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  Chapter 1 - Decent of Prey




  New Sangres Mountain Range on Crootu




  Jian had hunted many times. Now she was the hunted. She was a delicate prey, but not without defenses of her own. Her pursuers, like cold whispers brushing against her neck, were lurching after her. Their presence could be heard in the crackle of dead winter brush, in stone kicked against stone, and in heavy, wet, labored breath and footfall. The Gorrum were near.




  Their moist, wet breath cast a cloud of ugly mist above them. The runners could smell the putrid Gorrum stench on the thickening air. Patches of late winter snow absorbed sound, while the thick humid air allowed scent to travel far in the closed tight valleys of the lower Sangres. The too sweet early pollen smell and the morbid stench of Gorrum cast sickening weight to the night. That was probably how the Gorrum pack had found the three runners to begin with. Jian’s olfactory enhancement tube was catching the growing presence of Gorrum, and every shadow and movement hinted at awful death in each quick turn and twist of the footpath. The fact that scent was thickening on the wind did not bode well for the runners’ escape.




  The Gorrum hunted by pack method; two came at their flanks, suddenly pushing the runners toward four that lay waiting in a rocky culvert below. Scent worked for and against the Gorrum this time. The freshening breeze in Jian’s face gave up their wicked stench and direction. Quickly, the runners turned east, as if they were one person. After a manner they were, as they were in deep sharing of the chemically induced mind-net. Jian noted that one of the runners behind her was gasping at the cold night air.




  The winds had been pouring off the Dia-Horrune glaciers of the far north. That far off cold waste had channeled sound and cold through the deepening valley the past several hours. The runners had used the wind to push themselves faster through the sharp harsh channels of rock and wind. During moments of great gust, their run had increased to near ten cubics length at the stride. These same driving winds cast the Sangres range in strange mood, as if the rock walls and trees were following the runners’ progress, or simply lying in wait to view their harsh ending.




  The high, twisted mountain spires played the winds on Crootu like a great gothic organ. The hollow, porous peaks sang the wind along after the runners as it pushed at their backs, marking their strides deep and far and powerful. The low tones of wind-song could be felt in the chest and gut, the high ones toward the ears and throat. Even higher tones rose and danced, mixing with the great distant bamboo forest far below, which moaned and cracked under the weight of wind and late snow. The tall, sparse pines of the east were gentle whispers against the night. The runners were gathering these sounds in order to process them, hoping to mark the Gorrum’s relentless advance on them. The runners’ instincts prickled and their short hairs stood on end as their minds swam in waves of sound and, worse, the gathering storm of Gorrum. From behind, they pressed on them with relentless abandon, pushing and driving the runners like feral animals. The Gorrum were not gentle creatures or quiet ones. They were single-minded beasts of deep and dark relentless purpose. The cold, cutting air had been felt to the bones this dark, chill night. Yet, the three runners were all sweating and casting up their own fog of night-steam and breath. When the winds suddenly abated their dark moans mid-slope, the new emptiness was deafening, sudden, and complete. It nearly caused the runners to stop short in their tracks.




  The Sangres held a beauty that was disturbing anytime of day, but at night, it was foreboding and truly haunted. The place held the feel of hidden things. It was a landscape of brooding danger and peril. Suddenly, only the internal airs could be heard when the winds ceased the near constant buffets. There was a deep rasp of air at the runners’ dry throats and an increasing pressure of the inner ear and chest. The beat of heart and breath played against their eardrums in wild new rhythm. The feeling was primal and alive and Jian took too much pleasure in it. She knew this might be the end of her someday, no doubt it would be, this longing for the raw edge of things and the press of destiny so near.




  Might as well enjoy it to the end, Jian darkly mused. She pleasured in these moments, when life and death hung too close together. Yet, that was also her skill set and this was her use of life. Danger opened her. It made her raw and fast and light. Her senses prickled and throbbed with life so close to success or ruin.




  Within the mind-net, the other two runners allowed Jian’s deep feelings to pull them along after her. Their pace was maddening. They never ceased to be amazed by her when, so near exhaustion, she somehow moved faster and thought quicker. She was a flicker across the bleak landscape. She was an ungraspable thing of beauty. The endless night seemed without mercy or ending. The runners could not imagine they might see daylight again and yet, the resistance and the indigenous peoples required their survival and more or two races might perish—the Phyne’s end would be the product of genocide, the new—humans’ death would be their collective soul, if they still had one. They had already offered up their will to the Minders. What came next might well decide what fate humanity would grasp. Ceding more and more to these shadow beasts until nothing was left seemed to be the trend. There were those like Jian, however, that threw body and mind into the cogs of the machinery and slowed man’s progress down the dark paths. Tonight, much hung in the balance, and the runners had used the winds like fish used currents.




  In the sudden quiet, internal sound seemed to explode inside the runners. Thought became a thing of texture framed against the beating of heart and the press of wind against the eardrums. The waning early hour was dead still now save for the breath and quiet patter of near silent trained human feet. This was suddenly followed by the hoots and heavy-weighted footsteps of gaining Gorrum. Someone stumbled a small piece at the last turn. Jian quickly cast her awareness deep into the mind-net. It was Juni, and she was tired to the core. Her thoughts and movements grew sloppy and less fashioned. Jian knew they all required extraction, and soon, before it was too late for life.




  Their pilotless exit ship had aborted and pulled off to the NAE, the next available extraction zone, all the way down the mountain to the beginnings of the Tillian Plain. This had happened only a few klios past, and that wound was still deep and searing at seeing their ship, and hope itself, leave without them a mere rock’s throw of distance. The current terrain was either too steep or the flat open valleys too heavily bogged in early spring peat-mud for runners or the ship to settle upon. The runners were leaving the heavy snows behind on the higher slopes. Increasingly, they were encountering bog and wet new grasses and sparse dwarf trees that tried to tangle their legs. The smart-ship had deduced that the Tillian was the only exit left, and that was still a few hours away at their present speed of foot if they could maintain it.




  The high grasses of the Tillian would allow deep cover for the small stealthy ship to nest. Inside, the ship was room enough for four persons to lie prone. Once inside, the ship would seal tight and bring the runners home as they were gassed to sleep due to the killing speed of the bullet ship. They might finally find rest when they could surrender to sweet unconsciousness. It had been three days since they had last slept or rested. They had been on-line now for three days straight. Home seemed so far and so perfect, and perfectly far away.




  * * * *




  The Minder Giltas’ back seemed as broad as a mountain when the young lieutenant was cast to his feet. Gilta did not bother to turn; he continued starring out the plexx window. His eyes strained into the darkness, as if he might actually be able to see into the moist opaque air that was as dark as his cloak. The runners, he thought, were out there still. No call announcing their destruction. He had planned to have their bodies hanging from hooks inside the central plaza an hour past.




  The young sentry had been there at his feet, gasping for air for some long moments. Finally, Gilta spoke.




  “You have allowed strangers into my home.” He paused. His voice was quiet, not the crackle of malevolence that those close to him had expected.




  Still, the boy’s shoulders jumped at hearing the great Minder speak for the first time. Gilta’s back was still turned.




  “They have made off with something precious of mine, you see.” He half-turned his mighty head. The man at his feet was wracked with tremors, as if he were cold; his eyes seemed to study the floor. He appeared afraid to even look upon the back of Gilta. “Your name is Liam, yes?”




  The boy was panting for wind and could not speak.




  Gilta turned—no, Gilta whirred in blazing speed, his cloak rising in turn with its sharp hem racking the young man’s face, cutting the jowl to the bone. A jet of crimson blood spilled onto the floor. Gilta’s thick fingers dug into the man’s shoulder as he heaved him up into the air. He now had no choice but to look into Gilta’s deep black eyes.




  “When I speak, it is customary to answer. Have you no manners? Surely someone that works the wall is not of low birth.” Gilta tossed him like a doll by the head into the wall. “Now, boy.” His voice cracked. “We have established the fact that I lost something precious this night.” Gilta paused. “Have you anything precious to offer your lord to make up for this loss?”




  The boy opened his mouth like a fish trying to speak, trying to answer the beast.




  “Shut up!” The roar cracked against the window, causing a small rattle. “Stupid boy. I will answer for you. You have only one thing that you consider precious and that is nothing to me. Nonetheless, you shall be without it soon.” The last words were spoken quietly, near a whisper. It seemed that Gilta had lost interest because he was staring out the window again with hands neatly folded behind his back. “Take him and hang him on a hook outside the sentry post so that the guards must walk by his stinking carcass, so they will know the fate of sloppiness.”




  The young man was in too much shock for protest.




  “Now take this trash out of my presence, and leave me to my peace.” His eyes were ablaze.




  The men’s feet shuffled in fits, dragging the young man away. Right before the men reached the door, Gilta said, “Wait!” The men stopped. Gilta turned, fully facing the man. “Does he have a family, this one?” Gilta’s finger was marking the figure hanging loosely between the guards. The man’s face suddenly woke in raw panic.




  “Master,” he cried in shock.




  “Spare me your tears. I must be slipping in my distraction. I forgot how you humans regard your families. You do have something that you might find more precious than your miserable life, after all.”




  Losen, leader of the military forces and Gilta’s right hand man, said, “He has a wife, Lord, and a child of eighteen months.”




  “Does he now? Oh, quite wonderful. Turn them out into the waste fields. Paint their foreheads red so that if anyone offers them food or shelter they too will join them in the fate. Give them up to the cold and ice and mountain winds and the beasts that ride those winds.”




  Gilta now laughed in mirthful fashion. He was very pleased with himself. The man was pulled from the room, screaming in terror. Lovely, Gilta thought, lovely the thick folds and layers of human emotion.




  Chapter 2 - In Shadows




  Outpost New-Sierra, equatorial Zone, daylight side of planet




  The air was hot, thick, and still. Its weight hung about the corners and rafters and stretched thin in the long shadows. After a time, the moist heat gathered in weight until it could only release and fall toward the men as rain, inside the building. It was strangeness in a day birthed in strangeness. The men shook their heads in ragged disbelief. Again.




  “Are those carbon buffers off line again? What’s haunting the HVAC now?” Mika, the system’s engineer, was trying to break the heavy silence apart with his rhetorical question. He ventured further.




  “Outpost systems don’t just turn to piss overnight. If they fail, there is a reason. I just checked the cragging thing yesterday.”




  The system’s engineer, SE for short, had his face pulled tight in displeasure. He had been checking the data-loggers all morning and had opened the HVAC twice and found nothing amiss either time, aside from an obvious overload of condensation. This was not the rainforest; the outpost was near the edge of the salt plain and was, in fact, situated near the mountain’s rain shadow.




  “Not even a pollen blow to blame for clogged filters this time. They are as clean as Balies’ baby face over there. And yet—”




  Mika held his hand out and let the last drop of water gather in his upturned palm. He noted strange organic oily warmth against his skin. The faint smell was nothing he could pull his memory to, metallic and yet organic. The small ripple of water danced like mercury across his palm then slipped to the floor.




  “What the…” he mumbled, lifting his palm to his face.




  Mika placed the drop’s last moisture from his palm into his wrist analyzer, already knowing the results would be the same as last time: common H2O with trace elements of unknown origin. He would require more than a wrist analyzer to break the code of the material, and he could not do that locked in the control building away from the lab orb. He required one of the full spectrometers, and those were now out of reach behind locked doors. Nothing workable was coming of his efforts, and that was paining him and forcing frustration to the surface.




  The men had timed the rain cycles, and they were coming about every twenty clicks. Then, the humidity cycle would gather up again until it too ended in a short burst of downpour, lasting only a few moments.




  These releases, thankfully, were mostly toward the aft section of the building. The area was largely closed off now. The water pools were finding their way to the building’s front in small rivers that were pooling around the men’s feet. The area of the downpour was largely the food canteen and recreation area, which was a running joke as there was no recreation at Sierra Outpost. The seven-man crew had gathered in the front half of the control station. The outlying buildings of the outpost were closed and sealed tight due to indigenous unrest. Upworld Command had run the numbers, and there was a seventy percent chance of escalating violence from the indigenous Phyne tribe due to the still cloudy events of the day before. Or so the crew had been told. They were in lockdown for their own safety.




  The local Section Chief Jhem was still trying to get his head around how things had come apart so quickly and so completely. There had been the tunnel collapse, then the very unexpected attempted rape and murder, and now two of his crew lay dead outside the building’s sealed doors. No one was allowed to leave to collect the bodies. No one could. That would have to wait, and the waiting was getting painful and long and heavy.




  The SE’s sentence still hung in the air, not really directed at anyone in particular. Mika had become an engineer because he was a natural perfectionist. When a thing did not work, he felt the need for quick and accurate correction. Nothing was working today. Worse yet, he could find nothing to fix. His voice seemed small and only served to highlight the quiet unease everyone was feeling and no one was willing to talk of. Another voice, a younger voice, eventually called back to him.




  “Everything is on-line and shows to be working within normal prams. I don’t have a bloody notion why it is raining inside every twenty clicks to the hour.”




  Phil looked at the time display and noted it into his wrist complink for play back later when he would compile his daily field notes. It was Phil’s voice. Phillip was the cultural anthropologist and the only other academic left in the equatorial zone after the events of the day before. He was from cultural dispatch and quite young for the responsibilities he shouldered.




  Most crewmembers had been evaked out after the civil unrest that had come on the heels of the brutal murder. Truth be told, it was not much of an uprising, given the facts, Jhem mused. The Phyne had raised their voices and had approached the control building. Someone had thrown a rock, causing a scratch to bleed on a grunt’s smarted forehead. Jhem thought the Phyne a damned patient lot for all they had endured. Perhaps they were too quiet; their passivity at times was maddening, yet the same trait made them pliable workers for the dangerous work of mineral resource extraction. The buildings were sealed from upworld by Command, and Jhem was beginning to wonder if the Phyne had been sealed out or if the crew had been sealed in, and the why of the lock down was only growing larger by the slow passage of time. Jhem glanced out the plexx window.




  The other academic, the subterranean hydrologist, lay dead outside, not a foot from the sealed doors. His left hand was still stuck in the closed door, his face frozen in an ugly grimace. It was an ugly sight and an ugly end for a man they hardly knew at all. He had been a newbie of less than a week. He had been called onboard when a mining shaft had broken into an underground aquifer. The breach had seemed to come out of nowhere and had drowned half a dozen Phyne workers in its wake. It was an oddity because any first year geologist could have pinged the aquifer. The old hydrologist had just deemed the area safe for exploration and had quietly left the shaft and headed up-planet on an unscheduled supply run when the accident occurred. There had been no word of him since. That’s when Jhem had begun to question and wonder the way of things. It seemed as if someone was trying to push the Phyne against the wall to invoke some reaction. But why? And who might be behind it?




  The other man outside was one of the young deep mine grunts that had worked as an underground foreman to the Phyne crew. The two had not made it inside in time before the automatic lockdown sealed everything and closed the rest of the men inside. The strange thing was no one had seen either of the two killed. It did not appear that the Phyne encroached on them. The geologist had, of course, screamed his head off with his hand caught between the sealed doors. The men had attempted to extract him in every possible fashion from inside; this had included putting half a dozen tracer rounds into the mechanism and having to deal with the spent ordinance ricocheting inside the building. Jhem had ordered them to stand down when someone had taken a fragment in the shoulder and had gone down hard. The wound might yet fester and kill him if they could not get to the med building, and soon. Jhem had gotten the frag out with great success with his no small bit of old battlefield med training. However, the man needed an armload of antibiotics and quick. The fever had started to burn him within two hours. Things were not looking good, and they were quickly turning worse. There were probably tiny cellular frags of cloth left in the wound and that required scanning equipment for that kind of cellar work. That kind of equipment was two closed doors down and might as well have been on the sun’s surface with them being in lockdown.




  Sitting still and brewing quietly was not one of Jhem’s strong points. Worse yet, he could not shake the feeling that all this was orchestrated somehow by some player in the shadows. What had they called this sort of endeavor back in field ops and strategic intelligence? It was called social engineering through controlled pressures. Jhem knew all too well, as it was a tactic he had employed many times with destructive success. The outpost was full of the stink of just such a thing, and try as he might, he could not slip past the thought. Jhem took a deep breath and studied his men. What fate or web might they be slowly entangled in?




  This was not a pleasant thought.




  There was nothing to be done for the moment, as there was simply no way to override the upworld sealed doors. Command had control even at a distance. Jhem had yelled over the comlink for five full clicks straight to a dead wall of silence until he had thrown the handheld across the room in complete frustration. The young grunt outside had finally hit the man stuck in the door with a heavy morphine sting to knock him out. He had never regained consciousness afterward, and there had been no sign of breathing since last hour-up.




  Phil had since run an analysis on the morphine stings in the first aid slings and found them all contaminated with some toxic compound. It was a bacterium of some kind; could it have intentionally been put there? Things just seemed to grow stranger by the moment. Jhem was beginning to suspect that the man he had done makeshift surgery on was suffering more from the morphine sting contamination than any remaining cloth frags. There was no way to prove this at the moment, of course. Worse, the implication of such a thing was something even Jhem did not wish to reason out.




  The young foreman had disappeared for a while outside, then later crawled back and appeared to die in front of the doors himself. No one could see a mark on the man. It was another oddity. Only the skeleton crew remained at outpost, and they were feeling more like prisoners than pioneers at the moment.




  Chapter 3 - Blood in the Wake




  A dark twist of fate at the run




  There were only three runners left alive. One runner had given his blood to the cause within the R&D complex high above the long deep valley. He had done so to allow the others with the prototype canister to escape. He had walked willingly and peacefully into a rage of tooth and fang to allow the others a needed moment to slip away. It had worked; however, the pay was deep and hard. It had proven a costly night already. The ship’s homing beacon would draw the runners to their exit even in the deep tangle of grassland. The ship was now a distant flash of light against their permeable comlink screens.




  The internally projected screen appeared in colorful line against the bleak lands before their eyes. In truth, only the mind viewed the data feeds, but the two appeared to mix a couple feet in front of the runners so as not to distract them from their run. All the runners had had their pineal gland removed and replaced with a tiny micro-transmitter and genetically silken nerve threads that quickened nerve and mind and allowed for the mind-net to function.




  These living fibers had climbed into their nose and ear at the young age of the given-time. It had proven uncomfortable, yet, in the end, it had been like waking from a dream. The world had shifted so completely with new awareness that they had been marked forever, and their course had been set. It had truly been new-birth, and they had been the new assassins, children still, and yet as deadly as serpents all. That which had been child had dimmed, and that which came was extra, and was mindful and very much awake, and profoundly deadly. Jian remembered well that awful and wonderful transition. This night she and the other runners had employed all these means against the hand that had shaped them. Command did not take into account that they were not creating robots but thinking persons, who in the end might not find meaning in the wake of violence they were directed toward. Command only saw weapons of harm and dark agenda. That was why they had slipped loose from the net.




  They had Command to thank for this, and now those same fibers and persons worked against that structure that had created the runners, these new rebels. Both person and their biological technologies worked for the resistance now. They killed from the shadows; they picked and prodded and probed and tormented the Command structure. In the past, they had only proved a nuisance. This night, they struck deep and hard and without warning or mercy. Their cut was elegant and quick and it had disturbed many that were not ready for their surprise.




  Thought crushed back into Jian and the others with her. There was still a wound of sadness to see the ship beckon from so far distant and rescue now so far off. It had been a very long night. The primitive sweetgrasses of the foothills and plains were a happy place and memory. That was where the ship rested now, in grasses some twelve to fourteen cubics deep. The winds whipped sharp grass edges overhead and could be hypnotic and pleasant or, at rare times, unnerving in tremor. This depended on wind direction and speed. The blade tops were sharp enough to be used in surgery, yet the tubers were sweet and pleasant with the taste of crisp smoky anis. Lying in the grasses was called being at-play in the fields, for the winds always seemed to play about Crootu, and the winds moving about the grasses were a happy memory to all. Every region of planet held its own charm and horrors. The Tillian was such.




  One of the Tillian’s horrors was the great waste of the first city settled on Crootu in the Tillian’s middle range near the place of three lakes. That place was called New-Haven City. It had been a beautiful city where art and peace lived for a time until the pillagers came from the nearby star system and wreaked their destruction without mercy or end. The city now lay in waste and the human race was once again in tatters. Hearts and hopes had been broken anew. They awaited a savior and, of course, a savior came, but saviors are seldom what they seem to be.




  That was now a wicked spent place where the Old Ones crept in memory and the shadows of destruction seemed to move about on their own accord. This was not spoken of, as it was quickly slipping from memory into nightmare and myth. That place was left for the grasses to clean and mend, and this would take a very long time. That place was not to be visited, for those that did, did not return. But the desert prophets spoke that the city would rise out of the rubble and that the humans would take it back as their new foothold, some distant day. A number of cults had attempted just this, never to be heard from or seen again. Everyone doubted their mad-speak and only spoke softly of that place in whispers. Jian doubted that place could ever be jinew, or clean again.




  Yet, the fact that it existed proved that humans might learn to be humans once again, given the space, the time, the small effort to try to heal. The cities’ destruction had come before the first Minder appeared and offered the technologies of safety and the complete destruction of their foe. That was new man’s first genocide. All had been ready to avenge their dead and the death of the city they all had loved. That had been when the dark long fingers of the Minder folk began to stretch around the heart of man and infinite power seemed to bloom and stretch into every corner of their new brave world. Man had embraced their own madness once again and then that madness had turned on their own kind, as it always does. The new overlords that had come in the name of peace and safety soon only offered shackles, as they always do. There were those that never bowed and never broke; they ran into the mountains this bleak night with a rage growing at their heels, then the hoots and cries of rage exploded once again into the night behind, and too close to Jian’s back.




  Now this same crossroad was near again, and this time it was not even man’s fight or a real enemy; it was the rage and whim of Minder that provoked new endless war. Paranoia bred paranoia as it always must. There were memories still before violence and those were the memories of early childhood for Jian, and the Tillian grasslands of that still far-off place that truly meant safety this dark night. The riffling grass sound was nearly always pleasant, unlike these mountains under late winter’s roar and wind-scraped places. All three runners had pictured the fields of green and gentle blue-green sky haze as the image floated up and through their combined linked minds. It was an image of peace and happiness and safety, if only symbolically. Jian felt the other runners relax a piece. This was needed and welcome. Her own shoulders sank and relaxed as her feet beat against the solid rock beneath her.




  None of the three runners could remember the city, as their birth had been of the grasslands where they hid like rabbits or Hobbits underground in deep burrows. But to a child born there, there was no better place in the world. The City was the memory and guilt of their parents, not the younglings. The young only feared that place as a place of dark stories, and they could not remember the peace or quiet of that city, although they heard of it often in lore. The Tillian was the smell and texture of childhood. Now, this was where their rescue ship awaited them. This sharp point was not missed on any of the runners.




  The only slight danger of the Tillian was the Borian grass hogs that roamed the area, looking for small prey animals and to dig sweet tuber. They were a far stretch from the hideous Gorrum that trailed the runners’ heels. They were also a tasty lot themselves and were the oftentimes hunted ones of man. Jian thought of their grilled flesh wrapped in sweetgrass cooked over an open peat fire. It was an indulgent fantasy, but it was reason enough to hold the pace taut and fast. Jian thought of past loves and smiles and laughs made in the protection of great grasses. These were the only gentle memories left to Jian. No doubt, time had shaped them, taking away the harsher realities like the quiet ships that sought them from the air, and of that time and the guilt their parents were to bear for later surrendering their children to the state and Minders. The same Minders that tended the awful Gorrum, the monsters that trailed their heels this dark night.




  Being free of Gorrum territory, all seemed a kind and unrealistic dream after the ship had pulled up and away. Jian’s thought of the Tillian and Borian hogs brought a soft smile to all the runners’ faces. It was a flash of required hope, and she knew this. This was part of her deep instinct for leadership. It was hard, even for her, to press away the memory of seeing the extraction ship leaving them.




  The runners had been close enough to catch a glimpse of the ship leaving. That was the hard ache of it all. Then their olfactory tubes had caught scent warning of the nerve agent before they reached it, thankfully. Their optic warning alert had barely bade them around the death den in time. They had each felt a sickening quake in their stomachs, knowing what that meant. Knowing the ship had been so close and now it seemed impossibly far and that the small valley was awash in deadly chemical.




  The Tillian might as well have been on the sun’s surface for the deep ache and pain at their long hard run with death ever so near, gaining at them by the moment, and hope now stretched so far away. Was it only a matter of time? They had all made an audible collective grunt and then ran on into the night without pause. What more could they do? It was a human habit to fight, to kick, and move until it could be no more; this must be honored.




  The shadow ship had set down right atop an infrared beam cast by an old antipersonnel mine trigger. The technology was so ancient it no longer would read on sensor feeds. That did not blunt its deadliness. Dead was still dead. It was of the wielding days long spent to time before new-man came to Crootu. The exit ship’s heat signature was heavily masked. Its heat signature was barely that of a lone creeping human or medium-sized mammal. It was enough, however, to trigger the device. Sixteen gold cubes burst from underground canisters, hovered at four cubics, and let loose their payload of nerve agent.




  The smallest touch against flesh was enough for an instant kill to a human. In fact, it was enough to kill a human one hundred times over. A deep bit of overkill when dead was dead and the dying was too fast to register in the mind. The death agent was a synthetic compound discovered in the Hortus spider from the moon Orin-san. It was quick and effective and lighter than air on Crootu. It would float free for over an hour. It could not be seen by the naked eye nor be smelled without olfactory enhancement from a distance.




  The Hortus spider used the agent to bring down entire flocks of birds in flight near the caves of the once habitable Orin-san moon. The caves had been thick with fleshless long bleached bone and colorful feathers. The feathers seemed lovingly arranged in the strangest shapes of spider houses. It was a stunning mix of extremes both ugly and beautiful. It was never forgotten once viewed. Those images still floated about in the dreams of indigenous Phyne man, though none had seen them for an age.




  The cubes, once empty of their content, splayed themselves flat and razor sharp. In that state, they were called werrelies. The sharp projectiles spun off at great speed in every direction, searching targets of opportunity until their small energy packs were exhausted. None of this brought harm to the ship or the now distant runners. The flat blades were designed for severing nearby flesh only. The kill radius would not extend beyond a fifth kilometer. A mine discharge was enough to give up their location, however, if any ships hunted them from above, and now the entire flat was awash in deadly chemical.




  There was no return. There never was.




  It was smart-chem; within the hour the agent would become harmless and sink to the soil, forming a simple carbon layer the plants would feed on. Oddly, there would be a growth spurt of life by this time next year to mark the area. The geo-archaeologist looked for these greened zones as most likely the bones and more of the wielding days would be under the low oxygen and low acid thick humus layers. The bones of the native Phyne lay there long cleaned and ready for study and inspection. The Phyne hated this and thought it another deep perversion of man.




  The drone-species of the Minder folk’s outer shells also littered these areas. These made fine knives and armor plate when they could be found. The Minder drone would devolve into what was now monstrous Gorrum. The same that hunted the runners this cold night. They were distant cousins now to the full-fledged Minder. They had grown more distant and stranger with each year. They were deadly tools that were employed by the Minder folk. The old drones had died in the great wars at the hands of the once apparently brutal but now gentle Phyne peoples. Their fragments were sharpened and made into the finest and sharpest knives and blades of both Phyne and the resistance fighters.




  Jian’s thoughts roamed to the fact she had never met an archaeologist that did not wish to be cremated. It was a strange and yet perfect thought to fill a runner’s head this morning. She could not turn her thoughts far from death, try as she might. She had ceased bothering to even try.




  Now, the colorless spray had dispersed into its full half-kilometer kill range to hover and await the unlucky. To unknowingly walk into its range held the subtlety of running into an immovable wall at great speed. The small valley was useless to any living thing. Worse than useless, it lay in a rain of horrid clear fog. If this had not been the case, the ship might have been able to circle around and return. That was a wasted thought and Jian chided herself for the indulgence.




  Two Gorrum were not as lucky as the runners who had skirted the area just in time. They ran headlong into the kill zone, hoping to cut the runners short. Their death was so sudden they hadn’t time to exhale before their heavy bodies collapsed to the ground. The ground gave up a brief quake at their welcome heavy end. Two less, the runners thought as one, two less at their heels. A good Gorrum was a hard dead Gorrum, for the Gorrum only died hard. The runners enjoyed the very brief reprieve. That extraction point was a bloody hell of a tromp down mountain still, and a laugh at Gorrum expense was well needed and well placed this dark night.




  Come on, girl, Jian thought, put those thoughts away. What is distance but distance? Enough of that. Would have and should have did not increase survivability. One foot in front of the other did, for a time at least. Best focus there, girl; remember this only, she chided the other runners.




  The exit was far down range beyond the Minder’s grounds, deep in the foothill grass plains now, focus there. Jian was directing the other runners. They were unable to aim straight for their exit, however, due to Gorrum attempting to push them further south. They did so because the boundary markers were further afield in the southern territories. This meant the Gorrum would follow until the end point of their territories was reached. The south offered them a longer pursuit and a more exhausted prey.




  No one had ever survived the Gorrum so long as this night, but would anyone know this little fact? Yet, there was nothing more to do except run for life and limb until it ended badly or well. There was nothing left for the runners.




  Breathe, footfall, deep breathing, breathe, push, push, push, this was their only world.




  Jian’s thoughts were pushing the runners along the thin sharp wire of life and death on a diminishing trail that finally opened into a small, high, brief but steep plain. The mission was too important to be taken prisoner. The night would end in either death or escape. There was no other endgame. The three insurgents had all been implanted with a death-cap in the roof of their mouth before the mission went underway. Rolling a small explosive pellet from under the tongue that lived in a small skin graft sack could activate the death-cap. The thermoberic firestorm would kill every living thing within forty cubes, or more in a tight hallway or enclosure. The air would catch fire and anything breathing would be gone in an instant. The lungs would burn like a paper bag in a hot wind. They were told to save this extreme measure for the torture chambers, where the darkest of inhuman skill was employed, or when in the presence of a full ranked Minder. This would make their end useful. It was a thing none longed for but all were willing to employ if need be.




  This was a new method brought about by desperation and necessity. It was also a bitter but better choice than the torture chambers or having your mind ripped apart by one of the Minder folk. They could extract information directly from the human mind. That method was neither perfect nor reliable; more than anything it was a terror method because no useful information seemed to come of it. One side effect was complete and instant insanity as the mind was torn in two. For a brief instant, it was said that man could glimpse inside the dark mind of a Minder, and that was what caused the break with reality. No one could know, of course, if that was true, and no one wished to. No one had yet survived this procedure nor wished to be the next to try. A quick and useful end was the better, simple tactic, and not fanatical at all.




  The runners ran on, pushing back toward the north and jumping into the icy shallows of a gray dark river that was now free of larger winter ice. After about sixty cubics, they cut up a small ridgeline before turning back yet further afield around the chem-kill zone. The winds had shifted enough to push some chem down the mountainside to settle into the deep lower cold valley. The trio kept losing ground by running away from their exit ship. The Gorrum pressed them further north and caused their run to be longer and harder. The Gorrum were clever and they understood this wore at the human mind, this subtle push away from their intended end point. They endeavored to soften the mind of their prey. The Gorrum knew the territory better than the runners and used this to their advantage.




  The resistance had not been able to map the entire area, far from it in fact, and the maps the resistance had gathered were created by placing small satellite tags on game animals that wandered the area before the Gorrum took them, for no living thing lived long within these grounds. This information gave up the animal trails in and out of the Command grounds. It was a well-placed edge that broadened the chance of success, however.




  The runners had underestimated these creatures’ intelligence. That fact alone might yet prove fatal. It seemed the night itself was conspiring against the resistance runners in every whim and fashion. The small beeping dot on their comscreen, their rescue, was growing even farther away at each small correction. Jian quietly swore between her gritted teeth. At the ridge top, the runners quickly counted the different footfalls. They thought that all the pack members had followed them into the river’s slow current. They had also picked up the new noise of the fresh four Gorrum that had attempted the ambush. This was a trend they did not enjoy, this gathering storm of Gorrum around them, which seemed only to increase and frustrate the runners.




  Jian hoped this accounted for all of the creatures. It was risky turning to run uphill. It was, however, a small stretch, and they cleared the rise and lost only a few seconds to the climb. The sound of their pursuers floated up from the river toward them. Tooth and fang were never far behind.




  * * * *




  Phil turned over the carbon filter he had just unscrewed. It was so saturated with moisture, a column of clear water poured out of it. Jhem thought he had glimpsed brief rainbow reflections in the stream. Phil did not realize his jaw was hanging slack open as he gazed at the water plume. His face was full of question and was rimmed with sweat and the slow end of falling moisture. The rain had begun to cycle down again. Mika met Phil’s confused gaze, and they both looked over toward Jhem.




  Jhem was the lead officer at the outpost, and he had been in his own private world the last three-quarter clicks since he had worked on the man’s shoulder. It seemed he was taking the outside events hard. He was, in fact, taking events hard, but there was something more immediate tugging at his mind and awareness.




  He was still watching the cremation at the rivers edge. Chani, the young Phyne women, had been a friend of his. She had been a rare wonder and had a deep interest in science and a talent for it. Jhem had thought she might have been the first Phyne to go to academy to study the science ways. That dream now lay dead along side her. Jhem had pulled enough strings to get her an application, and perhaps some unwelcome attention.




  Mika called back to Phil over the roar of the now opened HVAC. It was putting up a terrible rattle with the panel loose as the fan was vibrating against the inner housing. Mika walked closer to Phil so he would not have to yell over the noise. Mika then said quietly in Phil’s ear, “I don’t get it. I switched out the gauges both times. We are two fail-safes deep. And still.”




  Mika simply looked up and opened his palm. The rain patter had already ceased, but it made the point just the same. The patter of falling moisture had already cycled out, then ended abruptly just as it had done all morning.




  Then he asked, “Phil, what’s the humidity level gauging at now?”




  Phil looked over his left shoulder, then turned fully around to face the wall and the HVAC subpanel. “The read says forty-five percent inside and fifty percent outside. Same as before and still a damned lie.”




  Forty-five percent my arse; we are approaching one hundred percent as a near constant and we are dick deep in moisture, Mika thought as he whispered another curse under his breath and wiped his sweaty forehead with his arm. Then, they both heard Jhem’s deep voice over the HVAC clatter. It was the first time he had spoken in nearly an hour. It was a relief to hear him say anything. Jhem was always the solid one. He always held the group together in crisis. It was no comfort to see him so on the edge of things. His quiet nerves were cragging up the rest of the crew.




  Jhem said over his shoulder, “Guys, just put the panel back on so we can have some peace.” He was still looking out the window with his hands crossed behind his back, as was his habit when he was thinking. “We are supposed to be off the equatorial plate by next hour-up. Enough of this noise already.” His voice was calm and even but his face was still registering worry, and that was not the norm for him.




  Jhem then turned away from the plexx window panel. He stood a moment and felt a small wobble under him as his feet settled out against the flooring.




  Something was moving.




  It took an instant for him to realize it was himself. The whole world seemed to have slowed to near stopping. He had been falling into deep awareness all morning. He had not found himself in this state since his early command combat days when survival had depended on it. He wondered what was eliciting these lucid moments today. It was almost always intense danger that prompted these passing states of mind to trigger. It was as if every nerve cell was firing and he was awash in brain-chem. Jhem had not taken any brain-chem and had only had one cup of stimm-tea all morning. He had felt on the edge of something huge and he could not define it. What all this meant, if anything, he could not guess.




  Jhem then watched a water droplet free itself from five meters above in the rafters. The window light was reflecting off the droplet and sending small quick rainbows across its rounded surface. It glided toward the floor. Its bottom edge pushed up against the heavier air pressure below and rounded out towards its thickening sides. Then its sides folded over further as its stretched edges pushed out and down. He watched its slow progress all the way to the floor, that one droplet of falling water. When it struck the floor, the middle exploded upward then settled as the sides mushroomed out from the center and thinned upward. Small droplets then erupted from the thinning edge as they stretched as high as they could and still hold together as a drop. Then, the droplet quickly collapsed under its own weight and pushed out toward its sides. It had ceased being a droplet and was now a tiny puddle against the natural slate floor. He imagined the sound as it settled. Or did he? No more than two seconds had passed.




  Jhem took another side step and shook his head, trying to kick the webs loose. He heard slow voices speaking about him. Time was settling back toward the ordinary again. It came in on him in a crash. The voices spun off in quick sucession, then settled into a semblance he understood as language. The world seemed to crash into him as the voice made words once again and not just sound. It was Phil’s voice.




  Jhem wondered if it was the colonial-fever setting in again, or if it might be another particle burst storm in the unstable ionosphere. They had been getting strange signals off the weather doppler the last two-day cycles. The short hairs were dancing across his neck, and danger felt close enough to explode to fever pitch all morning. The air was thick with it. Anomaly seemed to press from all sides, and dark whispers had Jhem’s mind bouncing about like a long-tailed cat in a room of rocking chairs.




  Jhem also knew it was not just him because the radar kept registering a huge solid mass in the slip-screen, which was a particle dense river flowing at over eighteen thousand miles per hour around the planet’s midsection. It also happened to be right above Outpost Sierra. The area was often an anomalous region because of this.




  It was normal to have a couple large bursts a year that could last a day or two. Those events would always jagg-up censor arrays and nerves, but things had been quiet for weeks now. Oddly quiet, in fact. This in itself was an oddity. This was a natural low season for particle storms. Yet, something was not right. A particle burst would build up over a long period. They also had strange effects on the men, like seeing things that weren’t there or could not be there. The meds took care of the quirks, as they were called. Sensitive electronics also acted up. You could see it coming days ahead, however, and power down electronics until the burst was clear. This seemed different somehow. Jhem could not pin down what was different.




  Ships could ride the slip and did often enough. This was only for a moment or two. They used the slip for the sling effect it generated, but that was conserved for combat maneuvers and for pilot training. It broke space and rattled buildings when it happened, and civilians, even in these oppressive times, raised hell to make it stop, so it did not happen very often around inhabited areas. Pilots had to match the harmonic resonance of the slip to the ship perfectly or it would shear you apart in an instant. This was called getting slipped, and it meant that your molecules were scattered around the planet in no time and you weren’t coming home again. It was not a thing to trifle with. It was a dangerous business, and it was also crazy addictive to the young hotshot pilots. It became an obsession for many, and many of those did not live the year out. Still, there was no way a large ship could hold up and hide in the slip for two days in a stationary orbit like the tronics were suggesting. That was simply impossible. To ride that long was impossible and to hover was beyond fiction, so why did sensor reads at the outpost suggest this was happening?
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