  There are too
many suspects, including the woman that Gary comes to love.  The Army had made
Gary better than human, but had they prepared him for the terrors that had been
unleashed by the new technology?


The
Scorpion:  The Scorpion had been the world’s deadliest living terrorist. 
Kestral McMann had been in on the kill.  Now The Scorpion is back as a mind
upload, using clones to penetrate the tight security of an isolationist United
States.  McMann is the only man who can stop him.  But can McMann survive the
threat of his own side, and the insane President who leads the Nation, in time
to stop The Scorpion from plunging the Great Satan back into the Stone Age.


The
Shadows of the Multiverse:  Something has been periodically wiping
intelligence from our Universe through the ages.  It’s back, and it’s up to
three unlikely heroes, the Captain of a Battle Cruiser, a Physicist turned
Archeologist, and a Child, to save the intelligence of the Universe from
Monsters from another Dimension.  Can they learn to use the powers of their
unusual Quantum Minds to defeat creatures that have been playing the game for
billions of years?


Afterlife: 
What if you didn’t believe in the afterlife of the World’s Religions?  And what
if science offered you the alternative, survival within the Virtual World of a
computer, where your mental abilities are magnified and you can do anything you
want?  And what if the World decided that your way was wrong, and declared war
on you, meaning to destroy your reality?  What would you do?  Afterlife, a tale
of survival at all costs.


We
Are Death, Come For You:  When aliens strike the Tau Ceti colony, humankind
knows that something bad is on the way.  They prepare as best they can, but
will it be enough against superior technology?  The aliens are death
worshippers, and only the extinction of the human race will satisfy their evil
intent.  There are wonders of tech on the horizon, but can they be deployed in
time?  Or will humankind have to depend on the smallest of their techs to save
them?


Fantasy


The Refuge Series


Refuge:
The Arrival: Book 1:  A nuclear war in Central Europe opens the gates
between dimensions, sending millions of Earth Humans into a land of myth,
archetypes and fantasy.  The Evil Emperor of the Ellala Elves sees the humans
as energy to fuel his transformation to immortality.  But the humans have
brought their own weapons with them, as well as a race of Demigods who will
battle the fantastic armies of Refuge.  The war is on, and only one side will
ultimately survive.


Refuge:
The Arrival: Book 2:  The Ellala have a plan to destroy the human military
and capture the civilians.  And the humans find that their weapons will soon
cease to function.  So it’s use it or lose it for the Earth Humans, and they
use it with a vengeance.  Tanks against Mages, Attack Helicopters against
Dragons, and Nuclear Weapons against Death Gods.  And the other peoples of the
planet come forth as allies to the humans that they see as the fulfillment an
Ancient Prophecy.  But will it be enough?


Refuge:
Book 3: The Legions:  The human invaders are now without their technologies,
at least those using explosives and internal combustion engines.  But they
still have knowledge of many other techs, especially the arts of warfare as
practiced by the greatest infantry of the ancient world.  Will it be enough to
stand up to the half lich Emperor and his magical forces.


Refuge:
Book 4: Kurt’s Quest:  When the evil half lich Emperor sends his minions on
a mission to find the Crown of the Lost Gods, an artifact which can control the
minds of millions, it is up to Kurt von Mannerheim to stop them.  Along with
his fellow immortal, Jackie Smith, the human Physicist/Mage James Drake, the
Ellala Ranger Fenris and the Grimakan Priest Garios, they must head to the
frozen north to foil the plan, and ensure that the evil artifact never sees the
light of day.


Refuge:
Doppelganger: Set thousands of years after the arrival, Kurt von
Mannerheim, the Immortal Emperor of the Imperium of Free Nations, must give up
everything to save his Empress, the Elfin Princess Gwenara Elysius von
Mannerheim.  The world is at a crisis point as the Evil Tarakesh Empire, under
its Immortal Emperor Heinrich Stuppleheim, prepares to overrun the world with
its Nazi Ideology.  And Kurt must face a creature of legend that may prove too
much for even his physical and mental abilities.


Other Fantasy


The
Hunger:  Abused wife, drug addict, prostitute; Lucinda Taylor had been
victimized by men all her adult life.  Left for dead by her pimp, Lucinda was
turned by a passing vampire.  When he is destroyed she becomes a free agent,
slaking her hunger for blood on the bottom dwellers of society, the type of men
who once victimized her.  The crime boss of Tampa is her next target, and the
City by the Bay is about to become a bloodbath.  But can Lucinda avoid those who
are hunting for her; the Priest, the FBI man, and a pair of Vampires who would
like nothing better than to send one Avenging Vampire forever into the dark?


Daemon: 
A Steampunk Fantasy.  The world is dying, the victim of the magic used by
society for the last three hundred years.  Daemon Corporation thinks they have
the answer, stealing the life from other worlds, bringing from other dimensions
the intelligences that inhabit them for sacrifice on Earth.  But something has
come with them, a force that is killing the employees of Daemon Corp.  It is up
to Forensic Mage Detective Jude Parkinson to find a way to stop the
unstoppable, while keeping the head of Daemon Corp from silencing him to keep
the dark secrets of the company out of the public eye.


Aura: 
Triplets are born on a world where the magical Aura decides the fate of its
owner.  Ariel is a girl with more than double the normal Aura, destined to
become a mighty Priest or Mage.  Aiden has a less than normal Aura, and is
destined to be a soldier or laborer.  While Arlen has no Aura at all, and is
seen as an abomination in the eyes of the Church of Baalra the Dragon God,
which has no power over those with Negative Auras.  Fate will rip the siblings
apart, then bring them back together as they battle to defeat the Dragon God
and leave the Evil Empire, before Ariel is taken as the Avatar of Baalra, his
mortal vessel on Earth.


Books with other Authors:


Five
By Five 3: Target Zone:  Novellas by New York Times Bestsellers Kevin J.
Anderson and Michael A. Stackpole, along with Prometheus Award Winner Dani and
Eytan Kollin, Baen Author Sarah A. Hoyt, and Exodus Empires at War Author Doug
Dandridge, make this a must have book for the military science fiction
aficionado. 


New Imagination
Unlimited Newsletter


Sign up for my free Newsletter at
Mailchimp,
for insights into my writing, future projects, promotions and new releases. 
The Newsletter will come out at least twice a month, and will always contain
something new.
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