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PART ONE: THE HOT GATES

Only the dead have seen the end of the war.

Plato, 427-347 BCE


Chapter ONE

As a corpse, Jes had a unique perspective on
war. It gave him, if not a bird's eye view, then certainly a bug's
eye view of events others only read about--if they bothered to read
at all.

Witnessing history from the ground up did
have its risks, but he'd had plenty of practice playing dead and he
was very good at it. The secret lay in a perfect disguise combined
with incredible patience.

He came to this particular assignment, like
all before it, with ample supplies of both.

The drying gore spilling from his side and
gaping mouth was so real that it had attracted its own willing
accomplices in the deception: a swarm of flies. And he'd been
sprawled in this exact spot, in this exact position since before
dawn when he had slipped through the Persian line, past their
dozing pickets and into the narrow Pass of Thermopylae itself, and
finally over to the boulder that lay close, but not too
close, to the strategic hillock. And here he would remain until
well after dark, when it would be safe to rise from the dead, use
his bio-sniffer to locate the best gene donors, take the precious
tissue samples and slip away.

It was a tried and true method, and by being
such an intimate eyewitness to the actual battle, he was able to
select the most suitable candidates for later harvesting.

From his carefully chosen vantage point, the
Pass was a bristling, swaying mass of spears, swords and
high-plumed helmets. It was an awesome sight, even for someone like
Jes, who'd seen countless battles from the perspective of a dead
body.

He'd long ago learned to tune out the
deafening sounds of hand-to-hand combat. It was the background
noises, the low moans and weak cries for help by those abandoned on
the field that wormed their way into his mind, no matter how hard
he tried to block them out. Those same background whispers stole
into his dreams and haunted him in his waking hours.

As the late afternoon sun beat down on him,
he found his attention drawn to a Spartan with a polished bronze
helmet topped with a flaming red horsehair crest. Twice before the
stocky Hoplite had moved into his field of view, and twice he'd
vanished into the choking curtain of dust. Now he had reappeared as
he artfully drew an enemy soldier out into the open by feigning
exhaustion.

Jes watched with a mixture of appreciation
for the Hoplite's skill and pity for his hapless adversary as the
Spartan suddenly thrust out, catching the over-confident Persian
off guard and driving his sword almost up to its hilt in the man's
leather-clad torso. He pulled the weapon free with a hard jerk and
the Persian fell to his knees with a muffled grunt. A swift chop to
the exposed neck followed and that, as they say, was that.

The Spartan, minus his traditional
doru and reduced to using his sword, tightened his grip on
the weapon and risked a quick glance over his shoulder, then began
his own overdue retreat towards the hillock, towards Jes, each
shuffling back-step accompanied by a sweep of his sword.

He was almost within reach of his companions
when Jes overheard a warning yell. The Spartan wheeled around and
slashed out with his sword, the full weight of his body and armor
behind the blow.

The blade, blunted after two days of heavy
fighting, shattered the enemy soldier's unprotected skull, but no
sooner had the Persian crumpled than two more stepped out of the
shimmering air to take his place. Surrender was unthinkable;
retreat, even to the temporary safety of the hillock and its
handful of defenders, was now impossible.

Jes sized up the Spartan, who was now
laboring for breath in earnest, and then his newest opponents, a
Mede and a Paphlagonian.

The two Persian conscripts exchanged glances
then separated as the Spartan drew his shield close, adjusted his
sweaty grip on his sword and waited for their attack.

Jes watched in growing anxiety as the three
moved closer and closer. Shoo! He willed the Spartan to move
then risked a sidelong glance to an open patch of hardpack.
There's more elbow room over there.

The three men, oblivious to his silent
entreaties, continued their dangerous dance, the Paphlagonian and
Mede probing for weakness with feint and thrust, the Hoplite
responding with economical use of shield and sword, each circuit
bringing them nearer to Jes.

The Paphlagonian broke first as the
oppressive late summer heat and mounting frustration overcame his
meager training and his better judgment. With a yell, he hurled his
javelin.

The tip struck the Spartan's shield squarely
and he staggered back and bumped into the boulder, his right heel
inches from Jes's head. Jes, unable to move, unable to even cringe,
kept absolutely still while mentally pleading with the Spartan to
run for it.

The Paphlagonian followed, his own slashing
sword now in his hands as the Mede hung back, watching, waiting,
allowing his eager young companion the experience, and the risk, of
wearing down their veteran opponent.

To Jes's relief, the Spartan quickly
regained his footing and moved away, easily meeting the
Paphlagonian's inexpert sword thrust with his heavy shield. The
crude blade chattered across the shield's battered surface,
splintering the embedded javelin shaft before sliding harmlessly
past the Hoplite's greaves-clad left leg and into the ground no
more than a hand's width from Jes's nose.

He swallowed, hard.

Thrown off balance, the Paphlagonian
stumbled. A well-placed shield blow to the back of the head sent
him sprawling across Jes's legs.

With a yell, the Mede rushed forward, spear
in hand, but the Spartan, leading with his sword, wheeled around
and slashed out. His blade stuck fast between rib and armor.

The Mede looked down at himself in horror as
the Spartan struggled to free his weapon from the man's hauberk of
overlapping scales.

The stuck sword created the inevitable
opening.

Jes felt the Paphlagonian shift against his
legs and realized what was about to happen. He used all of his
willpower to bite back a warning cry as the Persian conscript
lurched to one knee and thrust his sword upwards, into the
Hoplite's exposed flank.

The Spartan grunted in surprise, then roared
as he wrenched his own sword free of the dying Mede and smashed his
shield into the Paphlagonian's up-turned face. He finished the job
with his blade, plunging it into the man's chest. Then he yanked it
loose, but the effort sent him staggering sideways. He tripped and
fell to his knees, then, clutching his side, he slumped back
against Jes, wedging Jes firmly against the boulder that had
sheltered him.

Jes took several minutes to take stock. The
Spartan had been a prime candidate for his sampling probes. Instead
of Jes going to him, he had come to Jes. Not like this hadn't
happened before. In fact potential donors had a habit of falling
all over him. And in this case, the Hoplite provided not just extra
camouflage, but welcome shelter from the late afternoon sun.

Jes closed his eyes, exhaled and began
running through his mental checklist.

He'd gotten no further than prioritizing his
donors and their relative positions when an odd noise broke his
train of thought.

He peeked out from behind the Spartan and
was startled to find that the battle had shifted. He was now well
behind the Persian line. Uh-oh. This wasn't supposed to happen
until-- The noise came again, and it took his mind a moment to
place it. Children's laughter? What the-- He turned his head
as best he could against the sagging weight of the Hoplite, and
peered back down the Pass.

Camp followers and their children were now
busy stripping the dead and dying of their valuables, armor,
helmets and weapons. He cursed and squeezed his gritty eyes shut,
hoping by doing so he could concentrate on his limited options,
knowing that his Persian uniform would offer little protection
against the requisite post-battle looting. Silath's never going
to let me live this--

Another noise, the sound of hushed whispers,
alerted him and he risked a sidelong, slitted glance.

Several grubby-faced children were clustered
nearby and one, a boy, was eyeing the Hoplite's garishly crested
helmet.

Okay, this isn't as bad as it looks… I
hope.

The child cautiously approached, an
appropriated spear held at the ready as his greedy eyes took in the
rest of the Spartan's impressive panoply.

Wary, the boy rapped the butt of the spear
against the Spartan's helmet and to both his surprise and Jes's,
the soldier moaned and tried to lift his head.

The boy jumped back, startled, then, goaded
by the jeers of his fellows, he turned back to the Hoplite and
grinned.

Oh… shit. Jes gritted his teeth and
tensed as the boy, using all his weight, shoved the spear into the
man's oozing flank… and straight through into Jes's thigh. He felt
the tip stick fast against the bone, then heard more than felt the
sucking "pop" as the boy pulled the spear free and the head
separated from the shaft, leaving the tip deeply embedded in his
muscle.

Jes fought down the almost overwhelming urge
to cry out, to vomit. Then, through his silent screams, he heard
voices, followed by the sudden release of weight as the Spartan's
body was dragged off of him. He opened one eye a crack then watched
in glazed detachment as the boy and his even younger companions
stripped the Spartan of his armor.

A brief squabble over the loot followed
before the boy snatched his prized helmet from a wild-haired little
girl and tried it on. As she bawled and tried to grab it back, he
happened to turn his gaze on Jes. He slapped away the girl's
grasping fingers as he took a step closer, and then another.

Go away you little vultures! Scat!

The boy cautiously prodded him in the flank
with his toe. Getting no response, he slipped Jes's sword from its
baldric, then ran his covetous fingers over Jes's blood stained
disguise.

Jes inwardly cringed as the hands stopped at
his equipment belt. A moment later, he felt a tug as the boy pulled
at one of the many sampling pouches that hung from the wide leather
strap.

He felt more hands and heard the eager
whispers of the two girls as they too attacked his belt, plucking
and pulling at its pouches. But excitement rapidly turned to
childish frustration and he heard precious sample vials being
discarded underfoot--vials containing specimens that had taken him
two days to collect. Then the hands returned, tugging at his
clothing and belt until the children managed to roll him onto his
belly, sending a shock wave of agony through his entire body.

Lying face down in the blood soaked earth
next to the dead Spartan, he clung to consciousness, using the
children's rough thievery to keep his mind focused. If he passed
out, he would bleed to death. But if he moved, if he did anything,
the children's startled screams would draw even more unwanted
attention.

Wonderful. He gritted his teeth.
Just… wonderful.

* * * *

The remote vid eye made another slow circuit around
the cramped interior of the deserted lander. As with all of its
previous passes, it found nothing amiss. Nothing except the
obvious, that is.

"Nothing's wrong," Jahrua muttered under his
breath, but for whose benefit? Certainly not his. The nervous
tapping of one gnarled finger put lie to his whispered assertion.
It couldn't be for Silath. She wasn't even on the Bridge. And
Ajala, who counted the passage of time by the vibrations within an
atom, certainly knew better. Something was very wrong.

"Perhaps he was forced to take another
route, Commander."

Jahrua turned his pinched stare onto the
source of the calm female voice.

Ajala's bright green, annoyingly impassive
console eye stared back. "Perhaps he decided to take full advantage
of the safety margin to collect as much as possible. Perhaps he
didn't want to fall short this time, and risk--"

"Or perhaps he's done what both of you
suspect but won't dare say aloud," a sharp voice said, this time
from directly behind Jahrua.

He twisted around in his chair but couldn't
immediately spot Silath, hidden as she was in the shadows beyond
the main computer bank's pale yellow glow. "And what, pray tell, is
that?"

She shuffled out of the gloom of the
back-Bridge, her eyes glittering from within their deep sockets.
"He's decided to stay."

Jahrua squinted at her, not for the first
time struck with the woman's unpleasant similarity to a desiccated
corpse.

As always, Silath's thin, white-blonde hair
was scraped back in a tight bun. It was the most obvious symptom of
her perverse need, bordering on vanity, to accentuate her wizened,
disfigured features: overly prominent cheekbones and sunken cheeks,
sharp, blade-like nose and mottled bluish-white skin. Her awkward
gait, a result of uncorrectable hip and spine deformities, only
added to the illusion of the walking dead. Silath had no soft
edges, in appearance or temperament.

"And why would he do that?" Jahrua turned
back to his console. "He knows the risks."

"So did you, but did you listen to me? And
now--"

"He's been delayed, nothing more." Without
being aware of it, he stroked his meticulously trimmed beard, his
own private vanity, but one that also served the practical purpose
of covering most of his misshapen face. "You know Jes likes to cut
things close. He'll be checking in any second now, you'll see."

"You don't believe that any more than I
do."

Jahrua immediately dropped his hand away
from his beard, realizing too late his nervous habit had given him
away.

"You should have listened to me."

Jahrua knew where Silath was headed and
silently mouthed her words, "You should have agreed to let me
reinforce his implants--"

"There's nothing wrong with his implants,"
he said, doing his part in the ritual.

"Then where is he?" She pointed an accusing,
swollen-jointed finger at the screen. "He should have returned to
the lander over an hour ago!"

"He's still well within the time margin.
Maybe Ajala's right. Maybe he's staying longer just to make sure he
gets enough so this time he won't have to listen to you piss and
moan about the lack of quality material." He propped his elbows on
the console and again studied the vid eye's view of the interior of
the empty landing craft as if, this time, it would yield up some
previously overlooked clue. If Jes had decided to remain, there was
nothing they could do to stop him, or limit the damage he could do.
Ajala couldn't even locate him. His surgically implanted
transponder had ceased responding eleven hours before.

Jahrua felt a twinge in his gut. He'd
temporarily forgotten about the transponder.

"I've warned you," Silath said,
"repeatedly, but did you listen? I warned you and the full
assembly of the Sanhedrin that this final mission was just too
ambitious. And then, when he started having recurrent nightmares, I
told you they were symptomatic of a breakdown in his memory blocks,
but did you agree to let me reinforce them? As mission commander,
you--"

"Did it ever occur to you that he might have
been captured?" He glanced over his shoulder, coal black eyes
glittering. "Did it ever cross your mind that he might be
dead?" he hissed, voicing what he had feared most, even more
than the possibility that Jes might have made a conscious decision
not to return. "That maybe he hasn't made the rendezvous because he
damn well can't?" He rose awkwardly to face her, his own crooked
joints stiff from hours of sitting. Waiting. Hoping. Agonizing over
every possible scenario that might explain Jes's failure to return
to the lander. "How the hell can you be so god-damned callous? You
cared for him as a child--"

"My team cared for him for all of two
months before the Sanhedrin, by majority vote, awarded him to you
to raise."

Tyranny of the majority, she had
labeled it, so often he'd lost count. "That's something I
volunteered for, not him. He had no choice in the matter. He
doesn't even remember, for god sakes!"

Silath's eyes blazed with the long simmering
rage at what had always been denied her, first by her barren and
misshapen body, then, ironically, by the science of sequence
splicing she herself had pioneered in a last ditch effort at
increasing the rate of viable births, and finally, by the less than
grateful Sanhedrin: a child. "He's too well prepared to get
killed or captured. As he's boasted more times than I can remember,
he knows these hand-picked battles better than those who fought
them!"

Jahrua scowled at her. "Why the hell did I
ever marry you?"

"Simple." Her angry expression abruptly
crinkled into an arrogant smirk. "I'm the best damned genengineer
alive."

He exhaled forcefully, shook his head and
dropped back into his chair. She was right, damned right. She was
the best, with an innate ability to see the exact sequencing
patches required to repair the rapidly disintegrating human genome.
Damn you to hell.

"At the very least you should have let me
surgically implant an auto-destruct while we had the chance--"

"Don't," he whispered, running his
fingers through his disheveled, curly blue-black hair that of late
showed streaks of gray.

She crossed her arms. "When it comes to Jes,
you've always let your feelings get in the way."

"That's certainly something no one can ever
accuse you of doing."

"I was never given the opportunity,
remember?"

"Would it have made a difference?" he asked,
his normally even, bass voice brittle. "To you he was always
nothing more than an… an… anachro--" He almost choked on the
popular euphemism and all it implied. "A tool, a goddamned piece of
property to--"

"I know my duty."

He bit back what he was about to say.
Instead, he growled, "So do I." Damned straight I do. He
held her gaze a moment longer, then turned back to the console and
with a few angry keystrokes called up Jes's dossier. Pointing at
it, he continued, "And because I gave into my feelings, because I
raised him as my own son and not a piece of property, he's been the
most successful--"

"The other anachros might not be as
successful, but with all of the fail-safes, they're a hell of a lot
safer--"

"Meaning we're safe from them, right?" He
rose from his chair. "Right?" he barked, startling her into
backing up a step. "They're all nice little automatons, doing
exactly what's asked of them, risking their lives, never once
asking for anything in return!"

She started to open her mouth, but he cut
her off with a sharp gesture and, "Being a physical match to the
target culture isn't enough! It's never been enough. The
others can't become one with the people and time frame they're
infiltrating. Jes can because I made damned sure that as a child,
he wasn't subjected to those wonderful fail-safes of yours. He had
a childhood, a normal childhood. He wasn't treated like an
inanimate tool from the start, his mind, unlike all the others',
wasn't scrubbed clean."

"Which is exactly my point. He's becoming
too involved with the cultures, the people. He's getting too
comfortable. He doesn't want to leave." She jabbed a bowed finger
at the screen. "He knows that's where he really belongs, not with a
bunch of sterile, genetic freaks."

Jahrua drew himself up to his full height,
wincing as his aching back muscles reacted by spasming. "So, you're
convinced he's decided to stay."

"This might be his last chance. Not only
that, but this drop is the closest in time to the time he was
snatched from. Don't you find it just a little too damned
convenient that his transponder quit when it did?"

Jahrua felt himself deflate, just a little,
as Silath's insinuation pricked at his own unspoken fears. He
muttered halfheartedly, "Transponders fail all the time."

"Really?" She snorted. "This is a
first for his. Besides, I just upgraded it two drops ago. It
should've been good for at least another--"

"He knows where he belongs." He sat down,
turned back to the console and squinted at the unchanging view
displayed on the monitor. "He belongs with me. He understands our
mission, knows his work is vital to humanity's survival. Just
because what we're doing will never result in you bearing a child
of your own--"

"You think that's all I care about? That I'm
so selfish that that's why I have doubts about this whole grand
plan of the Sanhedrin's to go back and rob the ancient dead of
their DNA?"

He glared up at her. "You tell me."

"Well… let me assure you that my doubts are
based purely on what I consider to be the risks versus the benefits
of this…" she waved her arms about, "this scheme. Everyone
agrees we have to find some way of stopping the rate of
generational mutation. A species can't survive when less than one
percent of the breeding-age population is able to conceive and even
less are able to carry their offspring to term and when only a
fraction of those offspring survive to adulthood. But instead of
carefully weighing all of the options, the Sanhedrin, in all its
infinite wisdom," she rolled her eyes for emphasis, "directed all
of the money, talent and resources into this one plan, putting all
of our genetic eggs, so to speak, in one helluva flimsy basket, and
if we fail--"

"We won't. Jes won't. He knows what needs to
be done and why--"

"You seem to forget that as much as we need
him, in our time he's every bit as much a monstrosity as we'd be in
the culture you stole him from." She briefly looked down at the
body she despised, the body that had betrayed her.

"And what was I supposed to do?
Nothing? You weren't there. You didn't--"

"He's not blind, Jahrua. He sees the way
people look at him. They're frightened of him."

"Not everyone," he said under his
breath.

"They hate him for what he is, what he
represents."

"Like you do?"

She stared back at him, bony arms crossed
and undaunted. "He may've bought that load of shit about you being
his biological father and him being a genetic throwback," she
continued icily, "but it doesn't alter the fact that he'll never be
accepted by the very people he and the other anachros' are risking
their lives to save."

For a moment they stared at each other,
waiting for the other to make the next move, take the next
emotional hurdle.

Abruptly the anger drained from Silath's
deep-set, watery blue eyes. She dropped down into the chair next to
Jahrua and for a moment stared at the unchanging image of the
lander's interior. "If I were him, I'm not sure I'd want to come
back. In fact" She hesitated before adding softly, "I know I
wouldn't."

Jahrua favored her with a surprised blink
then slowly turned away. Come to think of it, neither would
I. A few minutes later, he straightened up in his chair and
cleared his throat. But that's neither here nor there, in more
ways than one. He'd put it off long enough; the uncomfortable
silence that filled every corner of the Bridge was worse than
knowing the answer to the question he dreaded asking. He gave the
computer's unblinking eye a sidelong look. "Exactly how much time
does he have left?"

"Three hours, twenty six minutes," Ajala
replied. "Any longer and we can't make the drop before the energy
reserves holding the gate open are exhausted."

He bit his lip. Three hours. "Right."
He carefully pushed himself out of the chair and to his feet.

"And where are you going?" Silath asked.

"My cabin."

She cocked her head to one side in begging
interest.

"Nap," he replied, hoping his voice, his
expression, didn't betray him.

"Nap?" Silath's wispy eyebrows rose.
"Now?"

"Yeah." He feigned a yawn and started for
the hatch, tossing over his shoulder, "Maintain surveillance, wide
sweep."


War prefers its victims young.

Sophocles, 496-406 BCE


Chapter TWO

If I were him, I'm not sure I'd
want to come back. Jahrua sighed and opened his eyes. Trying to
escape into sleep, even for a few minutes, had been a fool's errand
from the start. Silath's softly worded, startling confession had
refused to leave him alone.

He rolled onto his back and stared into the
darkness. The thought of a life without Jes, never knowing exactly
what happened If I just knew he was alive, knew he'd decided to
stay, I could accept it-- His eyes narrowed. Or could I?
The thought that Jes would abandon him in preference for a short,
brutal life among the ancient dead was, he realized, every bit as
tormenting as the other, equally plausible scenarios that had
played themselves out with vivid detail in his mind. The
well-matched possibilities had warred back and forth, each gaining
ground only to lose it, in the process keeping sleep at bay, until
they finally reached the inevitable result. Stalemate. He
licked his lips. I have to know. Even if--

"Ajala?"

A tiny point of ruby light appeared,
suspended in the darkness above him. "Yes, Commander?"

"Anything?"

"No, Com--"

"Still on wide sweep?"

"Of course."

"Damn." Jahrua rose from the bunk. "Any
fresh cinth?"

"Yes. Shall I tube you some?"

He shook his head, only afterwards
remembering that she hadn't activated the cabin's visual sensor.
Ajala was capable, from her central terminal on the Bridge and by a
variety of means, of observing every square centimeter of the ship,
in fact for all intents and purposes was the ship.
Yet she had always respected the others' privacy, rarely intruding
into their cabins without permission. "Ah, no. I'll come up there
and get some, thanks. Lights."

The cabin immediately brightened.

"Can't sleep?"

"No." He grabbed his grip-boots and despite
his aching fingers, tugged them on.

"I too find it difficult to believe that Jes
would choose not to return."

He looked up at her ceiling eye as he slowly
stretched his stiff back muscles.

Ajala was the culmination of the parallel
development of molecular processors and adaptive algorithms. She
was the ultimate artificial personality, able to perfectly mimic
even the subtlest of human emotions. It was supposed to make
working together easier.

Sometimes it had the opposite result.

Damn. He shook his head and smoothed
the wrinkles out of his skinsuit. "Considering the options, I'd
rather think he's decided to stay." It was the truth… as far as it
went.

As he strode into the corridor, he overheard
her soft reply, "Yes. Yes, you're right, Commander. As usual."

He stepped onto the small Bridge to find her
holding a steaming cup in one of her many extruded appendages.

Jahrua took the cup from the very human
looking hand, and as he brought it to his lips he watched the
fingers withdraw into the hand and the hand melt back into the
curved interior wall of the ship that was Ajala.

Despite years of habituation, he still found
her ability to form limbs at will disturbing. But even more
disturbing was her ability to reproduce perfect human hands and
fingers only to have them dissolve and reform into something
else.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jahrua noticed
Silath. She was seated at her own station, her hooded gaze fixed on
him. He knew that look, one she reserved for times such as this
when neither could find just the right insult to lob at each other.
It was what she not so jokingly referred to as "bird watching," a
less than complimentary reference to his overall appearance. With
his spider-like, lanky limbs, short, hunch-backed torso and overly
prominent, beak-like nose, even he had to admit that when he moved,
he bore a striking resemblance to a large wading bird in search of
prey.

Jahrua ignored her and her pointed stare,
and slurping his cinth, wandered over to the horseshoe shaped
central console. He slipped onto his seat and reluctantly turned to
his station's main screen. The vid eye's view was exactly the same
as it had been a little over an hour and a half before.

He took a deep gulp of cinth, winced as he
swallowed, and met Ajala's visual sensor. "Prepare to recover the
lander."

His words fell like lead with a loud splat
on the floor, startling his companions by the sheer unexpectedness
of it.

"Commander?" Ajala replied, her carefully
modulated voice edged in uncertainty.

"And while you're at it," he added,
"calculate the risks of expanding the drop window. How much, for
how long."

"What?" Silath whispered as Ajala
acknowledged the order with an equally baffled, "Yes,
Commander."

Jahrua crossed his arms and scowled at the
image of the interior of the lander, then risked a sidelong glance
at Silath.

"But I don't" Silath began, then her eyes
widened. "You aren't seriously planning on going after him--"

"You yourself said you'd stay, given half a
chance."

She blinked, appalled, and croaked, "I said
no such thing!"

"Maybe not in so many words, besides, as
mission commander, I have the authority to extend the safety
margin, if I deem it a reasonable risk."

"Reasonable risk? Reasonable risk.
You're talking about throwing away our lives, not to mention
everything else for--"

"Jes. And in my book, that makes the
risk worth it."

"Dammit, Jahrua, face the facts! He's
not coming back!"

"I am facing the facts… all of 'em." And
from my perspective, they look remarkably like a firing
squad.

"Commander?"

He turned to Ajala. Ready

"I have completed the computations."

Aim "On-screen." He turned his
attention to an auxiliary monitor and took his time scanning the
readouts. They told him they could expand the drop window by
another forty-five minutes--that on top of the remaining hour and
fifty minutes of the safety margin. Taking into account the time it
would take to recover the lander, then make a return trip to the
surface, not to mention the return flight, he would have no more
than an hour to search a twenty kilometer square area of rough
terrain, saturated with hostile forces, in the dark, with no
preparation, and no idea if he was looking for a corpse or… someone
who wasn't the slightest bit interested in being found--someone who
had had years of practice blending into the background.

His heart sank and he sagged back in his
chair. He sat there, eyes closed, lips drawn back and jaws clenched
for several minutes as he forced his mind to shift gears, from
rescue, to resignation.

Fire. He mentally flinched as the
searing pain ripped through his soul.

"Commander?"

He slowly, reluctantly, opened his eyes as
if mildly surprised, not to mention deeply disappointed to find
himself still alive. He turned towards Ajala's green console
eye.

"The lander's prepped and ready for
recovery."

He blinked. Ready for recovery? "Oh.
Yes." Avoiding Silath's gaze, he carefully straightened himself up
in his chair. All he had to do was give the order and Jes's fate
would be sealed. Just. Two. Words. Do it. Simple. He
swallowed, hoping it would ease the tightness in his throat. He
started to open his mouth, but it was Silath who actually
spoke.

"Ajala, how long before sunrise at the
landing site?"

He twisted in his chair to face her, his own
words still clinging to his lips.

"One hundred and ten minutes, twenty--"

"I vote we sit tight another," Silath looked
at Jahrua, "say, an hour and fifty minutes?" At Jahrua's startled
stare, she smiled. "You know Jes, likes to cut things close."

"I second that," Ajala said.

Jahrua slowly turned back to the console.
It'll be close. Damned close. He looked first at Silath,
then Ajala and nodded. "Motion carried. We wait till sunrise."

* * * *

"Here."

Jahrua briefly looked up to find Silath
standing beside the console, a tray and covered plate in her hands.
"Not hungry," he grumbled and turned back to his vigil.

She set the tray beside his elbow. "Did I
ask if you were hungry?"

"Maybe later, okay?"

"No. Now. You aren't going to do yourself,
or Jes for that matter, any good if you keel over. Now eat."

He scowled up at her.

She crossed her arms. "Do I have to make it
an order?"

Jahrua sighed and lifted the cover. "Lamb
pilaf?" He made a face. "For breakfast?"

"If I'd thought we'd be in this
predicament," she waved a hand at the nearby active screen and its
vid image of the interior of the lander, "I'd have had the
foresight to have Jes to prepare French toast and sausage before he
left. As it is, leftovers will have to do. But if you're a good boy
and clean your plate, there's also some pecan pie."

Jahrua reluctantly picked up the fork. "What
about you?" he said as he scooped up a mouthful.

"Mine's in the warmer. Lemme know when
you're ready for that pie, okay?"

He nodded, filled his mouth, then turned
back to the screen and began to chew, slowly. He waited until he
was sure she'd left the Bridge, then swallowed his mouthful, wiped
his lips on his sleeve and pushed the plate aside.

"Commander?"

He shifted his gaze to Ajala, hoping she was
not going to make some prodding remark about the food and replied
wearily, "Yes?"

"I'm picking up an abnormal fluctuation in
the lander's starboard heat sensor."

He straightened up. "Specify."

She clicked softly to herself as she scanned
the incoming data. "Could be an animal nearby, but without
deploying external sensors, I'm unable to get a firm fix on
it."

"Deploy externals." He didn't have to add,
'Carefully, so as to minimize the chances of being discovered'.
Ajala knew her job, and the artificial limitations placed on her
vast abilities by the need to remain undetected...at almost all
costs. By pushing the time limit, he'd already raised the bar. The
least he could do is give her a little wiggle room.

"Immediately, Commander."

"What's up?" came Silath's voice.

He looked over his shoulder. She stood in
the hatchway, a decanter of cinth in one hand, a plate with a slice
of pie in the other.

"Ajala's picked up an unexplained heat
reading. She's trying to determine exactly what it is." He turned
back to the console and its array of sensory screens as Silath
placed her offerings on the console and slid onto Jes's chair.
"Anything?"

"Readings are becoming more delineated,
Commander. Definitely a large mammal, very possibly human."
She paused and clicked softly to herself. "Whatever… whoever
it is," she corrected herself, "they're approaching the lander, but
at an exceedingly slow speed and taking a most erratic
course--oh, damn!"

"What?" Jahrua and Silath said in
unison.

"They just disappeared behind a dune."

Jahrua muttered a curse. Beside him, Silath
nodded in agreement.

"Can you raise a sensor stalk?"

"Yes, Commander, but I'm not sure if it'll
be tall enough to see over the obstructing dune."

"Do it." He pushed himself back in his chair
and tugged at his beard as his eyes sought out the console chrono.
Twelve minutes till sunrise. Twelve goddamned--

Ajala gasped and he lurched forward in his
chair. "What is it?"

"I just got a clear reading… definitely
human--"

"External visual." Jahrua turned to the
console's central screen just as the unchanging image of the
lander's interior vanished, replaced by what at first appeared to
be total darkness.

As he and Silath stared intently at the
screen, the blackness began to melt away. At first all they could
make out was a jagged line, separating utter blackness below from a
lead gray sky above. More details began to form. Trees slowly
withdrew from the gloom, along with rolling dunes, large
outcroppings of rock and the distant line of cliffs.

"There." Silath pointed as her
sharp eyes caught the faint glitter of movement along the crest of
one dune.

"Augment," Jahrua said and the image
shimmered and the center of their attention suddenly filled the
screen.

As they watched, a man hauled himself up and
over the summit of the dune.

The shadowy figure paused there for a moment
and Jahrua leaned close to the screen. "Jes?" His eyes cut to
Ajala.

"Checking." There was an agonizingly long
pause before she added with an audible sigh of relief, "Identity
confirmed, Com--"

Jes's arms buckled and he fell, face first,
into the sand. The soft ground gave way before him and he began to
slide down the steep, wind-carved, ocean facing side of the dune.
As more and more sand gave way, his gentle slide rapidly turned
into a rough, head over heels tumble. Arms and legs were
alternately flung every which way as his limp body cartwheeled down
the slope.

Jahrua and Silath watched in silent horror
as he quickly reached the base of the dune and his limp body
collided with a large, wave-smoothed cobble.

"Powering up now," Ajala murmured. The image
on the screen quivered, briefly, as the lander rose from the sand,
shedding its optical camouflage of driftwood and beach grass.

Silath kept her eyes fixed on the screen as
it homed in on Jes's unmoving body. "The minute you get him aboard,
I want a full body scan."

"Of course, Doctor," Ajala replied as she
gently slipped the lander's limb-like grapples under Jes's
body.

"And get an arterial line open immediately,"
Silath said as she hurriedly traded Jes's console seat for her own.
"I want continuous readings on arterial pressure, ventricular
filling, pH, core temp, cardiac status."

"Yes, Doctor," Ajala said as the lander's
seemingly solid outer shell dilated open to admit the grapples and
their inert burden.

"And respiratory rate and depth," Silath
added tersely as the grapples carefully placed Jes on the flight
chair. "Get an infusion of warmed saline started on the double1000
cc's over ten minutes, follow with a 1000 cc's of the colloid
solution, but keep an eye on his blood gases and serum
electrolytes… where's that damned body scan?"

Jahrua cleared his throat. "Ajala?"

"Trajectory plotted and locked in,
Commander. T plus thirty minutes."

He waited as long as he could before he gave
Silath a sidelong, anxious look. "Well?"

"He's lost a helluva lot of blood, but," she
turned back to her bank of screens, "we got to him in time, or
should I say he got to us in time?"

Jahrua exhaled, settled back in his chair
and smiled. I knew you'd come back to me.


War is the surgeon's most proper school.

Hippocrates, Wounds To The
Head, c. 414 BCE


Chapter THREE

Jahrua stood at the head of the infirmary's
examining table, pointedly ignoring Silath and Ajala's whispered
conversation.

"Commander?"

He knew it would only make it worse if he
looked at what they were doing. So he kept his eyes riveted on
Jes's deathly pale face and his hands pressed firmly against the
younger man's bare, clammy shoulders.

"Commander?" Ajala repeated more
firmly.

"Huh!" He jerked his head towards her visual
sensor. "I mean, what?"

"We're finished, Commander. You can let go
now."

"Ah… yes. Of course." He forced a thin smile
and reluctantly released his hold, but like a moth to flame, his
eyes cut to Jes's thigh and the gaping wound left by the spear
shaft. His stomach lurched in protest and he hurriedly shifted his
gaze to Silath as she held up the impact-blunted spearhead for
closer inspection.

"Looks intact, and recently forged. Good,
good." She nodded and dropped the metal tip into the basin Ajala
held out for her.

Jahrua gave the spearhead a quick glance
before he turned away and busied himself with gathering up Jes's
hurriedly discarded clothing and equipment.

"Most of the damage done to his leg was as a
direct result of him making his way back to the lander," Silath
continued. "As you can see--"

"Rather not if it's all the same to you,"
Jahrua said under his breath as he dropped his armload of soiled
clothing in a corner.

"--the spearhead twisted and tore at the
surrounding muscle with each step."

Jahrua grimaced as he carefully placed Jes's
heavy equipment belt and its pteruge-fringe of collection pouches
onto a counter-top. I can do without the blow-by-blow
description too, if it's all the same to--

"Amazing he was able to walk at all, much
less manage to cover over three kilometers of rough terrain."

"Was that an apology I just heard?" Not
hearing an answer, Jahrua favored Silath with a quick,
over-the-shoulder glance.

"Maybe," she shrugged, then hunched down,
eye level with the oozing wound.

Jahrua turned back to his task only to
discover that most of the collection tubes were missing. A few were
still in their protective sleeves but most had been crushed; only a
handful of vials were intact, their priceless contents undamaged.
"Dammit."

"Care to elaborate?" Silath asked in a
distracted voice.

"Lost most of what he collected… maybe when
he took that tumble down the dune?" He gave her a sidelong
look.

She shook her head as she stood back to give
her patient another head to toe visual examination. "Well, that's
just… great. Anything salvageable?"

"A little," Jahrua muttered, "not much."

She shook her head again and sighed. "I
think we got everything, Ajala, but irrigate it thoroughly before
you close and dress it, will you?"

"Of course--"

"And replace that damned transponder while
you're at it."

"Certainly."

Jahrua carefully piled the undamaged
collection tubes to one side, then, as he turned back to the belt,
his eyes widened. Where the hell's the-- "Shit!" He dropped
to his hands and knees and began digging through Jes's blood- and
sand-covered clothing.

"What are you doing?" Silath asked, stopping
beside him.

"It's not here!" He looked up.

"What's not?"

"The goddamned sniffer!" He dug
through the clothes one more frantic time, but there was no sign of
the fist-sized golden sphere Jes used to identify the very best
donors. "Dammit to hell!" He tossed the last of the clothing
aside and lurched to his feet.

Silath hastily stepped back. "But--"

"Have you forgotten we left orbit twenty
minutes ago?"

"'Scuse me if I haven't been keeping a close
check on the time but you see," she motioned irritably towards the
examining table and its burden, "I've been just a wee bit
busy--"

"Then permit me fill you in: we're now well
out of range to transmit the auto-destruct code!"

She blinked, then blinked again.
"Uh-oh."

"This is way beyond 'uh-oh'." He stalked
toward the hatchway. "This rates as a fucking 'oh shit' if you ask
me." He hurried down the short corridor, towards the Bridge.

Silath shuffled as fast as she could to
catch up.

"Now what?" she asked as he disappeared
through the hatch.

"Hell if I know."

She stepped through the hatch just as he
slipped into his seat at the console.

"We can't just turn 'round and go back." He
jerked his chair around to face her. "We delayed until the last
possible second in order to recover Jes and if we don't reach the
damn gate in time we'll--"

"Be stranded here."

He replied with a curt nod.

"So, what do we do?"

"You know the rules: nothing intact gets
left behind. So, we somehow find and recover the sniffer or make
sure it's destroyed."

She crossed her arms and cocked her head to
one side. "But you just said--"

"We make the next scheduled drop, okay?"

"But Jes--"

"And hope to hell its presence hasn't done
any damage to the time flow and Ajala can locate its energy
signature. And while we're there, we'll fill the goddamned quota.
That should satisfy everyone."

"You make it sound all so simple," she said
as she eased herself down onto the seat next to him, "when, in
fact, it'll be like looking for the needle in the proverbial hay
stack, won't it?"

Jahrua slumped back into his chair and
rubbed his throbbing temple. "You could say that." Damned
straight you could say that. Double damned in fact.

* * * *

An odd smell tickled Jes's nose. He shook his head.
No.

The odor was cloying; it clung to him,
filling his nose and throat.

He buried his face in the smothering
softness that surrounded him. The penetrating stink followed and
its suffocating tenacity pried loose forgotten memories and long
suppressed images. Distant screams reverberated through the miasma.
Shadowy figures swept by, accompanied by brief flashes of
metal.

No!

Thick and oily, the pungent reek stung his
eyes and robbed his lungs of air. It also brought with it the
overpowering, sickly-sweet stench of burnt flesh and singed
hair.

Desperate for escape, he climbed out of the
darkness, into a scene of flame-lit chaos: people ran past his
hiding place, some sobbing and clutching children, others their
clothes in bloody tatters and eyes glazed in terror.

Meeta? His mind clenched around the
name. Meeta!

A girl's face swam into view, a face smeared
with soot and blood. Delicate hands reached out for him and pulled
him back. Tages, stay down!

From somewhere behind them they heard a
hoarse bellow and the hollow clang of arms.

Remember, Tages, stay here, no matter what.
I must find mama!

Yes, Meeta, but--

Stay here! Then the apparition was
gone, swallowed up by a swirling wall of smoke and glowing
cinders.

Moments later, he heard an agonized scream,
followed by laughter. He lifted his head just enough to peer over
the scorched, fallen timbers that formed his hiding place and
through the thick smoke spotted a group of soldiers, and in their
midst was

Meeta! He hesitated only a moment
before he scrambled out from under the debris and ran towards
her.

Hands grabbed him. Rough hands. They lifted
him bodily from the ground, pinned his arms to his sides and filled
his mouth with their thick fingers. He tried to scream, tried to
wriggle free.

Something bright and shiny appeared before
his eyes; it glittered in the smoky firelight.

No, please, no

Harsh laughter.

Please, no!

The laughter abruptly stopped as the hands
tightened their grip and the sparkly object lunged towards him.

No!

Excruciating pain lanced through his body.
He writhed against it, screaming.

With a jerk, the hands released him. A kick
to the back sent his body sprawling and his stunned mind
reeling.

More yells scattered his ghostly attackers
and he watched their smoke-obscured retreat with dull eyes. Then he
saw the body sprawled on the ground not far away. Meeta?

He dragged himself over to her and wrapped
his fingers around her blood-spattered arm. He tugged at her,
gently. Using the last of his strength, he wriggled close, buried
his head in her chest and began to sob. No, Meeta, no

Warm hands surrounded him. A voice called to
him. Urgent, hushed, comforting.

Meeta?

Fingers stroked his tear-stained face, and
with their touch the terrible pain began to ease.

"Jes, wake up"

"Meeta." He tightened his embrace and
pressed his face into the softness.

His shoulder was given a firm shake. "Jes,
wake up!"

His eyes flew open. He sat bolt upright,
panting, his heart and head pounding.

"Jes?"

Warm fingers grasped his shoulder, and he
cringed, expecting it to hurt. "Please--"

"Jes, it's just me," the voice soothed.
"It's Ajala."

Instead of choking smoke and flames, there
was only a tiny dot of ruby light suspended in the darkness. The
overpowering stench of singed hair had vanished, replaced by the
faint, but sharp odor of antiseptic and the scent of well-oiled
leather. Scorched earth and rubble had given way to the softness of
a mattress and the screams had faded to a faint, rhythmic hum. A
familiar hum. The ever-present white noise of the ship:
Ajala.

He turned back to her ruby eye, fingered the
point of light, then pressed his sweaty palm and cheek against the
surrounding wall. "Ajala?"

She caressed his taut shoulder. "Yes, it's
me."

"But I--"

"You were having a bad dream, but it was
just a dream. Relax." She nudged his shoulder. "Lie back down."

He did as he was told, then squeezed his
eyes shut as his body continued to tremble.

"You're safe now, you're back with us."

He forced himself to concentrate on her
calm, soothing voice and the comforting feel of her warm fingers as
she continued to stroke his shoulder and upper arm.

"It was just a bad dream," she repeated
softly.

After a few minutes, he reopened his eyes to
stare up at the ceiling.

She extruded a sensor and held it over his
bandaged thigh. "I should notify Silath that you're awake. She
wanted to--"

"Please." He looked at her eye. "Not right
this minute. Later, okay?"

She slowly retracted the sensor. "I suppose
it could wait a few minutes."

He took a deep, ragged breath and let the
air slowly escape through his clenched teeth as Ajala, carefully
avoiding the time-healed scar just above his left collarbone,
resumed her massage.

"It was the same dream, wasn't it?"

He rolled onto his side, away from the wall
and her hand.

She withdrew it. "Why won't you tell me what
it's about?"

With a non-committal grunt, he levered
himself up onto one elbow. Cradling his bandaged thigh in both
hands, he eased his legs off the bunk.

"And where are you going?"

"The head, what do you think?" he grumbled
as he gave his sweat-itchy scalp a good, two-handed scratch.

She scanned his readings. "But?"

"Shower." He rose stiffly. "Gonna take a
shower." He ran his fingers through his damp, unruly curls as he
favored her ruby eye with a challenging glare. "Gotta problem with
that?"

"Ah, well, Silath did order strict bed rest
for at least--"

"Screw Silath."

"I suppose that could qualify as bed--"

"Screw you too."

"Being a bit ambitious, aren't you,
considering your present condition?"

He squinted at her, then, muttering angrily
to himself, limped towards the head. He smacked the door release
with the flat of his hand. The door slid open and the interior
light flicked on in response.

He squinted into the glare, stepped into the
tiny side room and over to the sink; she followed, activating the
head's inconspicuous ceiling eye and, as was her habit with Jes,
and Jes only, extruded a mirror over the sink.

He grabbed the sink's lip with both hands
and happened to catch his reflection in the mirror. He blinked in
surprise, and slowly, warily leaned forward to stare, bleary-eyed
at the drawn and bruised face that stared back at him.

He rubbed his eyes with his knuckles, then
looked again. "I look like sun-dried shit."

"Don't expect an argument from me."

"Times like this give me an inkling of how
Jahrua must feel." He gave himself one last, sidelong look before
gesturing irritably at the mirror. "Get rid of that."

It immediately melted back into the
wall.

He unlaced the ties of his pajama bottoms
and let them fall around his ankles. Using the wall for support, he
awkwardly stepped out of them, stumbled into the shower stall and
reached for the controller, but just as his fingers made contact,
he was hit in the face with a blast of hot water.

He spluttered, wiped a lock of hair out of
his eyes and scowled up at her sensor.

"Just as you like it," she said sweetly.

His scowl turned to a baleful, watery-eyed
glare. "Gee, thanks."

A utilitarian, three-fingered appendage
bulged from what had been, seconds before, the featureless
partition and reached for the soap. "Want me to scrub your
back?"

This time he beat her to it. "No."

"Then how about I wash your--"

"How 'bout you just leave me alone?"

"Sorry." She immediately re-absorbed the
limb. "I just thought--"

"And how 'bout you do us both a favor and do
your thinking elsewhere. I'd like a little privacy." He plunged his
face into the pulsating stream of water and counted to ten, slowly,
then lifted his head out of the torrent just enough to give her eye
a covert glance.

To his surprise, it was dark.

Then the stream of hot water stopped.

He jerked his eyes off the sensor to peer at
the nozzle. His first thought was foul play. Knowing better than to
accuse Ajala without proof, he checked the timer just to make sure,
only to find that he had indeed used up his precious allotment
without realizing it. Too tired to remain angry, not even sure what
he'd been angry about in the first place, and finding his leg
throbbing, he toweled himself off, then limped back into the main
cabin and over to the bed.
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