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For Steve Perry
one of the finest writers of them all.




1


The dreams faded like mist on an early fall morning. Real dreams, the kind you can feel, taste, and know you’re there. She tried to hold the image of her two children, smiling, laughing. A park, green grass, swings, and happiness. Drake and Cass happy, swinging, up and down, up and down. She wanted to pull the feelings close, hold them against her chest like she would her children. Warm sunshine, the smell of freshly mowed grass, the sound of laughter, all mixed in the comforting feeling of home and family.


Real dreams. Real memories.


But dreams and memories nonetheless.


The harder she tried to grasp the dream, the thinner, the more distant it became. She reached out for ten-year-old Drake, but his face lit up in playful laughter as he kept swinging and she couldn’t seem to catch him. She watched him swing until finally all the pleasant feelings were gone.


The trees, the green grass, the park, were gone.


Drake, his smile, his happiness, were gone.


Cass was gone, replaced by the cold of the sleep chamber and the oily, metallic smell of the transport ship.


Captain Joyce Palmer groaned and fingered the open button for her chamber. The hiss of escaping gas clouded the air for a moment with a blue frozen mist. She forced herself to sit up and swing her legs over the edge. Around her the machines of the transport vessel Caliban did their silent work. Slowly she looked around, afraid of what she might see after seven months. The control panels above each of the cold-sleep chambers all showed green and the auxiliary flight board at the front of the room was the same. Everything seemed normal and running, and she let the dread ease away much like the dream had done.


She looked down at her bare legs and for just a moment she felt dizzy. She gripped the edge of the chamber with both hands and it passed quickly, just as it did every time she came out of the damn ice boxes. She hated cold sleep.


She pulled in as large a breath as her lungs would allow and then shivered. The cold had invaded every part of her body and she hated it. She fought to bring back just a little of the feeling of the warm sunshine and the smell of the grass in the park. But the dream stayed just outside her grasp and finally she gave up, taking another deep breath and letting the shaking cold overwhelm her for a moment.


Finally, as the shivering passed, she glanced up again at an auxiliary flight board that showed the status of the ship and its location. She studied it for a moment. All lights green. It appeared they were dropping out of Einsteinian Space right on schedule. No problems, at least that she could see.


She took one more deep breath as beside her Deegan, her copilot, raised the lid on his sleep chamber. Beyond Deegan was the chamber in which their only passenger, Mr. Cray, still slept. The lights on his chamber were also still green and showing progress in the wake-up cycle.


“You all right, boss?” Deegan said without sitting up, his voice hoarse and thick, like he sounded after a hard night of drinking.


She just nodded and rubbed her face.


Unlike her own thin and trim body, Deegan was more of a jellyfish out of water. While she watched her weight and worked out daily, he ate too much, drank too much, and never exercised. He had white, pasty skin and the cold sleep every trip really got to him. She told him that if he kept himself in better shape, it wouldn’t be so bad, but he never listened.


She slowly stood, the metal deck ice-cold under her bare feet. She quickly slipped on her sandals and then stretched, loosening sore muscles in her shoulders and back. She wore only brief bikini underwear and a light tank top. Goose bumps formed on her brown skin as she fought to loosen the muscles and shake the chill from the cold sleep. Even though she was in the best condition she could maintain, it would still take her hours, even after a long hot shower and a half hour of exercise to fully get beyond the chill. That was her pattern after cold sleep. It never seemed to vary so she might as well get it started.


She glanced again at the flight board. They were six hours out from Charon Base. Just the thought of that name gave her chills. She hated it there almost more than she hated cold sleep. She sighed. “Last trip,” she promised herself under her breath. She had more than enough time to take an extra hot shower after exercising. She had the feeling she was going to need it.


She gathered up her brown cloth slacks, brown vest, and the Harley-Davidson baseball cap that held her long black hair out of her face. Then she moved over and looked down through the cover of the sleep chamber at Mr. Cray. He was on his back, clad only in his boxer shorts. He looked to be in good shape, with strong chest and arm muscles and a trim waist. His head lolled slightly to one side and his mouth was partially open. Her guess was that in normal sleep he snored. She caught herself hoping she would get the chance to find out.


“Deegan,” she said, patting the lid of Cray’s chamber. “Make sure our guest gets up. We don’t want him asleep for the big meeting with Professor Kleist.” With a final glance at his solid chest and the bulge in his boxer shorts, she headed toward her cabin and her wonderfully warm shower.


Behind her she heard Deegan moan, “Yes, boss.” Then there was an even louder moan as he sat up.


* * *


On Charon Base, in a small wood and metal-lined corridor carved out of solid rock years earlier by prisoners, five Marines in full battle armor gathered. Helmets locked on, faceplates up, automatic Kramer rifles slung over shoulders. Taser Web rifles in their hands, they looked like they were ready to go into a war.


And that’s exactly what they were preparing to do.


The corridor dead-ended into a metal, airlock-style door. The white plates of the battle armor contrasted sharply with the brown carpet on the floor and the gray steel of the airlock. The corridor had a slight smell of sweat and fear as it did before any mission.


Sergeant Green, not the tallest of the five Marines, but by far the largest and most powerful in shoulder width and the huge size of his arms, waited until all were silent before he gave them their mission. “We’re after an adult warrior, alive and intact. I know that stinks, but that’s the drill.”


He made a point of looking around at the three men and Boone, the only woman left on his squad. No one answered and he smiled to himself. They didn’t like this shit any more than he did, but they would follow their orders and that was what he needed at the moment. He was following his orders, and they needed to follow theirs if they planned on getting out of this alive.


He went on. “Taser Webs only. Kramers slung unless on my order. Is that understood?”


Private McPhillips said, “Yes, sir,” softly, and no one else moved.


“Dillon, the Sound Cannon ready?”


“Warming up, sir. Just hope the thing works this time.”


“Don’t we all,” Sergeant Green said. This was another stupid mission, but when the Professor said do something, they did it. That was their assignment no matter how bad or wrong it was. Or how many lives it cost them.


“Let’s do it McPhillips, take the point. The rest of you keep it tight.”


McPhillips turned and punched the open cycle on the airlock doors that divided the human areas of Charon Base from the alien hive. Thick, hot air blasted the Marines as McPhillips quickly checked both sides of the passage ahead and then slowly moved forward, checking above the door and the ceiling down the rock corridor.


Charon Base was not much more than a large hunk of solid rock orbiting a class-three yellow star in an elliptical orbit. Originally it had been a government prison camp, used to hold the most dangerous criminals from Earth. The prisoners’ jobs were to dig more tunnels, expand the base continuously with useless tunnel after useless tunnel. The rock was honeycombed with tunnels fifteen, sometimes twenty levels deep. Most of the prisoners had died doing their “make-work” job.


After the alien invasion of Earth and its recapture, the government didn’t have the money or the desire to ship prisoners out this far, so Z.C.T. Corporation bought Charon Base and started the top-secret Project Chimera.


A section of the old tunnels were then sealed off from the rest of the base and five captured aliens and one queen were let loose to form the beginnings of a hive.


Another small section near the surface was upgraded to the highest human living standards and top scientists from around the inhabited planets were hired and brought in, along with a platoon of government Marines to help deal with the bugs and safeguard the government interest.


The rest of the tunnels were left, forgotten for the most part.


Professor John Kleist was put in charge of finding as many ways as possible to make a profit from the aliens. From the acid blood to the royal jelly. Everything. But Professor Kleist had taken the project beyond even the corporation’s fondest dreams. And that progress had come at a high price, paid mostly by the lives of the Marines.


Sergeant Green kicked in his suit’s air filters as the thick, rotting alien smell filled the air. Someone once described an alien hive’s odor as ten thousand rotten eggs frying in rancid grease. Green had done a hundred missions into hives in the war since he had heard that description. Without fail every time that smell hit him he thought of that image. And then thought it wasn’t a strong enough description. Not by far. Thank God for body armor and the filters.


The five white-armor-covered Marines moved forward slowly as the corridor widened beyond the human section and became a large rock tunnel after about twenty meters. It felt to Green like an old train tunnel, only with higher ceilings.


McPhillips, at point, stepped gingerly around puddles of alien slime, picking a path one careful step at a time. The acid slime coated the walls and dripped from the ceiling forming odd pockets of blackness. The Marines’ lanterns couldn’t penetrate those pockets. It was those pockets that were so dangerous. Aliens slept in those holes and could appear and strike without notice at lightning speed.


“Stay alert,” Green said, his voice suddenly sounding hollow in his headset, even to his own ears.


McPhillips, with the shorter Dillon right behind him, continued to pick a careful path through the mess. The new battle armor was good, but it wasn’t perfect. Enough of the acid and it could be eaten right through to the skin.


Green glanced back at Choi and Boone as the airlock slid closed behind them. There was a reason Boone was the last surviving woman in his platoon. She was as tough as nails and damn near as fast as a bug on reaction time. She and the redheaded, skinny Choi were inseparable, both being from New York, both being about the same age. The men kidded them about making love like rabbits, but it never seemed to get to them. They just went right ahead and did it, at all times of the day or night.


“Watch the walls,” he said to Boone, nodding his head to the right at some extra deep pockets of alien slime. “Choi, keep an eye on those side corridors. We don’t want one of the bastards getting in behind us.”


“You got it, sir,” Choi said.


Green took a deep breath and let it out slowly. His stomach was twisting up, but so far everything was standard.


Another thirty slow, careful meters into the hive. Nothing but them moving. “I don’t want to go much farther into this,” Green said. Behind him the gray doors of the airlock seemed an impossible distance away. In front of him McPhillips stopped but didn’t turn around. “Dillon, any traces on the scanner?”


“Blank as Choi’s brain,” Dillon said. “Nothing at all—”


The scream filled Green’s headset. Oh, God. No! He had heard screams like that far too often over the years.


Instinctively he dropped and spun, his rifle off his shoulder, up and aimed.


“Boone! Cut it loose!” Choi’s cry echoed with Boone’s scream as the huge alien warrior dragged her up the wall toward its hole in the ceiling.


Like the well-trained Marine that she was, Boone knew some tricks of her own. Kicking out with her boots at the alien’s head and arms, she twisted in the alien’s sharp claws.


Right, then left, always moving.


Twisting, trying to get an arm free from the alien’s grasp to get a shot at the bug’s arm or head, anything to get it to drop her.


As if in the worst slow motion of a nightmare gone bad, Green watched in sick fascination, not daring to fire until he had a clear shot at the head or knees of the bug.


Choi looked like he almost might have an open shot at the bug’s legs in a second.


Boone twisted to aim her Taser Web at the bug’s head.


She almost made it.


But before she or Choi or anyone could get a shot off, the worst happened. Huge, saliva-filled outer jaws snapped open and the second alien jaws from deep in its throat shot through Boone’s armored helmet like it was so much tissue.


Her final scream echoed and then died like someone had cut off the power on a stereo.


Pieces of her helmet, face, and brains exploded over the corridor, raining down on everyone, covering Choi in his lover’s blood. Her body twitched in the alien’s grasp, still fighting, even though her head was gone.


The alien’s smaller jaws retreated into its throat, pulling along the dome of Boone’s brains and face.


“No!” Choi screamed. Like all of them he had his rifle unholstered, working for a shot at the alien that wouldn’t leave Boone covered in acid blood.


But now that didn’t matter and before Green could even react, Choi fired. His shot hit the bug head-on in the body with a full charge.


The bug exploded like a kid’s firecracker, raining acid down the walls and onto the corridor. Boone’s body dropped to the stone floor, one hand and arm of the alien still attached around her waist. She bounced once among the remains of the bug’s body and came to rest on her side, her back to the corridor, her hair filling the hole in the back of her helmet.


Green reached Choi a second too late to stop him. “Hold your fire, God damn it!” He slapped Choi’s gun aside.


“Boone…” Choi said, and started toward her acid-soaked remains.


Green held his arm. “She’s gone and now you might have killed us all.” Green held on as Choi fought to pull away and go to Boone.


“Sarge!” Dillon shouted. “I got signals! Readings coming in all over. From three sides—”


There was a high-pitched, panicked sound to Dillon’s voice and McPhillips said, “Shit!” loud enough to echo in Green’s head gear.


“Damn it!” Green shook Choi hard, snapping him around and away from the sight of Boone’s body. “We just gave them all a wake-up call, and now they’re coming down for breakfast. Get your ass ready to fight.”


He glanced quickly around at McPhillips and Dillon, then shouted, “Combat spacing front and rear. Hustle! Dillon, the Sound Cannon?”


“Prepared and ready, sir. Max. frequency, wide field focus.”


“Let’s hope the damn thing works this time,” Green said under his breath. Louder he said, “Taser Webs, stand by.”


It seemed like only a second before the corridor, the walls around them, the tunnels to the sides of them, came alive with wave after wave of ugly, mad bugs. Every one of them five to six times their size. Green could hear the rustling of their movements even through his armor’s shell. He’d always heard the old saying that if the aliens’ rustlings and clickings were loud enough to penetrate armor, you were as good as dead because there were so many of them.


This time seemed like it wasn’t going to be an exception to the rule. Green couldn’t remember seeing so many bugs in one fight. Straight on, without the Sound Cannon, the four of them would never stand a chance.


“Dillon, fire!”


The long metal Sound Cannon looked more like an old bazooka from the Earth wars than anything else. It seemed to jump slightly in Dillon’s hand, but there was no sound. No explosion from its end. And for what seemed like an eternity, nothing happened.


Green watched as Dillon focused on the dial on the top of the weapon, nodding, ignoring the certain death around him.


The gun seemed to be aimed at nothing in particular. Around them the air in the tight rock chamber seemed to be shimmering, as if waves of heat were coming off hot pavement. The alien saliva formations wavered in Green’s eyes, but he knew it was nothing more than the surface effects of the Sound Cannon. It was working. He almost wanted to scream with joy.


Every bug in the corridor froze, saliva dripping from wide mouths.


“God, I love that thing,” Green said, letting out the breath he was holding. “Damned if I know how it works, but when it does, it gets them every time.”


Somehow Professor Kleist had discovered a weapon that got to the creatures’ nervous systems and froze them like so many ugly statues in an alien park. The problem was that it couldn’t always be counted on and very seldom worked for longer than sixty seconds. The Professor kept promising he was working on making it better, more reliable, but in the meantime Green had lost more than half his platoon. But this time it looked like the Sound Cannon, as they all called it, had saved their lives.


At least all but Boone’s.


He pointed to the biggest and closest warrior on the corridor wall. “Web that one and let’s get out of here.”


Dillon’s and McPhillips’s two Taser Webs fired at the same moment, pulling the huge, stunned warrior off the wall with a loud, smacking thump. Surrounded in nets that not even the acid blood of the aliens or their super strength could eat through, it lay on the corridor floor, drooling.


Beep! Beep! Beep!


“Shit!” Dillon said as the sound echoed through the rock chamber like the timer of a bomb.


Green knew that sound. It was the sound of their funeral if they didn’t move damn fast.


“Sarge,” Dillon managed to choke out, his voice trembling more than Green had ever heard it before. “This damn thing is malfunctioning. We’ve got about thirty seconds before it blows and sends us and this entire station into space.”


“Choi,” Green shouted at where the Marine stood over his lover’s body. “Help with that bug. Now!”


Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep!


The sound echoed off the stone walls and the frozen aliens around them, increasing in tempo and matching Green’s racing heart. He knew it was the sound of the clock ticking away their final seconds of life.


Faster and faster with each beep.


With a final look at Boone, Choi did as he was ordered. He turned and was beside McPhillips almost instantly, yanking on the webs around the bug.


Dillon backed slowly toward the airlock holding the Sound Cannon.


Green kept both his Taser Web in his right hand and his Kramer automatic rifle in his left covering the frozen aliens as Choi and McPhillips dragged the stunned warrior down the corridor as fast as they could go.


Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep!


“Fifteen seconds,” Dillon said. “I got to shut it down or it’ll blow.”


“Hold on as long as you can,” Green said. “Then run!”


Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep!


“You’re telling me,” Dillon shouted back. Quickly he was backing toward the entrance and Green was matching him step for step.


Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep!


“Shit! Not much longer—”


“Hold it!” Green shouted.


“Eight, seven, six—”


“Hold it!”


The beeps had almost become one long scream echoing off the slime formations and the stone walls. Another few seconds and the explosion would destroy the entire base.


“I’m shutting it down!”


Green, still backing up beside Dillon, glanced around.


Choi and McPhillips had the warrior to the airlock. Another few seconds and they would be through and to safety.


He and Dillon had backed to within twenty meters of the lock, but that might be twenty meters too far if the bugs around and in front of them reacted very fast.


Dillon clicked off the cannon, stuffed the long tube under his arm, turned, and ran.


The silence in the corridor seemed almost as loud as the beeping.


Green waited for just a moment as the bugs started to move, slowly at first, then angry as hell, before he also turned and ran behind Dillon, keeping right with him every step.


Choi and McPhillips had the captured warrior through the airlock and had come back to the lock with Taser Webs aimed over the two running Marines.


Green sucked in lungful after lungful of air and did his best to run as fast as he could, his body armor pounding every joint in his body. These suits just weren’t meant for exercise.


Ahead, Choi and McPhillips pointed Tasers at him. He trusted them to be good shots, but he still didn’t much like how they were aiming straight at him.


Dillon cleared the airlock as McPhillips fired, barely missing Green and connecting with a bug that was too damn close behind him.


Green figured at that moment he was dead. His heart was pounding so hard that he felt like it might explode—that is if a bug didn’t grab him first.


Choi punched the airlock close command and the doors started to grind together.


Green dove headfirst through the closing airlock, tumbling like a white ball of armor as Choi fired another Taser at the closest bug. Green stopped his tumble and lay on the carpeted floor, face-to-face with the captured warrior, trying to catch his breath.


Saliva dripped off the bug’s open jaws and Green caught a glimpse of its interior jaw in that black hole of a throat. It was aimed right at his head.


He quickly scrambled to his feet and moved a few meters away, where he did his best to suck as much air as he could get into his lungs.


Too close.


Just too goddamned close.
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Professor Kleist leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled in front of him, his bright blue eyes focused intently on the wall of monitors in front of his glass desk. Fifty-meter-square screens filled the huge wall, all following one activity or another around the base. If the Professor wanted, he could divide each screen by four or eight or even sixteen, all showing different scenes. It was the most sophisticated security system available in the corporation and since the system’s installment he had upgraded it considerably. It was one of his most prized tools and he spent many hours in front of it, just watching the fifteen hundred people under his command.


With his system, no one on Charon Base sneezed, whispered, or made love without him knowing about it.


As with many things on Charon Base, the Professor had seen to every detail of the construction of his office. On Earth the almost gymnasium-size room would have been considered excessive. The oak walls and shelves a frivolity, the thick carpet almost too plush.


In one corner was a full kitchen, always stocked with fresh food and drink. Shelves of real books—research, reference, and fiction—filled two walls. Those books were his personal collection and it had taken most of one transport ship’s capacity just to get them here. But it had been a small expense in exchange for his needs and what he had accomplished for the corporation so far.


But the central feature of the office was the huge oak desk and high-backed chair facing the wall of monitors—a wall that curved slightly such that there was nothing else in view, like a surround vision movie, only those screens weren’t showing a film.


The surface of the desk was larger than most king-size beds, measuring two meters deep by four meters long. From that desk and the control board that occupied the left third of the top, he could access the thousands of miniature video relay systems and microphones hidden throughout the base.


Larson, the chief of security, stood slightly behind the Professor and to his left From there he could work the monitor control board on the desk when the Professor asked him to.


Unlike Kleist who was built solidly, with broad shoulders and thick arms, Larson was tall, skinny, and deceptively strong. He had short black hair and deep black eyes. It seemed like he never blinked, which unnerved many around him.


Like the Professor, Larson now stared at the center four monitors, all presently showing different scenes from Sergeant Green’s recent mission into the alien sector. The monitors above the center four were focused on the Marine’s current activities.


Kleist pointed at the bloody picture of Boone, deserted in the alien section. With a few key strokes on the inside right of the control board, he focused the camera in close and sat forward in his chair. Boone lay sprawled on the stone floor, the head and upper chest of the alien warrior slightly across her legs. Her hair hung out of the hole in the back of her helmet and one alien arm and claw still clung to her waist. There were no other bugs in sight and nothing had disturbed the scene since the retreat of the Marines. “Can we save the body?”


Larson stared at the scene for a moment before answering. “I’ll have some of my men check, but I doubt it. The idiot who killed the alien managed to cover the woman’s body in acid blood. I doubt the armor could hold it all back.”


Kleist nodded. “I hope you’re not right, but I suspect you might be. Check anyway. If the burns are only superficial we could use it.”


Larson turned away from the Professor and softly gave instructions into his personal mike.


The Professor nodded in satisfaction, leaving one screen on the woman’s body so he could watch when Larson’s men got there.


His hand did a quick dance on the control board, then he leaned back in his chair and ran both hands through his thinning hair, his gaze again intent on the four Marines as they half carried, half dragged the alien warrior toward the labs. He watched, following their progress through the corridors as the system automatically switched from hidden camera to camera until the four Marines had the warrior delivered to the dissection vat.


Then he leaned forward and punched another key, sending his voice into the lab. “Nice work, Sergeant Green. It looks like a fine specimen.” He paused for a moment until all four Marines were looking up at the one obvious camera in the corner of the lab above them. Then he said, “But I am distressed that you slaughtered the other one, however.”


“He’s distressed,” Private Choi shouted. The Professor could see the private shaking and he smiled. Good. He had gotten to the kid.


The private pulled off his helmet, his red hair falling long over the back of his suit. “Kleist, you son of a bitch! I should—”


Green grabbed the private’s arm and yanked him almost off his feet. Green was twice the size of Choi and just one arm was as big around as Choi’s waist.


Heist sat back in his chair watching, smiling. Sergeant Green was not one to be underestimated. Not only was he a big brute of a man, he understood very well the ruling systems here on Charon Base.


“Sir, I can explain,” Sergeant Green started, but Choi yanked his arm away and stepped closer to the one obvious camera.


“Kleist,” Choi said, “we could have all been killed in that ant farm of yours. Boone is dead. You understand? Dead!”


He yelled the words though the meaning of them started to choke him up. But he went on, “And all you can be distressed about is that we killed one of your bugs. I don’t think you’re playing with a full deck.”


Kleist smiled and turned to Larson, who was also grinning.


“Sir,” Sergeant Green started to say, stepping up beside Choi and shoving him roughly aside.


“Sergeant Green,” Kleist said softly, but with enough force to make the sergeant stop. “I can appreciate the private’s feelings, but I suggest he restrain himself before he says something he will regret. It was a successful mission. That will be all for the day.”


Kleist punched the microphone off, then leaned back to observe what happened next. He could hear everything they were saying, even when whispered. This was going to be interesting.


“Kiss his big ass, why don’t you?” Choi said, turning square on the sergeant. His face was almost as red as his hair and he was half crouched in an attack posture.


“Private!” Sergeant Green said sharply. “Do yourself a favor and rein it in.”


Choi seemed to deflate slightly. His shoulders slumped and his gaze dropped to the floor.


The sergeant took a deep breath and let it out. “Look. I’m sorry about Boone, but there’s a time and a place for everything. Here and now is not it. Understand?”


“Yeah, right,” Choi said. He threw his helmet across the room and it smashed into a wall, scattering files and making a lab table jump under the force of the impact.


Green put a firm hand on his shoulder and said softly, “The bugs aren’t the only things you have to worry about around here. Now clam it up and hit the showers.”


He waited until Choi had shrugged off his hand and started toward the door, then he turned to the other two members of the squad. “And that goes for both of you, too.”


Professor Kleist laughed and leaned back in his chair. “How right you are, Sergeant. How right you are.” He spun to face Larson. “It seems the stock needs some new breeding material, and Private Choi there just volunteered.”


“It seems that he did,” Larson said, smiling. The Professor stood and slipped into his white lab coat. “I have work to do. This new warrior just may be the one. I’m close, so very close.”


* * *


Captain Joyce Palmer pulled the yellow Harley-Davidson cap down firmly on her head and then strapped herself into the pilot’s chair, buckling first the lap belt and then both shoulder straps. Deegan was already strapped in beside her, running diagnostic checks and preparing for docking. In front of them was the main control board for the shuttle and two windows looking out into the blackness of space. In the center between the windows was a large monitor, at the moment black and not in use.


Their passenger, Mr. Cray, looked tired and somewhat ruffled. He was strapped into one of two passenger seats along the wall behind Deegan. He wore pressed cloth pants, a dress shirt unbuttoned at the neck, and a brown leather jacket. She had nodded hello as she passed him in the small cockpit area of the shuttle and he had nodded back without a smile.


In the entire trip he hadn’t said more than two sentences to her. Deegan had talked his ear off over the one dinner before cold sleep, but she doubted if Cray had even said three words back. Of course, Deegan didn’t usually need much more than three words to keep him going for hours.


“Nice shirt,” she said to Deegan as she finished her adjustments and slipped the headset over her cap. It was a ritual they always went through right before landing. Deegan always wore his lucky Budweiser T-shirt with a faded picture of an ugly dog on it. He said it had been his dad’s. It had been patched more times than she wanted to think about and it still had holes all over it. But it was his lucky T-shirt and he always wore it for landings.


“I’m glad you like it,” he said, smiling.


Behind them she heard Cray give a snort of disgust. That was good. At least he had some taste. Her lucky landing clothes were far less obvious. She just had on a white T-shirt, brown cloth slacks, and a brown open vest. In the pocket of the vest she had a picture of Cass and Drake. That picture always rode against her chest and her heart every takeoff or landing. It wasn’t as obvious a good-luck charm as Deegan’s shirt, but it was her private one.


She adjusted the mike so it was just below her lower lip, then nodded to Deegan and punched up the transmit code. “Charon Base Flight Control. This is the transport vessel Caliban requesting landing clearance. Sending identification codes now.” She punched in two more sequences on the console in front of her, then said, “Over.”


Deegan pointed through the viewport at the bright light growing quickly in front of them. “There she is. Hell in space, our soon to be home away from home.”


“Roger, Caliban.” The deep voice of Hank, the flight controller, filled the control cabin. “Hangar twelve is clear and ready to receive you. Hope you had a safe trip, Joyce. Over.”


Deegan glanced at Joyce and smiled, the glint in his eyes letting her know that he knew what had happened between Hank and her on the last run here. Or at least he thought he knew. Knowing the lack of privacy on Charon Base, he probably did. Every damn detail.


She ignored her copilot. “So far so good,” she said. “Over.”


“We’re in the tube,” Deegan said. “Normal to profile. Cutting thrusters.” He was still smiling at her.


“All right,” she said. “Let’s tuck her in. And, Deegan—”


“Yes, boss?”


“Watch those corners this time.”


Deegan laughed. “I missed that door by a good ten meters last time. This is a walk in the park.”


She snorted. “When did you last see someone take eighty thousand tons of ugly metal for a stroll?”


He again laughed, but didn’t take his eyes off his instruments. She sat back and watched as Deegan, one of the best solo pilots working, took them in. Within thirty minutes he had the transport sitting snugly in the middle of the docking bay.


“Hangar deck secure. Outer doors closed. Deck pressurized,” Hank’s voice announced a moment after Deegan cut thrusters. “Crew and passengers please report to decontamination.”


“Will do,” Joyce said and cut the link. She had to admit she was looking forward to seeing Hank again. It seemed like it had been a long time, even though for her it had only been a little over a month real-time. But for Hank it actually had been a long time, a little over a year and a month. Maybe he was married by now or more likely no longer interested in her. She let the thought drop. No point in worrying about it. She’d find out soon enough.


She let Deegan, now wearing a cloth jacket over his tattered shirt, lead her and Cray out of the ship and down the ramp. They strode across the hangar deck in silence as service technicians swarmed around the transport.


The decontamination chamber was nothing more than a narrow spot in the main passage leading from the deck. As the three of them stepped inside, big metal doors ahead and behind them slid shut with a loud bang. She thought it would be much easier on the nerves to not have such loud doors. But at every base the decontamination doors slammed shut, a very annoying design feature.


A fine mist and bluish light filled the area. Joyce always thought the decontamination chamber smelled like apples, but Deegan said it was more like floor polish. They had argued about it a number of times. Again she smelled apples.


She turned slightly as they stood for the required thirty seconds so that she could see Cray better. He seemed to be used to the process. No trace of emotion crossed that cold face—at least none that she could see.


She, on the other hand, hated the procedure. She always felt naked in these chambers. Not only were they killing the unwanted microscopic bugs that might be hitching rides, but somewhere, behind some monitors, people she didn’t know were looking her insides over very carefully for bigger bugs. Alien-type bugs. She was glad they did, but it still made her feel very exposed knowing someone—maybe even Hank—was looking at her every private part.


She again shook off the thought and turned to Cray. “So, what brings you to scenic Charon?”


“Apart from us, that is,” Deegan said.


“Excuse me, Deegan, but I’m trying to have a conversation with a real human.”


Cray smiled slightly and Joyce immediately liked him better. “Thanks for the interest, but it’s classified.” He turned and actually looked at her. “Need to know and all that.”


“And we don’t need to know?”


“Got it in one,” Cray said, but his eyes told her it was nothing personal.


“Figures,” Deegan said as the chamber doors banged open and they entered the carpeted area of the base. “Kleist has this place sewn up tighter than a frog’s butt.”


“Mr. Cray,” Professor Kleist said as he rounded the corner ten meters in front of them, and Joyce instantly tightened. The Professor gave her the creeps. His cheeks seemed to always be flushed and his eyes felt more like animal eyes than human ones.


Two others followed the Professor and Joyce shuddered again as they came into sight. One was the Professor’s main henchman, Larson, a tall, wiry man who was by far the nastiest human she had ever met. The other was the Professor’s android secretary, Grace. Grace had short blond hair, a body only science could manufacture, and a smile that could freeze a waterfall. Joyce regarded all three with equal loathing. She’d never had a run-in with any of them, but she had heard enough stories.


“Speak of the devil,” Joyce said softly as they continued toward the Professor.


“And he shall appear,” Cray said, just as softly. A moment later he was smiling and shaking the Professor’s hand as introductions were made.


“I trust you had a comfortable flight?” Kleist asked Cray.


“Yes,” Cray said, glancing at Joyce. “It was most enlightening.”


“Good, good. Glad to hear it.” Kleist patted Cray on the back, then steered him away from the pilots and down the hall. “We must get to our business.”


Joyce and Deegan stood and watched the Professor’s party walk away. When they were far enough away Joyce said softly, “Hmm… he could be interesting.”


“Who?” Deegan asked. “Kleist? Or the corporation suit?”


“None of your damn business,” she said.


“Ha, you have a heart under all that ice after all.”


“Yeah,” Joyce said, “I do. It belonged to my last wise-ass copilot.”


Deegan laughed as they followed the Professor and his group at a safe and sane distance into the human sections of the station.


* * *


In the silent quarters of the Marines, Sergeant Green slowly picked through Boone’s locker. Choi was nowhere to be found and the others were at dinner. It was as good a time as any to finish up his most dreaded chore.


He glanced down the row of single, tightly made beds and green lockers. When they had arrived this room had been full. Full of life and energy. Full of his men.


Now only half of them were left. He had cleaned out over half his troop’s personal effects and shipped them back to families on Earth. Half dead. How could that be?


And now he was doing another.


This was wrong. This was different than losing good men and women fighting an enemy. Here his soldiers had died at the hands of alien prisoners, solely for the benefits of Professor Kleist and Z.C.T. Corporation’s research.


This wasn’t war, this wasn’t honorable death. This was just profit.


He picked up a photo Boone had of her friends. It was taken on a green lawn on Earth, with the Earth-orbit shuttle in the background, right before their departure on this mission. Boone’s arm was around Choi and they were both beaming like the world was the nicest, safest place to be. Green supposed that together it had seemed that way then.


But now Boone was dead, rammed through by an alien and covered in acid blood. And Choi was alone.


Green shook his head. As they always said, the corps took everything you’ve got to give.


And then more.


Green dropped the photo on top of the few belongings Boone had left and closed the box. He picked it up and tucked it under his arm. Such a small box, so few things for a human to leave behind. He glanced around the room at the freshly made beds, the perfect order of the lockers. Alive or dead, he was proud of his men and of the Marines. It was all he knew.


It was his life and his soul.


Maybe the corps did take everything you had to give, but it was never in vain.


Never.


As long as someone remembered.
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The Professor escorted Cray to the living quarters and left him to get settled in, taking with him the transmission disk Cray had brought from the Z.C.T. Corporation headquarters. The disk he had said was the only reason for his long trip. A very strange reason, indeed, to eat up fifteen months of a man’s life.


Back in his office, behind breach-proof doors, the Professor gave only a slight glance at the screens in front of him, then settled into his chair and keyed the transmission disk with his thumb-print. A red light blinked for a moment, then reset to green on the disk cover.


The Professor nodded and inserted the disk in the play slot of the decoding imager. If nothing else, this was going to be interesting. He knew a great deal about Mr. Cray. A black belt in karate and a spy with no equal. The list went on. Much more information than Cray would want him to know, he was sure. And everything that involved Cray was always interesting.


The Professor leaned back, his fingers steepled in front of his chin as the hologram shimmered into place over the front edge of his desk. The image first relayed the standard corporation gold and black logo, Z.C.T., with the “Z” and the “T” overlaid over the “C.” Following the logo after a few seconds were the blocklike words


EYES ONLY:


PROFESSOR ERNST KLEIST FROM G. D. SQUAZA,
CONTROLLER, RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT.


A moment later the words were replaced by the image of the Professor’s old friend, Gordy Squaza, the second most powerful man in Z.C.T. Corporation, sitting behind his glass and chrome desk. Behind him a window overlooked the parklike setting of the corporation headquarters. The Professor had looked out that window a number of times while visiting Squaza and planning this base and the Chimera Project. Even though the image was smaller than life, the feeling of being at the headquarters was very real and for just a moment it gave the Professor a sinking feeling of home. He shook the feeling, slightly angry at himself. This was his home; this work was his life. He didn’t have time for wondering about Earth, or anyplace else for that matter.


The Professor leaned toward the holographic image of his old friend. “This is going to be fascinating.”


“Hello, Ernst,” Squaza said, then the image seemed to hold and flicker in repeat mode.


The Professor sat back and watched it, recognizing the standard coding for corporation holographic messages. If the wrong response or the wrong voiceprint was heard next, the disk would destroy itself.


“Hello yourself, Gordy,” the Professor said carefully. His voice and words triggered a recognition sequence and the holographic image continued and sharpened. Again the Professor said softly, “I knew this was going to be good.”


“Sorry about all the cloak-and-dagger business,” Squaza said, his smile not totally hiding the seriousness in his brown eyes. “We have something of a situation here. Actually, ‘situation’ is a mild way of putting it. We have a mess here, plain and simple. And I thought you should be brought up to speed on the current events, even if this takes six months to reach you.”


Actually, the Professor noted that the message had taken two days over seven months to get to him, but he didn’t say a word, just listened and waited.


The image of Squaza grew until only his face filled the holographic image hovering over the Professor’s desk.


Squaza took a deep breath and went on. “Ernst, your work on the Chimera Project is garnering unhealthy attention from certain quarters, including the Grant Corporation, B.M.I. Affairs, and a new Asian-Chinese consortium that’s attempted to infiltrate Z.C.T. on a number of occasions. All have been fruitless efforts. Fruitless, that is, until now.”


The image of Squaza pulled away and after a moment Squaza stood and moved toward the window, obviously contemplating what to say next. The Professor just sat at his desk, his fingers again steepled in front of his chin, his gaze never leaving the image.


Finally Squaza turned and faced into the recorder directly. “Ernst, your last project update had problems. When we received the transmission, it had been intercepted and decoded.”


“Really,” the Professor said softly, without moving.


“It was a tidy job,” Squaza said. “But close investigation showed that the data had not only been intercepted and decoded, but had been altered and infested with viral time bombs. Nasty things to say the least. They’ve cost us more time and energy than you can imagine. I’m not blaming you at all, so don’t take what I am saying that way.”


Squaza took a deep breath and then sat back down at his desk. “The point is that we can’t be certain that this was the first time they have cracked our transmissions or the hundredth. We’re having to deep-clean all our systems, which is a nightmare as you can imagine. And we don’t know who or, for that matter, how they managed to crack our codes.”


Again the camera focused in close on Squaza’s face. “Ernst, we don’t know if the problem is on our side or yours, but you must be extra careful. Your project is our corporation’s highest priority, and until we discover the leak you are to cease transmissions to Earth until further notice. Security code Alpha C fifty-one.”


The Professor smiled and sat back in his chair. Now he was starting to understand. He watched as Squaza shuffled some papers on his desk, then looked back into the camera. “I know this will be hard on you and your fine staff, but it must be done. You can trust no one. Understand?”


“Oh, I understand all right,” the Professor said softly. He didn’t say out loud that that had been his belief from the start. He had never trusted anyone and had no plans to start now.


“We can’t rely on our existing data because of the changes, so I have sent Cray to collect disk copies of everything you have for personal delivery to our labs.”


The holo image suddenly switched from Squaza to a photo of Cray. Squaza’s voice continued over the picture. “Ernst, I know what you are thinking, but relax. He’s the best operative we’ve got. You have him to thank for that gel that reduces alien blood to the pH of water. He took that out from under the noses of the Grant Corporation. He also won for us the specs on the Taser Web launchers our troops use. There is no one else I’d trust on this mission, and I’m sure you’ll give him the respect he deserves under the security code Alpha C fifty-one.”


The Professor laughed softly and then said, “You can bet I will give him the best of everything. Just for you, Gordy.”


For a moment longer the picture of Cray remained on the image, then Squaza’s face reappeared. “Ernst, everyone around here is walking scared. Security is working on the problem of who broke the codes and how they just walked into our computers like they did. But as far as we can tell it has to be an inside job.”


Squaza looked directly into the camera “It’s going to be a bad time, Ernst. As an old friend, I’m warning you to protect yourself as best you can and watch your back at all times.”


“Always have, old friend,” the Professor said softly. “And I hear you this time, too. Loud and clear.”


The image panned back to show Squaza sitting at his desk again with the parklike corporation grounds through the window. “I envy you, Ernst, out there on your island in space. We could all do with a little extra security and isolation around here. Good luck.”


The words “MESSAGE ENDS” filled the air above the desk and a moment later the disk popped out of the holo player.


Professor Kleist leaned back in his chair and stared at the empty air in front of him.


Then, after a long time, he laughed. Not loudly. Just a soft laugh at something that seemed really, really funny.


* * *


Private Choi was giving much more than he was taking in punishment from three of the Professor’s elite security force. “Larson’s goons” as most people called them. They always wore dark slacks, green shirts, and sneakers. Usually they carried small arms like pistols, but lately they had taken to wearing full shoulder belts full of ammunition and carrying Kramers, the newest in high-speed automatic rifles. Twenty-six shots in a clip and ten clips on a belt. On fully automatic fire setting, twenty-six shots from a Kramer could drill a hole through a half meter of solid concrete in a fraction of a second.


They were nasty weapons.


In the fight with Choi, however, the guards hadn’t considered him dangerous enough to bring rifles and it had taken him only a moment to disarm all three of their handguns. Now Choi’s white T-shirt was stained red with the blood of the three men who had jumped him. If Choi hadn’t already been looking for some way to avenge Boone’s death, he might have been caught by surprise.


But he wasn’t and now he stood panting, his back to the corridor wall, his fists clenched in readiness. His right eye was quickly swelling shut and blood trickled down from his right ear, almost matching the color of his bright red hair. He could feel that he had broken some bones in his right hand, but he didn’t really care. It felt good to be fighting humans again, not stupid bugs. And since it was the Professor who had ordered Boone to her death, he would certainly take it out on the Professor’s security force with pleasure.


One blond-headed security man lay on his back in the center of the corridor, his head cracked and bleeding, his brown uniform rumpled and torn in two places. Choi doubted if he was still breathing and didn’t care much one way or the other.


The other two remained standing, weaponless, one on each side of the hall from Choi. The one to Choi’s right had blood streaming from a crushed nose making the front of his brown uniform appear almost black. The guy was looking pale and would be slow moving.


“Give it up, Choi,” the other guy said, but didn’t make a move. Choi laughed to himself. The guy was smarter than he looked.


“Screw you,” Choi said, his voice low and mean. “And your asshole Professor, too.” With a quick feint toward the one who had spoken, Choi spun and connected with a hard left-footed kick to the already smashed nose of the guy on the right as he started forward.


He caught him with his arms at his sides and a surprised look on his face. Choi could hear the bones in the guy’s face crack and splinter as his head snapped back. Blood spattered the walls and ceiling and with a loud scream the guard tumbled backward, ending up facedown against the wall. A pool of dark blood quickly formed under his head. He wasn’t moving and Choi doubted he ever would again. No great loss.


Choi spun to face his last attacker. “Your turn.”


The guy shook his head and was slowly backing away when two more security guards entered the narrow hall from a side corridor and moved in beside the last remaining goon. Choi recognized Bergren, Larson’s second in command. In his hands he carried a Taser Web gun used to take down aliens.


“Now it’s a fair fight again,” Choi said. He wiped his hands on his pants and moved into the very center of the corridor, preventing any of them from flanking him.


“What’s the problem?” Bergren asked, giving a quick glance at his two men on the floor.


“You sci-tech maggots aren’t fit to lick Boone’s boots,” Choi said, his voice hard and calm. “And now she’s dead and you’re not. That pisses me off.”


The guy who remained from the first round turned slightly to Bergren. “Larson said the Professor wanted us to give this insubordinate grunt the treatment, but we couldn’t get near him. He fought like a mad dog.”


“I am mad, you stupid ass.” Choi made a fake lunging move at the men, and all three took a step back.


“Cowards,” Choi said, shaking his head and laughing. “My Boone died for a scum professor and a bunch of cowards. I just don’t think that’s right, do you?”


“But she didn’t die in vain,” Bergren said. “Luckily the suit protected her beautiful skin and body from most of the acid so she could be used again.”


Choi stood slowly from his fighter’s couch, his mind trying to make sense of what Bergren had said. “Used? What—” But before he could say anything more Bergren raised the Taser Web and fired.


The web, with its numbing, stinging needles, covered Choi before he had a chance to react. He dropped to one knee, the needles working instantly, making the web feel as if it weighed a ton.


He managed to get his hands under the web, but before he could pull it off his legs gave out and he fell over on his back to the floor.


His mind shouted that he should struggle, but his muscles betrayed him and he lay there, bound by webs designed to hold and control aliens twenty times stronger.


Bergren turned to the man Choi left standing and pointed to the two on the floor. “See what you can do for Pavin and Thomas, there, if you can manage to get that right.” Then Bergren motioned for the other man to help him as he leaned over Choi.


“I’ll kill you,” Choi somehow managed to spit out at Bergren as the room spun and he began to lose consciousness.


Bergren laughed. “Dream on, dog boy. I’m the least of your problems. When you see what comes next you’ll be begging me to save your stupid hide.”


And the last thing Choi heard as the blackness overwhelmed him was Bergren’s laughter.


* * *


Joyce sat up straight and took a deep breath, doing the best she could to pull oxygen into her lungs. Sweat ran off her forehead and into her eyes and an intense heat seemed to radiate from every pore of her body. She could heat half the base from what was pouring off her.


“I can die happy now,” she said, her voice no more than a whisper. She let her upper body sag onto Hank’s chest and then she rolled to the right and off of his panting, sweaty body. She lay on the rumpled and damp sheets staring up at the tiled ceiling of Hank’s bedroom, just letting the warmth of the moment flow into her memory for the next time she woke from cold sleep.


“You all right?” he asked. His hand eased over and touched her arm.


She laughed. “A lot better than I ever expected to be this far from Earth.” She took a deep shuddering breath and forced herself onto her side, her head propped in one hand.


Then she looked at him. Really looked at him.


His face was flushed, which gave him a healthy look seldom seen on the pale deep-space workers. He had a full head of dark brown hair that at the moment was slicked back off his forehead with sweat. His chest was well muscled and it was clear he worked out with weights regularly. She had always liked the feel and the look of his white skin against her black. It was as if there were a line drawn between them that left her feeling just a little safer. A line that wouldn’t allow him, or anyone else, all the way inside her defenses.


Yet at times like these she was glad he was with her and she didn’t want to exclude him in any way.


She ran her hand over his mostly hairless chest. “How about you?”


“Very, very glad you came back.”


“Thought I was gone for good, huh?” She let her finger trace a line in the sweat on his arm.


“I figured after that last time you’d stay on Earth, or get runs closer in, and I’d never see you again.”


“Can’t say as I didn’t think about it. But the money out here for this one last trip will let me finish raising the kids the way they need to be raised.”


He nodded and took a deep breath. Not looking at her he said, “You just be careful while you’re here.” Suddenly his voice had a sad and very serious edge to it.


“Why?” she asked. “Are things getting worse?”


He turned and looked at her for a moment and she could tell that she might have gone too far with that question. His eyes were almost shouting “No!”


With just a slight hesitation he laughed. “Nope, just about the same as always around here, from what I can tell. Of course, I don’t pay that much attention.” He patted her slick thigh and let his hand drift upward into her damp crotch for a moment. Then smiling, he said, “How about taking a long hot shower with me?”


She gave his hand a quick squeeze with her legs and beat him off the bed. “Only if we can start the water off cool for a few minutes.”


“Deal.”


They made small talk for the few minutes it took them to get into the shower and then after they both were standing naked together under the spray, Hank whispered in her ear, “You’ve got to be really, really careful. The Professor and his goon, Larson, have cameras and bugs everywhere. Not only the ones you can see, but many more you can’t.”


Joyce recoiled slightly at the thought of Larson and the Professor watching as she and Hank made love. Could he have listened to their every word, their every sound of passion?


Hank spun her around slowly, grabbed the soap, and started working slowly up and down her back. It felt wonderful, easing the sudden tension the thoughts of the Professor had brought to her shoulders.


“It’s the truth,” he said softly in her ear. “You have a great ass,” he said more loudly as he ran the soap over her cheeks and then down the backs of her legs.


On the one hand it felt wonderful, and on the other she couldn’t shake the possibility that someone was watching. Even with the soap and the hot water, the very thought made her feel dirty.


She turned around and pulled Hank into a hug, as if they were slow-dancing. In a whisper she asked, “What’s been happening around here?”


Hank soaped her back as he answered. “Two years ago there were over fifteen hundred people—civilians, scientists, and just simple hired hands—on this station, including forty Marines. I bet if we were to do a total now it wouldn’t break fourteen hundred. And there’s only twenty Marines left. People just keep disappearing. Some are accidents. Some without reason or explanation. And the Marines keep getting killed on missions into the hive area.”


“You’re kidding,” she whispered and he shook his head no. He wasn’t kidding, but she didn’t want to let herself believe what he was saying. That many people disappearing on a closed station like this wasn’t possible.


“I wish I were kidding,” Hank whispered, turning her slowly around so that her back was under the warm spray. “The Professor has become like an evil god around here and his security force is much more powerful than the Marines, numbering over a hundred men the last time I heard.”


“A hundred men out of fourteen hundred.” That seemed like overkill to her. Why would the Professor need that many security men on a closed, isolated station in deep space? It simply made no sense.


“That’s right,” Hank said. “Anyone who stands up against the Professor or Larson, or even Bergren, disappears very shortly. And anyone who even questions what happened does the same.”


Joyce shook her head. “There’s got to be someone to investigate this, stop it.”


Hank didn’t say anything for a moment, just letting the water run down her back and shoulders. Finally he asked, “Did anyone back on Earth or at Z.C.T. headquarters mention the name of the project being worked on here?”


Joyce again shook her head. “Nothing. I wasn’t even allowed to mention that I was leaving Earth’s system until we were in deep space and ready for cold sleep. I didn’t even know exactly that I was coming back here until we were well away from Earth. I just knew it was a deep-space mission. Then it turned out I was just to bring one man here and wait for his return. Very, very secret.”


“That’s the problem,” Hank said. “We’re so damn far from Earth that there just isn’t anything we can do about the missing people. What few ships do come and go with supplies are monitored so tightly for security reasons that nothing leaves here without Larson and the Professor knowing.”


“And Z.C.T. is behind him?” Joyce asked, knowing the answer to her obvious question.


“Totally.”


They stood under the water, letting it pound their bodies without breaking into their thoughts. “So how do we stop him?”


Hank shook his head. “We don’t. We get out of this shower before we turn into prunes, go back to those sweat-stained sheets, and get some sleep. Then in the morning you make love to me or I make love to you, depending on who wakes up first.”


“And we just let the Professor go on being God?”


Hank turned off the water and grabbed towels for both of them. “You got it.” He hesitated for a moment, then said in a normal voice, “I think they’re still delivering pizza from the west kitchen. Should I call for one?”


Joyce nodded and then studied the soft golden towel in her hands for a moment before moving to dry her hair. Hank was right. She had no stake in this. Better to just get back to Earth and then report it.


* * *


Larson watched Joyce towel off and move into Hank’s bedroom before he turned and faced the Professor. “You think she’s going to be a problem?”


Kleist watched on the center monitor as she climbed into bed and huddled next to the flight controller. “I’m sure she is. No telling what Cray told her on the way out here, and since we’re going to keep her passenger for a time, she might find out things on her own.”


“You want me to take care of her?” Larson asked. “I’d be glad to do it.”


“I know you would,” the Professor said, then shook his head. “No. We may need her and her ship. Let’s just keep a close watch on her until that time comes.”


Larson nodded, and with one last glance at the naked couple on one of the many screens that filled the wall, he moved toward the door. It would be his pleasure to watch her closely.


Very closely indeed.




4


Choi slowly fought his way back to consciousness, his first thought of Boone. He had always loved the way she looked, after working out, her face covered in a fine sheen of sweat, her thin, soaked T-shirt stretched almost invisible by her muscles and chest. Her small brown nipples always poked through her shirt like they were calling for attention, and he tried to give them as much as she would let him.
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