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For Dianne, one more time; and for Pat Dupre, former harpist
with the Denver Symphony, who saved my soul in Baton Rouge
during the hippy autumn of 1970




“Fancy thinking the Beast was something you could hunt and kill…”


William Golding, Lord of the Flies
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Even inside her bulky E-suit, Billie could feel the cold night bite at her. Sure, the land crawler blocked most of the icy wind, and they had pulled one of the crawler’s portable heaters and turned it up full, pretending it was a campfire, but it was still cold. It was the best they could do—there wasn’t any wood on the planet Ferro, and if there had been they sure as shit wouldn’t be burning it. Wood was worth more per gram than platinum on this world. How the guys in the vids could chop it up and waste it was unreal.


The frozen wind howled like some kind of unhappy beast as it blew past the squat form of the crawler; the song changed to a whistle where it flowed over the tractor’s sharp treads. The sounds were eerie. Every now and then through a patchy break in the roiling and thick clouds, the stars gleamed briefly, hard pinpricks against a dead-black curtain, glittering like diamonds caught in a laser beam. Even without the clouds it would have been dim; Ferro had no moons.


Well, right, so it wasn’t comfortable out here, but at least the three of them weren’t stuck inside the colony with the do-nothing dweebs, bored half stupid.


“Okay,” Mag said, “what else we s’posed to do here? We ate the RTE rations and sang that fool song about logs and holes in the bottom of the sea. This is terminal droll, Carly.”


At twelve, Mag was a year younger than Billie and Carly, and she always had a smart crack about everything.


Billie shivered inside her E-suit. “Yeah, juice brain, what else was on that old disc about camping?”


“If you two dweebs will shut up, I’ll tell you.”


Mag slapped herself over the heart. “Oh, killer clever,” Mag said. “Got me.”


“They used to tell stories,” Carly said, pretending to ignore her. “Like ghosts and monsters and shit.”


“Fine,” Mag said. “So, tell us one.”


Carly went off on a ramble about vampires and ghosts and Billie knew she’d pulled it from an old entcom file. Even so, it was one thing to see the vid in your cube, all warm and well lit, another thing to hear the story out here a klick away from the Main Building in the dark and cold and all. Spooky.


Windblown hail spattered briefly, like a handful of gravel tossed at them, but stopped just as Carly hit the climax of her story.


“—and every year, one of the survivors of that horrible night goes crazy—and now it’s my turn!”


Mag and Billie both jumped as Carly lunged at them.


Then all three began to giggle.


“Okay, Mag, you’re up.”


“Yeah, okay. There was this old witch, see…?”


Halfway through Mag’s tale some ice pellets fell and bounced around. One must have gotten into the heater’s circuits. The unit flashed brightly, blew its fuse, and died. As the glow faded, the only light they had left was from the stars and the crawler’s LEDs. The night moved in on them, and the cold and the dark both thickened. All of a sudden, the Main Building seemed a lot farther than a klick away. More hail showered on them. Billie shivered, and it wasn’t just from the cold.


“Aw, shit. Look at that. My dad is gonna be pissed we shorted out the aux heater. I’m getting into the crawler,” Mag said.


“Come on, finish your story.”


“Forget it. My ears are about to freeze off.”


“Well, we have to at least let Billie tell one.”


Carly nodded at Billie. “Your turn.”


“I think Mag is right, let’s get in the crawler.”


“Come on, Billie, don’t do a guppy-up on us.”


Billie took a deep breath and blew out a cloud of cold fog. She remembered her dreams. They wanted something scary? Fine. “Okay. I got one for you.


“There are these things. Nobody knows what planet they come from, but they showed up one day on Rim. They’re the color of black glass, they’re three meters long and have fangs as big as your fingers. They have acid for blood—you cut one and if it bleeds on you, it burns right through to the bone. Only you can’t really cut them, ’cause they have skin as hard as a deep spacer’s hull. All they do is eat and reproduce, they’re like giant bugs, and they can bite through tool alloy, their teeth are diamond hard…”


“Oh, wow,” Carly said.


“If they catch you, you’re lucky if they kill you,” Billie continued. “Because if they don’t kill you right off, it’s worse than death. They put a baby monster inside of you, they ram it down your throat, and it grows in your body, grows until its teeth get sharp enough, and then it chews its way out, through meat and bone, it digs a hole in your guts—”


“Creesto, yuk!” Carly said.


Mag slapped herself over the chest.


Billie paused, waiting for the wisecrack.


But Mag said, “I—I don’t… feel too good…”


“Come on, Mag,” Carly said. “This is moronville—”


“N-n-no, I—my stomach—ow!”


Billie swallowed, her throat dry. “Mag?”


“Ahh, it hurts!”


Mag slapped at her chest, as if she were trying to smash a rock beetle with her hand.


Suddenly the E-suit bulged over Mag’s solar plexus, like a fist trying to punch through a sheet of rubber. The suit stretched impossibly.


“Aaahhh!” Mag’s scream washed over Billie.


“Mag! No!” Billie stood, backed away.


Carly reached for Mag. “What is it?”


Mag’s suit stretched again. Tore open. Blood fountained outward, bits of flesh sprayed, and a snakelike thing the size of Billie’s arm flashed needle-pointed teeth in the dim starlight as it emerged from the dying girl.


Carly yelled, her voice breaking. She tried to back away, but the monster shot from Mag to Carly like a rocket. It fastened those terrible fangs on to her throat. It bit. Her blood looked black under the starlight as it spewed into the night. Her scream turned into a gurgle.


“No!” Billie screamed. “No! It was a dream! It wasn’t real! It wasn’t! No—!”


* * *


Billie struggled up from sleep screaming.


The medic leaned over her. She was on a pressor bed, and the fields held her firmly to the cushion like a giant hand. She struggled, but the harder she tried, the stronger the field became.


“No!”


“Easy, Billie, easy! It’s only a dream! You’re fine, everything is okay!”


Billie’s breath came in gasps. Her heart pounded, she could feel her pulse in her temples as she stared up at Dr. Jerrin. The indirect light gleamed on the sterile white walls and ceiling of the medical center room. Only a dream. Just like the others.


“I’ll get you a soporific patch,” Jerrin began.


She shook her head, the pressor field would allow that much. “No. No, I’m okay now.”


“You sure?”


He had a kindly face; he was old enough to be Billie’s grandfather. He had treated her for years, ever since she’d come to Earth. For the dreams. They weren’t all the same, usually she dreamed about Rim, the world on which she’d been born. It had been thirteen years since the nuclear accident that had destroyed the colony on Rim, almost a decade since she left Ferro. And still the nightmares came, carrying her on wild and uncontrollable gallops through her nights. The drugs didn’t help. Counseling, hypnosis, biofeedback, brainwave synthesization, nothing helped.


Nothing could stop the dreams.


He let her up and she moved to the sink to wash her face. The mirror frowned back at her. Her reflection was medium height, slim and tight from all the compulsive time she spent in the exercise chair. Her hair, usually cut short, had grown almost to her shoulders, the pale brown of it straight and nearly ash-colored. Pale blue eyes over a straight nose, a mouth just a hair too big. Not an ugly face, but nothing to cross the room to get a better look at. Not ugly, but cursed, sure enough. Some god somewhere must have her in his sights. Billie wished she knew why.


* * *


“Buddha, they’re all around us!” Quinn yelled.


Wilks felt the sweat rolling down his spine under the spidersilk armor. The light was too dim, the helmet lamp didn’t do shit, it was hard to see what was happening around them. The infrared wasn’t working worth a crap, either. “Shut the fuck up, Quinn! Maintain your field of fire, we’re gonna be fine!”


“Oh, fuck, Corp, they got the sarge!” That from Jasper, one of the other remaining marines. There had been twelve of them in the squad. Now there were four. “What are we gonna do?”


Wilks had the little girl in one arm, his carbine in the other hand. The little girl was crying. “Easy, honey,” he said. “We’re gonna be fine. We’re going back to the ship, everything is gonna be okay.”


Ellis, bringing up the rear, swore in Swahili. “Oh, man, oh, man, what the hell are these things?” he said.


It was a rhetorical question. Nobody fucking knew.


The heat pounded at Wilks, the air was cloying, it smelled like something dead left too long in the sunshine. Where the things had gotten to the walls of the place the flat everlast plastic had been overlaid with a thick and convoluted blackish-gray substance. It looked like some mad sculptor had covered the walls with loops of intestine. The twisted coils were as hard as plastecrete, but they put out warmth, some kind of organic decay, maybe. It was like an oven in here, but wetter.


Behind him, Quinn’s caseless carbine came alive again, the sound of the shots battering Wilks’s ears with muted echoes.


“Quinn!”


“There’s a shitload of ’em behind us, Corp!”


“Shoot for targets,” Wilks ordered. “Triplets only! We don’t have enough ammo to waste on full auto suppressive fire!”


Ahead the corridor branched, but the pressure doors had come down and sealed both exits. A flashing light and Klaxon blinked and hooted, and a computer-chip voice kept repeating a warning that the reactor was approaching meltdown.


They were going to have to cut their way out, fast, or get slaughtered by those things. Or else fried into radioactive ash. Great fucking choice.


“Jasper, hold the kid.”


“No!” the little girl yelled.


“I gotta open the door,” Wilks said. “Jasper will take care of you.”


The black marine moved in, grabbed the girl. She clutched at him like a baby monkey does its mother.


Wilks turned to the door. Pulled his plasma cutter from his belt, triggered it. The white-hot jet of plasma flashed out in a line as long as his forearm. He shoved the cutter against the fail-safe lock, waved it back and forth. The lock was made of tripolystacked carbon, but it wasn’t designed to withstand the heat of a star. The carbon annealed, bubbled, and ran like water under the plasma jet.


The door slid up.


One of the monsters stood there. It lunged at Wilks, a long, toothed rod shooting from its open mouth like a spear at his face. Saliva dripped from its jaws in jellylike strings.


“Fuck!” Wilks dodged to his right and swung the plasma cutter up reflexively. The line caught the thing’s neck, a neck that looked much too thin to support the impossibly large head. How could something like this even stand up? It didn’t make any sense—


The alien creatures were tough, but the plasma was hot enough to melt industrial diamond. The head fell off, bounced on the floor. It kept on trying to bite Wilks, jaws oozing slime as it snapped at him. Didn’t even know it was dead.


“Move it, people! And watch it, the damned thing is still dangerous!”


Jasper screamed.


“Jasper!”


One of the things had him, and it crunched his head like a cat biting a mouse. The little girl—!


“Wilks! Help! Help!”


Another one of the monsters had the girl, it was moving away with her. Wilks twisted, pointed his weapon at it. Realized that if he shot it, the blood would be an acid shower that would kill the child. He’d seen that blood eat through armor that would stop a 10mm caseless cold. He dropped his aim lower, pointed the carbine at its legs. It couldn’t run if it didn’t have any feet—


The corridor was full of the things, Quinn opened up, his carbine on full auto, blasting. Armor-piercing and explosive rounds tore through the monsters, spanged from the walls, the stink of propellant filled the air—


Ellis opened up with his flamer, and a stream of fire painted the corridor, splashing from the aliens and running in molten gobs down the intestined wall—


“Help!” the little girl cried. “Oh, please, help!”


Oh, God!


* * *


“No!”


Wilks came awake, sweat drenching his hair and face, running into his eyes. His issue coverall was wet. Oh, man.


He sat up. He was still in the cell, on the thin bunk, the dark plastic walls securely in place.


The door slid open. A guard robot was there, two and a half meters tall on its tractor treads, gleaming under the jail corridor’s lights. The robot’s electronic voice said, “Corporal Wilks! Front and center!”


Wilks rubbed at his eyes. Even a military brig with all its security couldn’t keep the dreams out.


Nothing could stop the dreams.


“Wilks!”


“Yeah, what?”


“You are to report to MILCOM HQ, OTD.”


“Fuck you, tinhead. I got two more days to serve on the S&D.”


“You wish, pal,” the bot said. “Your high-rank friends say otherwise. Up-levels wants you, OTD.”


“What high-rank friends?” Wilks asked.


One of the other prisoners in the multi-unit cell, a fat man from Benares, said, “What friends, period?”


Wilks stared at the line bot. Now, why would the glitter want to see him on the double? Anytime rank started rumbling, it usually meant trouble for the grunts. He felt his gut churn, and it wasn’t just the dregs of the chem-binge he’d gone on, either. Whatever this was, it wasn’t good.


“Let’s go, marine,” the bot said. “I am to escort you to MILCOM HQ soonest.”


“Lemme shower and clean up first.”


“Negative, mister. They said, ‘Soonest.’”


The burn scar that mostly covered the left half of his face began to itch suddenly. Oh, shit. Not just bad, but real bad.


Now what did they think he’d done?
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There was a lot of trash orbiting Earth.


In the hundred years since the first satellites had lifted, careless astronauts or construction crews had lost bolts, tools, and other chunks of hardware. The small stuff, some of it whipping around at fifteen klicks a second relative, could punch a nasty hole in anything less dense than full-sheath armor, and that included people inside a ship coming or going. Even a chip of paint could dig a crater when it hit. While this was a danger to ships, most of the little stuff burned up on reentry; what didn’t was collected by special robot rigs everybody called dust mops.


For a time there was a real risk that the big stuff would get to the ground—part of a construction ship flamed down and killed a hundred thousand people on the Big Island once, and also made Kona coffee exceedingly rare. Because of that and similar incidents, somebody finally realized there was a problem with all the orbiting junk. Laws were passed, and now anything bigger than a man got tagged and swept. And rather than create a new agency, the work was passed on to an organization that already existed.


This was why the Coast Guard cutter Dutton hung in high orbit over North Africa, starlight glistening on its armored boron-carbon hull, its crew of two yawning as they moved in to tag a derelict ship. Garbage Control’s flight computer said this heap was about to start its fall, and before that happened, the thing had to be probed, checked for anybody who might be camping on it, then blasted into pieces small enough for the dust mops to collect. SOP.


“Probe ready to launch,” Ensign Lyle said.


Next to him, the cutter’s captain, Commander Barton, nodded. “Stand by and… launch probe.”


Lyle touched the control. “Probe away. Telemetry is green. Visuals on, sensors on, one-second burn.”


The tiny robot ship rocketed toward the battered freight hauler, feeding electronic information to the cutter behind it.


“Maybe this one is full of platinum ingots,” Lyle said.


“Yeah, right. And maybe it’s raining on the moon.”


“What’s the matter, Bar? You don’t want to be rich?”


“Sure. And I want to spend ten years in the CG pen fighting off the yard monsters, too. Unless you figured out a way to shut down the blue box?”


Lyle laughed. The blue box recorded everything that went on in the cutter, plus all the probe input. Even if the ship was full of platinum, there was no way to hide it from Command. And military officers didn’t get salvage rights. “Well, not exactly,” Lyle said. “But if we had a few million credits, we could hire somebody who might.”


“Yeah, your mother,” Barton said.


Lyle glanced at the computer flat screen. It was cheap hardware; the Navy had full holographies but the Guard still had to make do with the bottom-of-the-line Sumatran Guild electronics. The probe’s retros flamed as it reached the hulk. “Here we are. Is that good flying, or what?”


Barton grunted. “Look at the hatch. It’s bulged outward.”


“Explosion, you think?” Lyle said.


“Dunno. Let’s open this can up.”


Lyle tapped at his keyboard. The probe extruded a universal hatch key and inserted it into the lock.


“No luck. Lock’s shot,” Lyle said.


“I’m not blind, I can see that. Pop it.”


“Hope the inner hatch is closed.”


“Come on, this piece of crap has been up here for at least sixty years. Anybody on it would be dead of old age. There ain’t no air in there and if by some miracle somebody is home, they’re in a suspension tank. And aside from that, this thing has about thirty minutes before it hits enough atmosphere to boil lead. Pop it.”


Lyle shrugged. Touched controls.


The probe attached a small charge to the hatch and retroed back a hundred meters. The charge flared silently in the vacuum and the hatch shattered.


“Knock, knock. Anybody home?”


“Go see. And try not to bang the probe up too bad this time.”


“That wasn’t my fault,” Lyle said. “One of the retros was plugged.”


“So you say.”


The tiny robot ship moved in through the opening in the derelict ship.


“Inner hatch is open.”


“Good. Saves time. Move it in.”


The probe’s halogens lit as it moved into the ship.


The radiation alarm chimed on the computer’s screen. “Kinda hot in there,” Lyle said.


“Yep, hope you like your soypro well done.”


“Mmm. I guess anybody in this baby would be toast by now. We’ll have to give the probe a bath when it gets back.”


“Chreesto, look at that!” Barton said.


What had been a man floated just ahead of the probe. The hard radiation had killed the bacteria that would have rotted him, and the cold had preserved what the vacuum hadn’t sucked out of him. He looked like a leather prune. He was naked.


“Lordy, lordy,” Lyle said. “Hey, check the wall behind him.” He touched a control and the visuals enhanced and enlarged. Something was written on the bulkhead in smeary brown letters: KILL US ALL, it said.


“Damn, is that written in blood? Looks like blood to me.”


“You want an analysis?”


“Never mind. We got us a flip ship.”


Lyle nodded. They’d heard about them, though he himself had never opened one. Somebody went nuts and wasted everybody else. Opened a port and let the air out, or maybe flooded the ship with radiation, like this one. A quick death or a slow one, but death, sure enough. Lyle shivered.


“Find a terminal and see if you can download the ship’s memory. The meter is running here.”


“If the batteries are still good. Oops. Got motion on the detector.”


“I see it. I don’t believe it, but I see it. Nobody can possibly be alive, even somebody in a full rad suit would cook in this tub—”


“There it is. It’s just a cargo carrier.”


A short, squat robot crawled along a line of Velcro against the ceiling.


“We must have jolted it awake when we blew the hatch.”


“Yeah, right. Get the memory.”


The probe floated toward a control panel.


“Damn, look at those holes in the deck. Looks like something dissolved the plastic. Radiation wouldn’t do that, would it?”


“Who knows? Who cares? Just dump the memory and pull the probe so we can blow this sucker. I have a date tonight and I don’t want any overtime.”


“You’re the commander.”


The probe connected to the control board. The ship’s power was almost gone, but sufficient to download the memory.


“Coming in,” Lyle said. “Here’s the ID scan, onscreen.”


“No surprises here,” Barton said. “Type five nuke drive, lotta deep-space time, bad shields, dead core. No wonder they junked this bucket. That’s it. Shove it sunward, set the 10-CA and let’s go home.”


Lyle touched more controls. The probe placed the small clean atomic against a wall where it adhered. “Okay, three minutes to—aw, shit!”


The screen went blank.


“What did you do?”


“I didn’t do anything! The camera’s gone out.”


“Switch to memory drive. We lose another probe and the Old Man’ll chew our asses to pulp.”


Lyle touched a button. The computer took over the probe. Since it had memorized every centimeter of the flight in, it could retrace the flight and bring the probe back.


“It’s clear,” Lyle said a moment later. “Burning more fuel than it should, though.”


“Maybe it snagged on something coming out. Doesn’t matter.”


“Probe docking. Outer hatch open. Let me see if I can get an eye on the sucker and see why it’s wallowing so bad.” Lyle ran his practiced hands over the controls.


“Holy fuck!” Barton said.


Lyle just stared. What the hell was that? Some kind of thing sat on the probe as it approached the ship. It looked like a reptile, no, a giant bug. Wait, it had to be some kind of suit, no way it could live in vac without a suit—


“Close the hatch!” Barton yelled.


“Too late! It’s inside.”


“Flood the bay with antirad! Pump the air out! Blow it back through the fucking door!”


A clang vibrated through the ship. Like a hammer smashing metal.


“It’s trying to open the inner hatch!”


Frantically Lyle tapped controls. “Antirad spray on full! Evacuation pumps on!”


The banging continued.


“Okay, okay, don’t worry, it can’t get in. The hatch is locked. Nobody can break through a sealed boron-carbon hatch with his bare hands!”


Something crashed, ringing loudly. Then came the sound spacers fear more than anything: air rushing out.


“Close the outer hatch, goddammit!”


But the dropping air pressure tugged at Lyle. The cabin was filled with loose items being sucked toward the rear of the cutter. Light pens, coffee cups, a hard-copy magazine fluttering madly. He lunged at the controls, missed the emergency button, lunged again.


Barton, also half out of his chair, stabbed at the red button, but hit the computer override instead. The ship went to manual drive.


The cabin pressure raced toward zero. A hatch-sized hole blew air into space real damned fast. Lyle’s eyes bulged, began to bleed. One eardrum popped. He screamed, but found the control for the external hatch.


“I got it! I got it!”


The outer hatch cycled shut. Emergency air tanks kicked on. The faux gravity pulled the two men back toward their seats. “Goddammit! Goddammit!” Barton said.


“It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s closed!”


“Coast Guard Control, this is the cutter Dutton!” Barton began. “We have a situation here!”


“Oh, man!” Lyle said.


Barton twisted.


The thing stood right fucking there!


It had teeth! It came toward them. It looked hungry.


Barton tried to get up, fell, and hit the drive control. The ship was still on manual. The drive kicked on. The acceleration threw the monster backward, drove Lyle and Barton into their seats. Even though they couldn’t move, the thing somehow managed to drag itself onward.


It was a nightmare. It couldn’t be real.


The thing ripped chunks out of Lyle’s seat as it pulled him from the chair. Blood sprayed as its clawed hands punctured his shoulders. It opened its mouth and a rod shot out, so fast Barton could hardly see it. The rod buried itself in Lyle’s head like his skull was putty. Blood and brain tissue splashed. Lyle screamed in total terror.


The cutter, still under acceleration, headed directly toward the radioactive hulk in front of it.


The monster jerked that hellish thing from Lyle’s skull. It made a sucking sound, like a foot pulled out of mud. The creature turned toward Barton. Barton drew breath to scream, but the sound never came out—


At that instant the cutter smashed into the scuttled freighter—


—and the bomb the probe had set went off.


Both ships were destroyed in the explosion. Virtually everything was shattered into tiny bits that spiraled in a long loop toward Sol.


Everything except the blue box.


* * *


Wilks stared at the screen as it washed white.


Amazing how well the blue boxes were armored, to survive even a close atomic blast like that.


He looked at the guard bot. “Okay, I’ve seen it.”


“Let’s go,” the bot said.


They were alone in a conference room in MIL-COM HQ. Wilks stood, and the bot led the way. If he’d had a gun, he would have shot the bot and tried to run. Yeah. Right.


As they walked along the corridor, Wilks put it together. So this was why they’d never kicked him out of the Corps. It was only a matter of time before humans stumbled across the aliens again. They hadn’t wanted to believe him about what had happened on Rim, but the truth machines wouldn’t let them off the hook that easy. The brain strainers had pulled it out of him, and the Corps never threw anything away that might be useful someday.


His belly clenched around a cold knot, like somebody had jammed a blade of liquid nitrogen into his guts. The bomb on Rim hadn’t gotten them all. The military found itself in need of an expert on these things and Corporal Wilks was what it had. Probably didn’t make them very happy, but they would make do.


He wasn’t looking forward to this meeting. It certainly wasn’t going to do him any good. Not at all.
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Salvaje’s place was almost directly under the huge reactor shield for the Southern Hemisphere Power Grid Switching Station. The PGSS field was big enough so it sometimes created its own weather. Mostly that was rain. Day and night, steady, unrelieved, dreary-as-shit rain. The building was eon-plas prefab, proof against the more or less constant downpour, a dull gray material that blended in against a sky the color of melted lead. It was a good place to hide. Nobody came here unless they had a reason, even the ground police avoided the rain when they could.


Pindar the holotech splashed through puddles, ankle deep despite the drainage pumps’ attempts to clear the water. If Salvaje didn’t have so much spare money he was willing to part with, Pindar would have avoided this scum hole. The building walls were thick with mold, even the retardant paint couldn’t stop it, and there were rumors that you could catch a mutant strain of flu here that would kill you before you could get to a medic—which wouldn’t help anyhow because even recombinant antivirals couldn’t touch the stuff. Nice.


The door slid open on creaky runners as Pindar walked up the incline to Salvaje’s place.


“You’re late,” came the ghostly voice from within.


Pindar stepped inside, stripped off the osmotic rainfilm that kept him dry, dropped the torn bits of spiderweb-thin plastic onto the floor. “Yeah, well, between my day job and this shit, it’s lucky I can find time to sleep.”


“I care nothing for your sleep. I pay well.”


Pindar looked at Salvaje. He was ordinary enough. Medium height, hair slicked straight back in some kind of electrostatic hold, a little beard and mustache. He could have been thirty or fifty; he had one of those faces that don’t seem to age much. He wore a plain black coverall and flexboots. Pindar wasn’t sure what a holy man ought to look like, but Salvaje sure wasn’t it.


“There,” Salvaje said, pointing.


Pindar saw the cam on a table. “Damn, where’d you get that antique? It looks like an old ship’s monitor—”


“Where I got it is not important. Can you use it to tie us into the Nets?”


“Señor, I can tie you into the Nets with a toaster and a couple of microwave cooker circuit boards. I am a very good technician.”


Salvaje said nothing, only stared at Pindar with those cold gray eyes of his. Pindar repressed a shudder. Gave him the crawlies when he did that. “Sí, I can put you on the air. But visual and auditory only. No sublims, no subsonics, no olfactories. Be pretty tame compared to what your competition is throwing at the GU.”


“The Great Unwashed will hear the truth of my message without trickery. And they will see the image of the True Messiah. Such things will be enough. Behold!”


Salvaje touched a control on an old projector on the table next to him and a hologram shimmered to life behind him.


“Madre de Dios!” Pindar said softly.


The image was perhaps three meters from the tip of its pointed, spiky tail to the top of its banana-shaped and grotesque head. If it had eyes, they seemed recessed just behind twin rows of needle-tipped teeth. Pindar stepped to one side and saw what appeared to be thick external ribs jutting from the thing’s back, and overall, it looked as if some god playing a joke had created a manlike thing born of giant insects. The monster was a dull black or dark gray, and Pindar would not wish to meet such a thing under any circumstances. He didn’t know what the Messiah was supposed to look like, either, but he would bet all the iron in the Asteroid Belt that this wasn’t it.


“I can put you on the air in five minutes,” Pindar said, bending to pick up the antique camera. “Along with your…messiah. It is your money. But I wonder that anyone will look upon this thing and think it might deliver them, señor. I myself would expect to see it in Hades.”


“Do not blaspheme about that which you do not understand, technician.”


Pindar shrugged. He accessed the camera’s computer, tied it into a shunt, and rigged a relay transmitter. He moved quickly to the power unit and control console, tapping stolen codes into an orbiting broadcast satellite. He held off on the last digit, then turned to Salvaje. “When I input the final number, you will have three minutes before the WCC locks its trace of our signal. Two more minutes and they will find the dish I hid in Madras, and two minutes after that they will find this place. Best you hold your transmission to five minutes. I have an automatic cut off thirty seconds after that. I will have to find another bounce dish if you wish to broadcast again.”


“Esta no importa,” Salvaje said.


Pindar shrugged. “Your money.”


Salvaje reached up, as if to stroke the dreadful image of the hologram floating in the air behind him. His fingers passed through the image. “Others will have heard the call. I must speak to them.”


Crazy as a shithouse rat, Pindar thought. But of this he did not speak aloud. “All right. In four seconds. Three. Two. One.” He input the final number.


Salvaje smiled into the camera’s lens. “Good day, fellow seekers. I have come to you with the Great Truth. The coming of the True Messiah…”


Pindar shook his head. He would sooner worship his dog than this hideous image, which had to be a computer simulation. Nothing could really look like that.


* * *


The patient cafeteria was nearly empty, a dozen or so of the inmates shuffling their drug-calmed ways through the line with soft plastic trays. Billie moved in her own chemical fog, feeling tired, but unable to rest.


Sasha sat at a table next to the holoprojection chair, using a fork made of linear plastic to stir some ugly noodles around on her plate. The tableware was strong enough to lift the food but would curl up like cardboard if you tried to stick somebody with it. Somebody like yourself.


“Hey, Billie,” Sasha said. “Check out Deedee, she’s switching channels on the ’jector every three seconds. Why, I think that girl is mentally disturbed!”


Sasha laughed. Billie knew Sasha’s history. She had pushed her father into a vat of jewelry cleaning acid when she was nine. She’d been here for eleven years because every time they asked her whether she’d do it again if she had the chance, she grinned and told them sure. Every day of the week and twice on Sunday.


Billie glanced at Deedee. The girl was gazing at the ’jector as if hypnotized. The tiny holograms blinked as she changed the channels. With four or five hundred choices, it would take even Deedee a while to see them all.


“C’mon, have a seat. Try some of this worm puke, it’s real good.”


Billie sat, almost collapsing.


“You on blues again?”


Billie sighed. “Greens.”


“Crap, what’d you do, strangle a nurse?”


“The dreams.”


Billie glanced at the tiny viewer in front of Deedee. A deep-space ship flew across the void. Blink. A car chase on a multilane surface road. Blink. A documentary on feral elves. Blink.


“C’mon, Billie,” Sasha said, “you only have what, a month left until your hearing?”


“I won’t skate this time either, Sash. They can’t figure it out. They say my folks died in an explosion. I know better. I was there!”


“Ease up, kid. The monitors—”


“Hey, fuck the monitors!” Billie shoved her plate across the table, scattering the safety tableware and the noodles. The rubbery plate fell to the cushioned floor, bounced, but made hardly any sound. “They can send a ship a hundred light-years away to another system, they can make an android from amino soup and plastic, but they can’t cure me of nightmares!”


Attendants appeared as if by magic, but Billie’s rage couldn’t stand any longer against the sedatives in her system. She slumped.


Behind her, Deedee said quietly, “Hold channel.”


The image of a man with slicked-back hair and a smallish beard shined in the air before her. And behind him, behind him was—was—


“—join us, my friends,” the man’s voice spoke into the speaker implanted behind Deedee’s mastoid bone. “Join the Church of Immaculate Incubation. Receive the ultimate communion. Become one with the True Messiah…”


Deedee smiled as the attendants came and helped Billie to her feet. Billie didn’t see the True Messiah as she left.


“Dammit, let go!”


Then somebody pressed a green patch to her carotid and Billie stopped even that much of struggle.


* * *


Wilks and the robot reached the security door leading into MILCOM HQ Intel One. A scanning laser tapped a red dot against his eye and by the time he had finished blinking, the door’s comp had IDed him and begun to roll open. The bot said, “Go on in. I’ll wait here.”


Wilks did as he was told. He felt the pressure of stares against him, knowing he was being watched by computers and probably live guards, that his every move was recorded. Fuck it.


There was only one other door in the corridor, so he couldn’t miss it. It opened as he approached. He stepped into the office. Nothing but an oval table, big enough to seat a dozen people, three chairs. Two of the chairs were occupied. In one was a full bird colonel, wearing interior regulations. No combat medals, a desk pilot. He’d be the MI officer in charge. There was an oxymoron, “military intelligence.”


The other man was in civilian garb, and he had the look. Wilks would bet a month’s pay this guy was a t-bag—Terran Intelligency Agency. Any odds anybody wanted.


“At ease, marine,” the colonel said. Wilks wasn’t aware that he’d been at attention. Old habits die hard.


Wilks noticed that the colonel, his name tag said “Stephens,” kept his hands behind his back. Like maybe he was afraid to touch him.


Not so the civilian. He extended one hand. “Corporal Wilks.”


Wilks kept his own hand down. Shake with one of these guys and you might need finger grafts.


The civilian nodded, withdrawing his offer of a handshake.


“You saw the recording,” Stephens said.


“I saw it.”


“What did you think?”


“I thought the guardsmen were lucky they got blown to atoms when they did.”


The colonel and the civilian exchanged quick glances. “This is, ah, Mr… Orona,” Stephens said.


Yeah, right, and I’m King George the Second, Wilks thought.


“You ran into these things before, didn’t you?” the one they called Orona said.


“Yeah.”


“Tell me about it.”


“What can I tell you that you don’t already know? You’ve seen the recordings of my ‘examination,’ haven’t you?”


“I want to hear it from you.”


“Maybe I don’t want to tell it to you.”


Stephens glared at him. “Give the man the story, marine. That’s an order.”


Wilks almost laughed. Or what? You’ll toss me in the brig? That’s exactly where I’d rather be than here. But if they wanted him to talk, they could pry it out of him, the military had dope that could make a crowbar sing opera. He shrugged.


“All right. I was part of a unit sent to check on a colony on Rim. We’d lost contact with them. We found one survivor, a little girl named Billie. Everybody else had been slaughtered by some kind of alien. Same thing that got the guardsmen.


“One of them got onto the lander when it dusted off. Killed the pilot, crashed it. There were twelve of us in the squad, stuck on the ground. I was the only one who got out, me and the little girl. They shipped her off to live with relatives on Ferro, after they wiped her memory. She was a good kid, considering all the shit she saw. We spent some time awake on the ship before we climbed into the deep freezers. I liked her. She was tough.


“Later I heard there was another nest of the things somewhere, killed another colony. Supposedly a marine and a couple civilians got away from that one, too.


“When I got back, the medics patched me up, then took my brain apart. Only thing was, all of a sudden nobody wanted to know from aliens eating colonists and laying eggs in them. It got buried. Top secret, total wipe like the kid if I opened my mouth. That was more than a dozen years ago.


“That’s it. End of story.”


“You got a bad attitude, Wilks,” Stephens said.


Orona smiled. “Colonel, do you suppose I might have a word with the corporal alone?”


After a moment Stephens nodded. “All right. I’ll talk to you later.”


He left the room.


Orona smiled. “Now we can talk freely.”


Wilks laughed. “What? Do I have ‘stupid’ tattooed on my forehead? If there isn’t a battery of recording gear going full blast right now I’ll eat that fucking table. Probably the colonel is in the next room watching in full holographic surround. Give me a break, Orona, or whatever your name really is.”


“All right,” Orona said. “We’ll play it your way. Stop me if I get any of it wrong.


“After you managed to escape from Rim, you spend six months in quarantine, to make sure you weren’t infected with some kind of alien virus or bacteria. Nobody even tried to see you, no personal visits, nada. You wouldn’t let them reconstruct your face.”


“Women love scars,” Wilks said. “Makes ’em sympathetic.”


Orona continued. “When you were put back on active duty, you turned into a chemhound. Nine arrests and subsequent terms in the brig for Stoned and Disorderly. Three for assault, two for damage to property, one for attempted homicide.”


“Guy had a big mouth,” Wilks offered.


“I specialize in genetics, Corporal, but anybody who’s ever taken a psych course can see you’re on a one-way trip down the reaction tubes.”


“So? It’s my life. What do you care?”


“Before those two Coast Guard clowns blew themselves up, they downloaded the derelict’s data banks. We have a trajectory of that old ship. We know where it came from before it came home to die.”


“Ask me if I care.”


“Oh, you should, Corporal. You’re going there. Whatever your problems are don’t matter. I need a specimen of the thing the Coast Guard found. You’re going to bring me one.”


“I won’t volunteer for it.”


“Oh, but you will.” Orona grinned.


Wilks blinked. Something unhappy roiled around in Wilks’s belly, like a trapped beast wanting to get out. While he was still wondering if he were about to vomit whatever was left from his most recent meal, Orona hit him with another one.


“You know that little girl you rescued? She’s here. On Earth. In a mental center. They keep her sedated and run a lot of tests on her. She has these nightmares, you see. Apparently the brainwipe didn’t completely take. She remembers things, in her dreams.


“You could wind up in a place like that, if you don’t do the right thing.”


Billie was here? He hadn’t thought he’d ever see her again. He had been curious about her more than once. She was the only person who’d seen those things the way he had, least the only one he knew about. He stared at Orona. Then he nodded. If they wanted you, they would get you, he’d been in the Corps long enough to know that. He would go or damn sure wish he had. There were worse things than dying.


He took a deep breath. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll go.”


Orona smiled, and when he did, it reminded Wilks of the aliens.


Damn.
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Billie slept. She could hear voices in her dream, a distant overlay of ghostly sound wound among the shimmering and frightful images.


“—dreaming again. What’d you give her?”


A door loomed in front of Billie, partially open. Behind the door, blackness. Eyes gleamed in the dark there, and light flashed briefly on rows of serrated teeth.


“—thirty of Trinomine—”


The undulating door swung wide, creaking loudly. A kind of… presence oozed through. Billie couldn’t see it clearly…


“—thirty? That’s twice the usual dosage. Aren’t you worried about brain damage?”


The presence coalesced, forming a quavery image. Black, tall, toothed. The monster. It grinned at Billie. Gnashed those teeth. Moved toward her.


Billie was frozen. Couldn’t even turn away as it came for her. She opened her mouth to scream—


“—well, that’s a risk, isn’t it? She’s already halfway insane and none of the conventional therapies work. Besides, medical-grade androids have taken up to forty milligrams without significant damage—”


The monster reached for her. Opened its mouth. Slowly a toothed rod extruded itself from that hellish mouth. Came toward her, slow, oh, so slow, but she… couldn’t… move…


“—she’s not an android, though—”


“—might as well be—”


A hand touched Billie’s shoulder.


Billie awoke, her heart thudding rapidly. She was sweating hard.


It was Sasha.


“Oh, Sash. What are you doing here?”


“You have a visitor, Doc sent me to tell you.”


“A visitor? I don’t know anybody on Earth except the medics and the inmates here.”


Sasha shrugged. “Doc says somebody is in V4 for you. You want me to go along?”


“No. I can handle it.”


The truth was, she didn’t feel particularly adept at the moment; the drugs coursed through her system and the latest nightmare still vibrated in her memory. But if she was ever going to get out of this place, she had to look as if she were in control.


Billie found her way down the hall, was admitted into the visitor area. The door to V4 scanned her and admitted her into the “private” room. Inside was a monitor inset into the right wall and a single form-chair facing a fully polarized wall that shined like a black mirror.


Billie sat.


Who could it be?


The monitor came to life. Onscreen was a computerized image of a kindly, white-haired grandmother. Her chip-voice when she spoke was also kindly, but full of quiet authority. Billie also knew the voice was full of subsonics and sublims designed to calm and soothe a listener, as well as engender obedience.


“You are being monitored,” Grandma said. “And any discussion of hospital therapy will result in termination of this visitation.” Grandma smiled, forming lines at the corners of her eyes. “Visitation is a privilege and not a right. You are allowed ten minutes. Is this understood?”


“Yeah, right.”


“Very good. Enjoy your visit.”


Grandma smiled again and faded from the screen. A small red dot pulsed in her place, reminding Billie that the conversation was being recorded and observed.


The polarized wall faded from black to clear.


A man, one side of his face scarred, sat in the chair two meters away from her. He wore a military uniform.


Who…?


“Hello, Billie.”


It was as if somebody suddenly slammed a fist into the side of her head. The jolt rocked her physically. Billie jerked and stared as a memory they’d tried to take away from her swam to the surface like a whale needing air.


It was him! The man who’d always saved her in her dreams.


“Wilks!”


“Yeah. How they treating you in here?”


“You—you’re real!”


“Last time I looked, yeah.”


“Oh, God, Wilks!”


I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.


“You—you look… different.”


He touched the scars on his face. “Colonial Marine surgeons. Buncha butchers.”


“Wh-what are you doing here?”


“They told me you were in this place. I figured I had to see you, once I found out you were having the dreams, too.”


“About the monsters.”


“Yeah. I don’t sleep that well myself. Haven’t since Rim.”


“It was real, wasn’t it?”


“Oh, yeah. It was real. They had me, I’m in as long as they keep reactivating my secrecy clause, but you were a civilian. They decided to wipe you, but it didn’t work, least not all the way.”


Billie slumped, but at the same time felt a sense of relief like none she’d ever known. It was real! She wasn’t crazy! The dreams were memories, trying to get out!


* * *


Wilks stared at the kid. Well, she wasn’t really a kid anymore, was she? Turned out to be a nice-looking woman, even in the hospital whites and obviously stoned on whatever they gave her.


He wasn’t sure why he’d come, except that maybe she was the only other person who would understand the dreams he kept having. He’d tried to track her down a long time ago, along with the other marine and the civilians who’d escaped from the second bug nest, but they’d all been carefully hidden away. Probably in some medical center like this one, or on some outpost a dozen light-years from anywhere. Or maybe they were dead.


“Why did you come?” she asked.


He pulled his thoughts back to the young woman on the other side of the thick, clear plastic wall. “They found what they think is the homeworld for those… things,” he said. “They’re sending me there with some troops.”


A few seconds went past. “To destroy it?”


Wilks smiled, but it was a sour expression. “To collect a ‘specimen.’ I think MI wants to use the things as some kind of weapon.”


“No! You can’t let them!”


“Kid, I can’t stop them. I’m a corporal.” And a drunk and chemhead brawler, he added mentally.


“Get me out of here,” she said.


“Huh?”


“I’m not crazy. The memories are real. You can tell them. They’re trying to convince me everything I remember is an illusion but you know the truth. Tell them. You saved me before, Wilks, do it again! They’re killing me in here with the drugs, the therapy! I have to get out!”


The monitor screen next to her flowered, and a white-haired old lady appeared there, smiling. “Discussion of therapy is not allowed,” she said. “This visit is terminated. Please leave the visiting area immediately.”


“Wilks, please!”


Wilks found himself standing, his fists clenched.


“Please leave the visiting area immediately,” the old lady said.


Billie stood and leapt at the clear wall. She slammed her fists into the hard plastic. “Let me go!”


The door behind her opened and two large men entered. They grabbed Billie. The young woman struggled, but it was no use. The wall began to polarize and darken.


“Hey, fuckheads, let her go!” Wilks yelled. He lunged at the wall, slammed into it. He backed off, threw his shoulder into the wall again. The wall was unmoved.


The monitor on his side of the darkening plastic came to life. The same old woman. “This visit has been terminated. Please exit now. Thank you for coming. Have a nice day.”


“Wilks! Help me!” Billie screamed.


Then the sound faded and the wall went totally dark, and she was gone.


Wilks leaned away from the wall. He stared at his hands. “Sorry, kid,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”
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Excerpts from the script of the top-secret audiovisual presentation “Theory of Alien Propagation,” by Waidslaw Orona, Ph.D.


Note: This script/compgen AV recording is/are classified military document(s) and require a clearance of A-1/a for reading/viewing. Penalties for illegal uses of this/these document(s) may include Full Brain Reconstruction and/or a fine of up to Cr. 100,000, and/or imprisonment in a Federated Penal Colony for up to twenty-five years.


 


FADE IN:


COMPUTER GEN PIX: Deep space, a b.g. of stars. Centered is AN ALIEN, sideview, curled into a fetallike ball. MUSIC PLAYS: Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries.”


V.O.


Humans suffer from self-centered notions as to the nature of life.


The Alien slowly uncurls. MUSICAL STING.


V.O. (CONT.)


Humans assume that alien life forms should conform to standards that match our own, including logic and morality.


The Alien is uncurled in its full glory now. Slowly it rotates to face the camera. MUSIC CONTINUES OVER.


V.O. (CONT.)


Even among humans, morality is ignored when expedient. Why should we expect more from an alien life form than we demand from ourselves?


The Alien stretches out its arms and legs and tail so that it becomes a parody of the man’s-reach-should-equal-his-height illustration by Da Vinci. PUSH IN SLOWLY. The Alien expands to fill the screen.


V.O. (CONT.)


If we know nothing else, we must know this about aliens: First, they will not be like us. Second, truly understanding them will be almost impossible.


THE ALIEN
fills the screen; DIAL DOWN MUSIC and PUSH THROUGH TO BLACK.


CUT TO:


EXT. ALIEN WORLD—DAY—ESTABLISHING
Here is a bleak, rocky planet. Very little greenery, vast stretches of nothing.


V.O.


Judging from the dense exoskeleton of the alien and its demonstrated adaptability, we must assume that its home planet is a harsh, desolate place.


CUT TO:


EXT. HIVE
This is a ridged, antlike mound rearing up from the cleared area around it, a thing composed of alien spittle, laced with local plants and the exoskeletons of alien prey.


V.O.


We know from our previous encounters that the aliens have a queen-based hierarchy and that they form hives to protect their eggs and young hatchlings.


INT. HIVE—EGG CHAMBER
The giant QUEEN, monstrous egg sac attached to her rear, deposits eggs on the floor of the chamber.


V.O.


At the proper time, drone workers provide host bodies for the newborns.


TIME CUT TO:


INT. EGG ROOM
A GROUP OF PREY BEASTS held in place by WORKER ALIENS are attacked by HATCHLINGS IN THEIR LARVAL FORM. (These are hand-shaped lumps with fingers and tails, the latter of which wrap around the prey beasts’ necks to secure them as the ovipositors are extruded and inserted down the prey’s throats. See comp-image #3 for stock footage.)


V.O.


The parasitical breeding process is offensive to some in the scientific community, but completely natural for aliens living in a harsh environment.


CUT TO:


PREY BEAST
Its belly bulges from within. It screams, but silently, (MOS).


V.O.


Birth of the next stage is violent and fatal for the host.


C.U.—PREY’S BELLY
The skin bursts, tissue spews, and A BABY ALIEN, looking like a fat snake with sharp teeth, emerges.


V.O. (CONT.)


The young alien chews its way forth, where there may be a battle for dominance with other newly born aliens. We can only speculate at this point.


A GROUP OF BABY ALIENS
rip and tear at each other.


CUT TO:


EXT. HIVE—DAY
Overhead a spaceship ROARS by; below on the ground, A GROUP OF WORKER ALIENS watch the ship.


V.O.


How the aliens escape their world is, of course, complete speculation.


THE SHIP
lands and a SUITED FIGURE emerges, carrying assorted collecting gear and a wicked-looking hand weapon.


V.O. (CONT.)


However, it seems likely that some… outside force, perhaps a spacefaring species, interacted with the aliens.


THE SUITED FIGURE
returns to the ship, an alien egg inside a clear specimen bottle. From the size of the egg compared to the Collector, it is apparent that the Collector is much larger than a man, perhaps three times so.


CUT TO:


INT COLLECTOR’S SPACESHIP
The Collector approaches the alien egg. Leans over it. The egg’s portal flaps splay open. The Collector peers into the egg’s interior.


V.O.


A small mistake in dealing with such predatory creatures would, of course, prove to be dangerous in the extreme. Probably fatal.


CUT TO:


EXT. COLLECTOR’S SPACESHIP
The ship lies crashed upon some world, fog swirling about it. PUSH IN AND THROUGH TO:


INT. COLLECTOR’S SHIP
The skeleton of the Collector, its chest burst open from within, sits in the control seat of the ship. In the b.g. are THREE HUMANS IN SPACESUITS. Light beams play over the dead giant as the humans examine it.


V.O.


Humans rely on technology to the point where they believe it has made them invincible. When dealing with creatures who have adapted to extremely hostile environments, such a belief can also prove dangerous.


EXT. CORPORATION LANDER
The lander lifts from the planet’s surface.


CLOSER—ON THE LANDER
Clutching a strut on the lander’s underside is AN ALIEN.


V.O. (CONT.)


Because an unsuited human cannot survive in the vacuum of space does not mean that some other complex life form cannot.


INT. CORPORATION STAR SHIP—CARGO BAY—HIGH ANGLE
Across the bay walk TWO MEN.


PULL BACK TO OTS (OVER-THE-SHOULDER) ALIEN
It watches the men. Drool drips from its lethal jaws.


ALIEN’S POV—THE MEN
It moves in. They react in horror as it attacks. BLOOD SPLASHES, blanking the VP.


CUT TO:


INT. AIRLOCK
The hatch opens and the Alien is ejected by the outward blast of atmosphere. TRACK WITH IT as it flies into space, turning slowly.


V.O.


Ultimately, our limited contact with these creatures indicate that they have simple imperatives that control their lives. They kill, they breed, and they survive.


THE ALIEN
floats in the vacuum. It should be dead by human standards, but it slowly curls itself into a fetal ball, tail wrapped around the massive claw-hammer head and spiky body.


V.O.


Properly utilized, such aliens would make excellent warriors. Research into their composition could yield advances in armor, chemical and biological weapons, and perhaps even new ways to induce suspended animation for stellar travel.


PULL BACK—THE ALIEN
Dwindles into a tiny dot, then vanishes altogether in the cold blackness.


 


End of script/AV extract. Readers/viewers are once again warned that unauthorized use of this material may result in severe penalties, per MILCOM stat. reg. 342544-A, Revision II.
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Billie sleeps, but it is not rest. In her dreams she is back on Rim. She sees her parents, sees the inside of the colony that plans to terraform the planet and turn it into paradise. Sees and is happy.


Things blur. Then she sees monsters.


Her life becomes a jumble of hiding, of fear, of waiting for them to find and kill her. She joins the rats under the floor, her mind and actions turn feral. Survival is all, and it is nothing, likely to stop at any moment.


She sees Wilks and the others, guns spraying. She hears the noise, feels the terror.


She feels Wilks’s arms around her, feels the vibrations of his weapon as it fires. Watches the monsters shatter and fall, but knows there are too many of them.


There comes the worst moment, when the hard claws of a monster dig into her, lift her, and it carries her away to die. Then it falls, chopped off at the knees. Its blood eats smoking, stinking holes in the floor and it releases her. She doesn’t wait, she scrabbles away before it can catch her again. The air is full of acrid fumes, the sound of Wilks’s yelling, his gun shooting over and over until it is a continuous roar. The wounded monster’s claws click on the floor as it drags itself toward Billie.


She screams. The only name that matters now.


“Wilks!”


The only one who can save her.
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In the canned-air depths of MILCOM HQ, in the long hall with invisible doors two men walked: Orona and Stephens.


“He’s as nuts as an orchard full of filbert trees,” Stephens said. “If we hadn’t needed to keep him on a leash, we’d have psych-DCed him years ago.”


“True,” Orona said. “But he’s what we’ve got and GENstaff wants him along. You know how politics works.”


“Yeah, GENstaff thinks he’s some kind of monster killer, but I think he’s a goddamn crew killer.”


“You wanted a field command. I got you one.”


“Right, carrying Jonah the Jinx into a potentially lethal force combatsit.”


“Let me put it to you like this, Bill,” Orona said. “GENstaff will have an experienced person onboard this project. The only other marine we know about who has met these things face-to-face and survived the initial encounter disappeared. The woman and kid he saved also vanished and we don’t know where they are. The girl Wilks saved is in the bughouse, doped to the gills. There was also a badly damaged android, but we don’t have a clue as to what happened to it. We’re full of mystery here. That leaves Wilks.”


“I don’t like it. He’s unstable.”


“I’m not asking you to like it, or like him. I am telling you that GENstaff says this is how it’s going to be. If you’re tired of being a marine, then you call up GENstaff and tell them you don’t like it.”


Stephens shook his head.


“He’s been bumped to sergeant and put in charge of loading supplies,” Orona continued. “How much damage can he do there?”


* * *


Colonel Stephens stood in the loading dock of the carrier watching the robots haul gear into the ship. He stopped a private heading for the hydraulic walkers. “What’s in those crates, marine?”


The man snapped to attention. “Sir, plasma rifles and chargers.”


Stephens stared at the hard black plastic boxes.


“Who in the hell authorized plasma weapons?”


“Sir, I don’t know, sir. Sergeant Wilks ordered us to load them, sir. That’s all I know, sir.”


“As you were.”


* * *


Stephens took the lift to CARG-OP. He saw Wilks directing a trio of cargo bots. “Wilks!”


“Sir.”


“Where did you get authorization to requisition plasma weapons?”


“I was ordered to supply the ground troops with appropriate weaponry, sir.”


“And you thought blasters were appropriate? We aren’t going to war here, Sergeant. We are supposed to collect specimens, not pieces.”


“My experience—” Wilks began.


“—has distorted your mind,” Stephens finished. “You’ve taken it upon yourself to provide grossly destructive weaponry when standard-issue carbines will do. That’s what you used, wasn’t it? And according to your own testimony a 10mm AP would stop one of these things just fine.”


Rage flared in Wilks. “First time you face off with these ‘things’ you’ll wish you had something better. Sir.”


“GENstaff wants you along, Wilks, so you’re along. But I won’t jeopardize my mission by splattering potential specimens all over the countryside with weaponry designed to stop tanks. Have those blasters removed from the ship, mister. Is that clear?”


Wilks’s voice was ice and steel. “Perfectly clear, Colonel.”


* * *


The two electroball players darted back and forth inside the hexagonal, walled court, smashing the ball with charged paddles. The fist-sized orb rocketed into multicushioned patterns—three walls were the minimum allowed for a valid point—and came back at the players at over 120 kilometers an hour.


The player on the left executed a perfect six-wall attack. The player on the right was a half second slow in his response and the electroball smashed into his chest hard enough to knock him from his feet.


“Gotcha!”


The hit player came to his feet. “Your point.”


“Ready?”


“Go ahead. Serve.”


The player on the right smiled. “In a moment. Any news of the merger proposal with Climate Systems?”


Lefty shrugged. “I thought I told you. Our op Massey convinced them to go for it.”


The player on the right laughed. “Made them an offer they couldn’t refuse, eh?”


“Well. You don’t know Massey, but yeah, something like that. Serve.”


* * *


The two men sat hunched over a holographic table, fingers on the glove pad controls of the electroball game. Inside a clear hexagonal field the miniature players sweated as they darted back and forth, while their operators wore custom and expensive silk business suits and looked considerably fresher. They were well groomed, with ninety-credit hairstyles and precious gem collar studs. They looked very much like corporation vice presidents, which they were.


The tiny ball rocketed off four walls and went past the receiving player.


“Good shot,” the man in the vivid green silks said. He wore a ruby the size of his thumb tip at his throat, the red contrasting nicely with the green.


“Yep, almost gave me a decent match,” the one in the red silks said. His ornamental throat stud was of diamond, twice the size of his companion’s ruby, and it glittered against the red. He was the senior VP of the two.


The hologram shimmered and vanished.


Green Silks said, “Listen, we need to talk about the biowarfare project.”


Red nodded. “Anything from the government?”


The two of them stood and moved away from the table. Green said, “Nah, you know how these guys get when they want to keep things secret.”


“We need to be in on this,” Red said. “We are talking about major credits here. We’ve had offers from every milsupply corporation in the system if we can come up with the right product. We can’t let the military get the jump on us here.”


Green smiled. “Don’t worry. I’m going to put Massey on it.”


They reached a door. It thwiped open to admit them into an office the size of a small home. One wall was airglas, giving a view of the megapolis. On a clear day like today, the view was spectacular from eighty stories high. Rank certainly had its privileges.


“Okay, I’ve been hearing about this guy Massey, but I don’t know him. Tell me.”


Red moved to a desk big enough to seat five people without crowding.


Green went to a dispenser set into the wall across from the desk. “Devil dust,” he said to the dispenser. “Haifa gram. You want anything.”


“Yeah, get me an orgy-inhaler.”


Green added Red’s order to his own. After a second a small tray extruded itself from the machine. On the tray were a small mound of pink powder inside a hemispherical cup set next to a one-shot nasal tube. Green tossed the tube to Red and picked up the cup. He pressed the dust against his left eye as Red fired the compressed gas charge of the inhaler into his right nostril. Both men grinned as the chemicals took hold.


“You were saying about Massey?”


“Oh. Yeah. Him. Well, this guy is something else. MBA from New Harvard, doctorate in corp law from Cornell, post-doc work at Mitsubishi U. Could have had his pick of any company in the system but he enlisted in the Colonial Marines. Got a Silver Star in the Oil Wars, four Purple Hearts. Commanded a recon unit in the Tansu Rebellion on Wakahashi’s World, picked up a few decorations there.”


“Real patriot, huh?” Red said. He squirmed in his chair as another chemically powered orgasm rippled through him.


“Nah. He liked killing. Probably would have gone pretty high up but they court-martialed him. Tried to kill his CO.”


“No shit?”


“Yeah. Thought the CO was a coward when he wouldn’t order an attack on a bunch of civilians Massey thought might be hiding enemy sympathizers. Might be. Knocked the officer senseless and led the attack himself. Killed eighty-five men, women, and children. Word is more than half of them got dispatched by Massey personally.”


“Man loved his job, hey?”


“Oh, yeah. We bought the tribunal off and put him to work for us. Good help is so hard to find, you know?”


Green laughed. Red joined him.


* * *


Massey sat at the table in his kitchen, his six-year-old son on his lap. Behind him, Maria punched the controls on the coffee maker.


“Be ready in a sec, hon,” Maria said. She moved up behind Massey and kissed his neck.


Massey smiled. “Thanks, babe.” To his son he said, “So, what’s my boy up to today?”


“We’re gonna go on a field trip to the zoo,” the boy said. “See a Denebian slime spider and maybe the Bardett snakes, if they’ll come out.”


“Sounds great,” Massey said. He lifted the boy, put him on the floor. “But Daddy’s got to go to work now. Say hello to the slime spider for me.”


“Oh, Daddy, slime spiders can’t talk!”


Massey grinned. “No? What about your uncle Chad?”


Maria swatted at him with one hand. “My brother is not a slime spider!” she said. But she laughed.


“No, that’s true,” her husband said. “He’s only got four limbs, not eight.”


“Go, you’ll be late for work. Here’s your coffee.”


Still smiling, Massey left. Yes. Work.


Nothing was more important than work.


Nothing.


Her teeth glittered like stars. They were so beautiful.


Closer she came, magnificent in her huge glory, black and deadly and purposeful. Her exoskeleton gleamed darkly as she leaned down toward Billie. Her mouth opened, and the smaller set of teeth on the inner lips also opened. She was the queen.


I love you, her thoughts came unspoken to Billie. I need you.


Yes, Billie thought.


She was the queen, and she reached for Billie, her clawed hands glistening.


Come and… join with me, the queen said.


Yes, Billie thought. Yes, I will.


Closer the queen came.


* * *


Easley and Bueller squatted behind the remains of the shattered building, a waist-level row of bricks and twisted rebar the only protection against the bunker’s R-O-M gun. It couldn’t see them but the stupecomp running the gun could probably pick up some heat leakage from their combat suits, and every now and then it would pop off a couple dozen 30mm AP rounds in their direction.


“Shit,” Bueller said. “Fucker’s got us pinned down!”


“Maybe not,” Easley offered. “The thing’s got service portals aft. I can launch a grenade in the right spot, it’ll blow the power. Then we got his ass.”


Three rounds of 30mm clipped a couple of centimeters of brick off the top of the wall over Bueller’s head. He squatted lower. “Damn!”


“Okay, look,” Easley said, “here’s the play. You scoot down about twenty meters, put your weapon over the wall, and spray that sucker. I’ll circle around behind it and blow it off line while it’s potting at you.”


Under the kleersteel faceplate of his helmet cover, Bueller frowned. The expression wrinkled the skintite that reached to his eyes, and the skull of the elite Colonial Marine whack-team embossed on the tite.


“Unless you got a better idea?” Easley said.


Bueller shook his head. “What the hell. Let’s do it. Gimme a signal when you’re ready to dance.”


“Copy,” Easley said. His voice was crisp in the helmet’s bonephones. The com was standard military tightbeam and scrambled, so the geezer in the bunker couldn’t hear them, or even if he could, he wouldn’t be able to understand what they were saying.


Bueller moved off, keeping low. Every so often the range-of-motion gun would cap off a few more shots.


Easley lit a low-heat flare and dropped it. With any luck, the gun would think it was a suit leak and zero in on it. While it was doing that, he would blow that sucker. He moved off. He was good, one of the Corps’ best, and damned if he was gonna get drilled by some geezer in a lock box.


When he got into position, Easley said, “Do it!”


Thirty meters away, crouched behind a big chunk of rubble that was probably once a house, Bueller whipped his carbine over the top and triggered it full auto. He waved it back and forth, so the motion sensors would get it. The sonics would have found it pretty quick anyhow, but he didn’t want to take any chances.


Softsteel slugs spanged off the wall, chopping it away. It knew he was here, all right. Bueller pulled his weapon back so it wouldn’t get hit.


Five seconds later, two things happened: a grenade went off and the robotic gun stopped shooting.


Bueller grinned. “Yeah! Way to go, buddy!” Easley must have rammed one right up the thing’s drainpipe. Hell of an enema.


Ten seconds went past. “Easley?”


“You’re buying the beer tonight, pal,” came the reply.


Bueller stood. Oh, man, was this sweet! That old fart thought he could play with the best—


A round splashed against Bueller’s chest.


“Oh, shit!”


He looked down, saw the spatter of phosphorescent green over his heart. If it had been armor-piercing, he’d be history. “Shit, shit, shit!”


“You got that right,” Wilks said. “How do you do, Mr. Shit.” He walked toward Bueller, a training sniper rifle dangling in one hand. Behind Wilks, Easley stood, helmet cover already off, a similar splash of green running down the formerly clear faceplate.


Backing Easley was a squad of marines in field underdress, watching. Wilks wore a synlin coverall and formplast boots.


“You guys stink,” he said. “Sure, you sidestepped a few mines and avoided a couple of triplines and you managed to take out a robot gun, but you’re still dead meat because you moved stupid.”


Behind Wilks, Easley leaned over to the trooper next to him. “You getting this, Blake?”


The second marine, a short blond woman with her hair in the standard combat buzz, nodded. “Yup. Real learning experience. He made you guys look like dung birds.”


Easley frowned. “Hey—”


Bueller cut in. “Wait a sec, Sarge. I heard Easley on the tightbeam!”


“No, you didn’t. You heard me.”


“But—but—that’s—that’s—”


“Cheating,” Wilks finished. “Life is hard. You think these things we’re going up against are going to play by some kind of rules?”


Bueller stared at the splotch on his suit.


“So, boys and girls, in honor of this stirring work by Easley and Bueller, we’re going to spend the day on the shooting course. Full battle gear, combat scenarios until you can get across without being splashed.” Wilks smiled at Bueller, then Easley. “If a wasted old geezer like me can fan two of the CMC’s supposedly best whack-teams as easy as I did, the colonies are in a shitload of trouble if they ever need anything worse than a cut skinbonded. Saddle up, marines.”


The squad moved off, grumbling.


“—Bueller, you asshole—”


“—damn, Easley, now look what you got us into—”


“—Buddha, you two guys looked like crap—”


Wilks watched them go, pleased. Of course, he had to rag their asses, that was a TO’s job, and since Stephens had busted him out of loading the ship, this was what he could do. But despite his criticism, these guys were good. They’d been together a year, they were all rated high in small arms, explosives, standard strategy and tactics. If he hadn’t cheated, he wouldn’t have gotten the two hot rods coming at him. They were a lot better than he’d expected. He’d go into enemy fire with this team anytime.


As they pulled armor from the carryall and began to suit up, Wilks remembered his squad on Rim. Were these guys as good as that unit had been? Probably. It was hard to say for sure until things went sour—drill wasn’t the same as real, no matter how you tried to make it so. This squad had better scores in training and they moved real well when the return fire was nothing more than splashers. If they moved as well in the real world when the bad guys started coming, then, yeah, they would do better than the squad had on Rim.


He hoped to all the gods that they moved better. It was one thing to come up against a nest of the aliens, another thing to be on a planet full of the damned things. And who knew but that their homeworld might have worse living on it? Maybe the aliens he’d fought were like mice compared to the worst on their planet. That was a sobering thought. If this team was going to go down and come back, they needed to be good. They needed to be the best. If he could teach them everything he remembered, if he could drill them until they could pointshoot a demicredit out of the air, if he could teach them what they’d be up against…


“If” was a big word, even though it didn’t look it. There wasn’t going to be any room for error in this mission. Screwups would get somebody dead.


And not just dead. The old saying was wrong here: they could kill you and then they could eat you. And they would do worse if they took you alive.


The team began to amble back. Wilks brought his thoughts away from what might be to what was. “All right, children, let’s see if we can’t cross the street without getting run down by a hovercab, shall we? Blake, you take point, Easley, you’re TC, Bueller, HW-tactical, Ramirez—”


He finished ordering the squad, then started to give them the scenario. No, he decided. Let them figure it out on the fly. Instead of telling them what they would face, he said, “It’ll take forty-five seconds for the holocomp to program the new playing field. That’s what you got, people. See if you can’t look like marines and not a bunch of turds on legs this time!”


Wilks spoke into his comp-control mike.


Around them the crumbled walls and bunker began to shimmer and dissolve as the computer pulled the plug on the last scenario. Wilks turned and walked away as the obstacle course began to rebuild itself. It would look real and within limits even feel real, but it was an illusion.


What they would be facing when the time came was no illusion. You could spit on that, marine, and damn well make it shine.
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The conference-room door loomed in front of Billie like the mouth of doom. The conference room in which the review team waited, as it had so many times before.


She took a deep breath and went inside.


Dr. Jerrin stood there, and he wasn’t smiling.


Not a good sign.


“Have a seat, Billie,” he said.


She looked at the other six faces. Three were doctors she knew, one a medical center administrator, one a legal rep for the government, one her legal rep, the last one here to make sure the usual lynching was all nice and legal.


Billie sat.


Jerrin looked at the other members of the team. He cleared his throat, fiddled with a flat screen on the table. “Ah, Billie, we seem to have come to an… impasse in your treatment.”


“Really?” Billie said. She couldn’t keep the irony out of her voice, but it didn’t make any difference. This was only a matter of form. They weren’t going to let her out. Not now. Probably not ever. She was going to spend her life in this place.


“Dr. Hannah has suggested a new treatment which, while fairly, ah, dramatic, offers a chance for us to stop these nocturnal episodes of yours.”


Billie perked up, but only a little. “Really?” Less sarcasm now.


Jerrin looked at Hannah, a fat blonde from some cold climate, at least to judge by how frigid her words always seemed. Hannah said, “Yes, we’ve had some success in penal colony treatments with it. It is a fairly simple procedure, an operation using a fine surgical laser that eliminates predefined areas of certain cerebral complexes—”


“What?! You’re talking about burning out my brain!”


“Now, Billie,” Jerrin began.


“Fuck that! I won’t!”


Hannah smiled, a sour expression. “It’s not really up to you, dear. The state has certain prerogatives here. You are a danger to yourself and others with your fantasies—”


“They aren’t fantasies! Wilks was here, Wilks, the marine who saved me on Rim! Ask him! Find him and ask him!”


She was on her feet now, yelling at Hannah.


The door opened and two orderlies came in, shockers in hand.


“What’s she on?” Hannah asked, as if Billie were deaf or not in the room.


Jerrin said, “Triazolam, Haliperidol, Chlorpromazine, double maintenance dose.”


“See?” Hannah said. “Habituation. We’ve rotated her through everything we have and she’s used to them all. She shouldn’t be able to do much more than walk—and look at her.”


Billie struggled in the grip of the two orderlies, able to move them slightly despite their size.


Jerrin sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”


“Dr. Jerrin! No! Please!”


“It’s for the best, Billie. You’ll be a lot happier without the dreams.”


“But what else will it cost me? Will that be all you take, the dreams?”


Jerrin stared at the table.


“Will it?”


“There may be some slight collateral damage. Minor loss of memory in some areas.”


“You fuckers are going to burn who I am away, aren’t you? Turn me into a zombie!”


“Now, Billie—”


With a strength born of terror, Billie jerked free of the orderlies and turned to run. She made it to the door before a third orderly slapped her side with his shocker. She fell, unable to control her voluntary muscles.


Oh, God! They were going to wipe her brain. She might as well be dead, because when they were done, there wasn’t going to be anybody home.
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Wilks stared at the computer image as the numbers and words swirled into oblivion. Damn. Had to look, didn’t you, Wilks? Had to satisfy your fucking curiosity. Well, now you know.


And now that you do, what are you going to do about it?


Wilks slid out of the form-chair in front of the military terminal. The room was in the MILCOM library complex, normally reserved for officers, but he was a special case, wasn’t he? And even if he hadn’t been given an emergency clearance to use the system, he could have gotten into the files. You didn’t do nineteen years in the Corps without learning a few things.


A few groundpounders sat in booths, working in the stale air as Wilks walked out of the library. It was hard to make rank without combat or offworld duty at least, and these guys were all cracking the files, studying, hoping tape-learning education would give them some kind of edge. He didn’t think it would.


He’d have offered them his spot on the mission in a San Francisco second, if they wanted to trade, but that wasn’t gonna happen. He was going, unless he ran, and he couldn’t do that. He’d been running from it too long already.


Okay, pal. You got a look at what you wanted. Now, what are you gonna do about it? Walk away? You’re probably gonna get chewed to soypro a few hours after you get to the aliens’ world. The ship leaves in eight hours, and you are due to log in in six. What else can they do to you?


He nodded to himself as he passed a fat major leaving his studies. The major looked at the chevron rocker on Wilks’s sleeve and frowned. He started to say something, probably going to rag Wilks about being in a restricted officers-only area, but Wilks turned slightly so the man could see the acid burn scars on his face.


The fat major paled, his hand going involuntarily to his own blubbery jowls. Wilks could almost see his mind working. Here was a noncom who wasn’t supposed to be in here and a ranking officer should check to be sure he had reason and permission. On the other hand, the noncom in question had a face like a bad holovee monster program and maybe it was better just to let him pass. Surely he hadn’t wandered in here by accident, somebody must have sent him.


Good thinking, fatso, Wilks thought. He smiled, stretching the scar tissue into a grimace.


Okay, fuck it. He was up to here with all this vermin scat. He knew a guy in Programming owed him a big favor. Time to call it in; wasn’t like he was going to get to collect old debts much longer anyhow. Might as well go out in style.


Wilks headed to find the man who owed him.


* * *


The medical complex loomed like a gleaming and ugly beast of stressed plastecrete and ferrofoam and glass as Wilks left the cab and walked toward it. He had the section, the room number, and a theoretical schedule, courtesy of the programmer in MI-7. Getting off the base hadn’t been a problem either, even though he was restricted. For every system they made to do something, there was a way around it. Rank might have its privileges, but the guys on the line knew a few tricks of their own.


The admit pad on the complex door was an old-style keypad, an antique, but that was why he had chosen this entrance, no eye reader. Wilks punched in the code he’d gotten.


The lock chimed and the door slid open. Hell, this was easier than swatting flies. He walked in.


A human guard leaned back in a chair at a desk, looking at porno projection from his handheld vid viewer. He saw Wilks and the naked bodies vanished as he shut the unit down and glanced at his admission roster.


“Can I help you?”


“Yeah, I’m supposed to see Dr. Jerrin.”


The guard glanced down. Must have seen Jerrin’s name. He waved his hands over the console, brought up the appointment list. “And you are…?”


“Emile Antoon Khadaji,” he said, giving the man a name from an old book he’d once read.


The guard glanced down. “I don’t see your name here, Monsieur Khadaji.”


Wilks hadn’t been able to find and get into the patient file, he hadn’t had time, though he had gotten the doctor’s name right. “I’m a last-minute deal,” he said. “Somebody canceled.”


The guard frowned. “I’ll have to check with the doctor,” he said.


“Fine. Check.” He gave the guard a good view of his face. Guy with a face like his surely had psychological problems, right? The guard wasn’t suspicious, just following the drill. Probably didn’t have a lot to do, he had time to watch porno holos.


As the guard reached for the com unit to call the doctor, Wilks moved his right hand slowly toward his right hip. He had a multicharge pistol, a synapse scrambler, nestled in a flexskin holster on his belt just over his right buttock. He’d gotten the weapon on the black market; it was illegally boosted so it could deliver a stun charge at twice the ten-meter distance for approved civilian hardware.


Wilks looked up and down the hallway. Nobody around.


He pulled the stunner, brought it up, held it in both hands. The heavy plastic felt cool in his grip. It threw a fairly narrow beam, you had to aim it, but he’d had a target laser installed under the stubby barrel. The bright red dot danced over the guard and stopped on his forehead.


The guard looked up. “Hey!”


Wilks shot him.


The guard collapsed in his chair. Wilks moved to arrange him so he looked like he had dozed off. The man would wake up in half an hour with one bitch of a headache, but otherwise should be fine.


He pulled the guard’s bar code ID off and clipped it to his shirt pocket. It wouldn’t fool a scanner if the thing tried to match his retinal patterns to it, but a human passerby would see that Wilks had a tag and probably think nothing of it. By the time the guard came to, things would be all over, one way or another. But just in case, Wilks bent and fed in the security system lock code virus he’d gotten. The computer terminal digested the code. If it did what it was supposed to do, it would infect the main system in this building. Nobody was going to be calling for outside help from here for a long time, not unless they went to a window and hollered for it. That didn’t do anything for internal security, but Wilks figured he could deal with that. He was a Colonial Marine, by all the gods, and the day he couldn’t handle some sloppy rent-a-cops, he’d shoot himself. He tucked the stunner back into its holder under his civilian jacket and smiled.


Time to go pick up his date for the prom.


* * *


The door to Billie’s room slid open. Locked to the bed by the pressor field as she was, she couldn’t do more than turn her head slightly.


“Wilks!”


“Yep. Pack your socks, kid. We’re going for a ride.” He moved to shut the pressor field off.


“How did you—? Why—?”


“We’ll talk later,” he said. “Right now we need to hustle along. I might have made a couple of enemies on the way in here and I don’t think we have time to discuss it.”


Billie rolled from the bed. She grabbed a robe and put it on. “I’m ready.”


“What, you don’t want to fix your hair or spray makeup on or something?” He grinned.


“I’d crawl over broken glass to get out of here. Go.”


He turned, stuck his head out into the hall. “Okay. Clear.”


She followed him into the hall.


They were doing pretty well until they got to the elevator’s atrium. The tube’s doors opened and two orderlies and two guards came out, moving fast. The guards had their stunners out and the orderlies both waved shockers.


Wilks never hesitated. He pulled a pistol from under his jacket and fired. Billie watched the little red dot his weapon projected bounce across the heads of the guards and orderlies. Three of them went down, their own weapons clattering quietly on the soft floor. The last orderly, a new one that Billie didn’t know, rolled and came up in some kind of martial arts stance, facing Wilks.


Wilks tucked his weapon away. “Stay behind me, kid.”


The orderly moved in and swung the shocker like it was a sword.


Wilks dodged to his left, slapped the man’s outstretched arm to one side, and punched him low on the ribs.


The orderly grunted, made as if to turn and swing the shocker again, and Wilks kicked the man, hitting the side of his knee with the edge of his boot.


Billie heard the orderly’s knee crack as something gave in it.


The orderly’s leg folded and he dropped, but Wilks pulled his foot back and thrust it out again, smashing his heel into the man’s head. The orderly flew sideways and slammed into the corridor wall.


“The stairs?”


“That way!”


Billie followed Wilks down the hall to the end. She glanced at the guards and orderlies as she went past. He’d taken them out almost instantly, without even working up a sweat.


“Why didn’t you shoot the last one?” she asked as they reached the stairwell.


“Pistol’s charge was depleted,” he said. “Didn’t have time to reload.”


They went down two flights—her room was on four—then Wilks led her into the second floor.


“This isn’t the ground—” she began.


“I know. They’ll have the doors covered by now. We have to find another exit.”


She followed him. Two was quiet, and they moved briskly, but not at a run. A tech glanced at them as they passed his station. Wilks smiled and nodded. “How’s it going?”


The tech nodded back. Then his control board lit up, pulling his attention away from them.


“Move,” Wilks said to Billie. “That’ll be the alarm.”


Billie ran. There was an emergency escape window at the end of the corridor, but it required a staffer to open it. “That’s a coded lock,” Billie said.


“Yeah, and I didn’t have time to get all the exit numbers,” Wilks said. “But I have a nifty little master key, courtesy of the Colonial Marine Corps armory.”


Billie found out what he meant as Wilks slapped a wad of what looked like hair gel onto the lock mechanism, squeezed it three times, and waved her back.


Behind them, the tech started yelling. “Hey, you two! Get away from that window! I’ve called Security!”


The gel flashed bright blue and started to sizzle as if it were a piece of soypro on a too hot grill. The lock’s stacked plastic casing bubbled and ran like water.


“Don’t look at it,” Wilks said. “It’ll burn your eyes.”


Billie turned to see the tech coming toward them.


“Wilks!”


“No problem.” He pulled his pistol from under his jacket and pointed it at the tech.


The tech stopped. He held his hands out in front of him defensively. “Hey, hey, take it easy!”


“Get the hell out of here,” Wilks said.


The tech turned and ran.


Wilks smiled. “Amazing what even an empty gun can do, ain’t it?” He put the weapon away.


The lock dripped into a puddle on the floor, plastic slag. Wilks kicked the window and the unbreakable clearflex swung outward on its side hinges. He leaned out, looked down.


“Too high to jump, we’d break an ankle.”


He pulled a small device from under his jacket. Billie watched as he unfolded a pair of handles that jutted at right angles from the thing, a rounded square of black plastic the size of a big man’s hand.


Wilks pointed the device at the windowsill and touched a control on it. It popped loudly. A thin line of white sprayed out from a nozzle on the end and hit the sill. He touched another control and loops of the line paid out. “One, two, three, four,” he said. “Okay, it’s set. Climb onto my back,” he said.


Billie obeyed.


With that, he stepped up onto the sill, turned to face the hallway, and began to climb down the outside wall. The line coming out of the thing in his hands looked awful thin to support them. He said, “Hang on, I’m going to lean back.”


She clutched him tightly with her arms and legs. Holding them with his arms outstretched, he began to walk backward down the wall.


“Spider gear,” he said. “Don’t worry, this line’ll support ten men without breaking.”


It took no more than a few seconds for them to reach the ground.


As she slid from his back, Billie said, “Where are we going?”


“Does it matter?”


She shook her head. No. It didn’t matter. Anywhere was better than having her brain diced and scrambled.


The pair of them hurried away.
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“This is Salvaje, bringing you word of the True Messiah. Listen to me, my fellow seekers.


“I know that which you lack.


“I know of your incompleteness.


“I have the answer.


“The True Messiah can make you into a Holy Receptacle. For it is in bearing the sons and daughters of the Messiah that you will find your salvation. Listen, and know that I speak only the truth! False prophets and false gods have brought our world to the brink of ruination! False gods ask that you worship them from afar, but they remain cold and aloof and sterile. The True Messiah will join with you! You can feel the True Messiah, touch the True Messiah, become one with the True Messiah! Do not allow yourselves to be misled any longer, my brothers and sisters! Throw off the chains and shackles of your oppression, get rid of the old and make room in yourself for the new!


“The True Messiah is coming, brothers and sisters. Soon the communion will be possible, and only those who open themselves to the ultimate experience will survive the coming devastation that man has brought upon himself! Prepare, prepare yourselves for the Coming! Listen for the call in your dreams! Listen and heed!”


“That’s it, doc,” Pindar said. “We’re off the air.”


Salvaje shrugged. “Install a new dish. My message must continue to go forth.”


It was Pindar’s turn to shrug. “It’s your money.”


“Money means nothing, fool. My parents left me millions, the faithful send me millions more. Soon it will be worthless, as all the works of man will become worthless on this fouled planet. The True Messiah is coming. Soon.”


Yeah, right, Pindar thought. Maybe he should take some of Salvaje’s about-to-be-worthless credits and spend a couple of days in Madam Lu’s Pleasure House. Long as the Messiah was coming, no reason why Pindar couldn’t come a little himself.


“Anything you say,” Pindar said. What a shamoo this guy was. Crazy as a stepped-on roach. But as long as he paid, what the hell. He could dance naked in peanut butter for all Pindar cared. Two more like him and he could retire.


True Messiah. Yeah. Right.
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Green and Red came out of the theater where their limo idled, fanning up grit from the street-level plastecrete road. The driver touched a control and the rear door slid up. Green and Red entered the limo and sank into form-cushions whose machineries adjusted to fit them perfectly. “To the tower,” Red ordered the driver.


The limo lifted slightly and slid away on its cushion of air.


“What did you think?” Green asked.


“Did people really used to go out to gather and listen to noise like that?”


Green laughed. “So the history books say. Rock concerts, they called them. Actually attending them instead of sitting comfortably in their own living rooms and watching it on the holovee.”


“What was the point?”


“It was for the totality of it—sight, sound, smells, feelings—a shared experience.”


Red shook his head. “A wonder we ever got civilized. Risking death on the unregulated roadways to listen to that jarring shit. Also a wonder they all weren’t deaf.”


“Hey, times change. We don’t wear animal skins and hit each other over the head with clubs anymore, either.”


“Speaking of clubs… how is the intercept going?”


“As well as could be expected.”


“That business with whatshisname? Massey? No problems there?”


Green nodded. “No. It’s been resolved.”


“What exactly happened? I didn’t get the full details.”


Green reached over to the limo’s bar and punched in a code. After a moment, the dispenser delivered two bulbs of some frothy blue liquid. Green took one, handed the second to Red. “Ah. Not bad for a robot bar.”


“You were saying…?”


“Ah, yes. Well, one of the communications people slipped up. Sent an uncoded file to Massey’s residence. Computer didn’t catch it. Real snafu. That would have been bad enough, but unfortunately, Massey’s son accessed the material.”


“Stupid,” Red said, sipping at his drink.


“Extremely so. The boy showed it to his mother. Neither of them understood the full implications, of course, but they got enough of it to possibly compromise the mission. Massey was in the shower when the message came through. When he got out, his wife started babbling about what they’d seen.” Green squirted more of the froth into his mouth. “Massey really had no choice, not if he wanted to maintain security.”


* * *


The boy smiled at his father. Massey returned the smile. Reached out and took his son’s head gently in his hands. The move was so fast the boy didn’t have time to be surprised. A hard twist. The snap of bone, the instant limpness.


His wife’s eyes widened in horror, but before she could even begin to digest the impact of what she had seen, Massey reached her. A single, practiced move, fast, no suffering. It had to be done, but he had grown fond of them, after all. It was the best he could do. They deserved that much.


* * *


“God. That’s cold,” Red said.


“Yes. It was SOP, of course, but they had been married for six years. Even as cover, you’d think he’d want somebody else to do the wetwork on this one. But he did it himself. The company made sure the investigative team from the local police were friendlies and Massey’s story about coming home to find them dead was accepted. The local law figures it as a robbery gone bad or a wilding by somebody clever enough to bypass building security.”


“What about the communications tech, wasn’t there something about that?”


Green finished his bulb, punched up another one. Looked at Red with one eybrow raised.


“No, I’m fine.”


Green said, “Massey took him out. Fed the body into an industrial disposal unit that makes fertilizer. Guy is probably helping flowers and vegetables grow in half a dozen countries by now.”


“Pissed Massey off, I imagine.”


“Well, that’s the strange thing. Not personally. Massey killed him cleanly, no torture or anything, if what I heard is correct. It was just another job to him.”


“Buddha, that is cold. Guy was responsible for the death of my spouse and kid, I’d want him to twist a little in the breeze before I finished him.”


“Yeah, but you aren’t a sociopath. With Massey, the job is what comes first, last, and always. He doesn’t care what he has to do to get it done.”


Red pretended to shiver. “We got some kind of failsafe on this guy?”


“Of course. You don’t think we’d let a man like that run around without a control, do you? He’s got a cap of C9 circset into his hypothalmus, along with a beeper. He ever turns on us, somebody in Security only has to get within a klick of him and send a coded pulse—and blammo! Massey’s head turns into a big bowl full of mushy brain salad.”


“Good,” Red said. “Guys like him are necessary, but I’ll sleep better knowing we can take him out if need be.”


“Not to worry,” Green said. “It’s our job to think of these things. We’ve got it covered.”


* * *


Massey left the funeral of his wife and son, looking somber but playing a role. He didn’t feel anything in particular about the loss. One less woman and child didn’t mean anything, and while it was true he’d gotten used to them, he’d get used to them being gone, too. That’s how it was.


Behind him, his control dogged his heels, blending skillfully into the passersby outside the crematorium. The man was good, but Massey had spotted him months ago. He hadn’t let on, of course, because it was better to have the devil you knew tailing you than the one you didn’t know.


Massey wanted to grin, but he kept his face neutral as he caught a walk moving down from the crematorium level toward the elevated p-mover that would take him home. The company thought it was real clever, injecting a bioexplosive into his system during a routine physical. Massey had more money than he knew what to do with, and with enough credits, you could get a very good doctor. The C9 had been easy enough to remove. The pinhead-sized capsule had also been easy to load into a high-pressure injector gun. When Massey had taken his “vacation” to the Amazon Preserve a few weeks ago, they’d followed him, of course. The Preserve was almost twenty square kilometers of “authentic” rain forest, bounded by high containment fields that kept the animals in and civilization out. Local wildlife included such pests as insects, some of which liked to bite. Massey’s control had lost his insect repellent, or so he’d thought, and when the mosquitoes began eating at him, one of them had bitten him particularly hard. He’d slapped his hand over the wound but missed the flying bug. Because that particular bite wasn’t from an insect at all.


And now, that deadly C9 capsule was lodged in the control’s brain. The day he sent a coded pulse to kill Massey would be most surprising. And, Massey thought, particularly fitting. He’d kept the locator they’d put in, slightly altered. He didn’t give a damn if they knew where he was for now. When he decided he didn’t want them to know anymore, the beeper would stop sending its signal as quickly as he could touch a button on his belt.


The doctor who’d performed the surgery was now part of a batch of steel forming a bridge suspension on Mars, if Massey’s information was correct. No loose ends to tangle things.


As long as they let him do his job, Massey wouldn’t have any problems with the company. But if they somehow lost faith, well, there was no point in being unprepared. Mistakes happened, even though he didn’t make them. Always better to be ready than not.


The job this time was a big one, worth a lot of credits. For him the money was just a way to keep score. So far, Massey was winning big. There wasn’t anybody else close. The company thought it was clever, but they didn’t belong in the same class with him. He was the best. He intended to keep on being the best for a long, long time.


* * *


While Wilks was only a sergeant and theoretically subject to command by any officer of line rank, the truth of it was that on this mission, only Stephens was going to be giving him orders. They wanted him on this ship and so they’d bent over and handed him the soap. Wilks figured he might as well use it.


The first thing he did was program the ship’s computer with a personal override, using the last bit of the favor he was owed. He could come and go pretty much as he wanted. Getting Billie on the ship was easier than getting her out of the medical center. When Wilks accompanied two of the spare hypersleep chambers into the loading bay, Billie was inside one of them, the lid opaqued. Nobody even bothered to question him; he waltzed past the trooper leaning against the door with nothing more than a few words.


“Hey, Sarge,” the man said. “You cuttin’ it kinda thin, ain’tcha? It’s only five minutes to log-on deadline.”


“Live fast, die young—” he began.


“—and leave a good-looking corpse,” the trooper finished. He laughed.


Wilks shook his head. A lot of civilians believed that Colonial Marines were all steely-eyed, boot-tough, deadly as a box full of Acturian wasps and as sharp as a room full of needles. The entertainment vids made it out that little, if anything, got past a trained marine. That they could chew up nails and pee thumbtacks. The truth was that a basic trooper was usually a kid, barely old enough to be depilating his peach-fuzz whiskers, and as big a sucker as any teenager. It didn’t take a genius to pass basic military entrance exams. If you could find your way to the test site and spell your name for the computer, you were probably bright enough to get in. How long you stayed alive after that depended on how well the training took and how stupid your officers were, but the myth of the take-charge marines was just that, a myth.


Wilks walked the chambers past the trooper, floating them easily on their humming repulsors. Nobody expected anybody to smuggle a person onto a military ship leaving Earth. Coming back, maybe, a lot of folks wanted to get home out in the frontier worlds, but few people wanted to go bad enough to sneak into an outbound ship.


Stephens would shit a square brick when he found out, but by then it would be too late. You weren’t gonna turn a star hopper around and make a fifty-light-year run back to Earth to drop off a stowaway. And on this mission, you weren’t going to take any side trips along the way, either. Hell, they were going to be gone more than a year in realtime, exactly how long was classified, time they got back all kinds of things could have changed.


Wilks shrugged. Stephens was an idiot. A desk rider, no field experience at all, much less in combat. He must have pulled in some chits to get this assignment, and he didn’t have the least idea of how dangerous it was. Jerking the plasma weapons was his first stupid mistake. He just wanted to show Wilks who was in command. Well. He’d live to regret it. Probably they’d all live to regret it.
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