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CHAPTER
1

There were ten of them, wearing dappled camouflaged uniforms, heavily armed. They were dirty, and smelled like the jungle they’d been living in for the past four days.

Now, they crouched in meter-deep muck at the edge of a swamp, and watched the security patrol move past. The patrol’s heatscanners were blocked by the insulated fabric the ten wore, and no one in her right mind would dream anyone would hide out in the reeking swampy goo.

The man on point looked at the team’s leader, pointed to half a dozen bubble shelters a hundred yards away, drew a question mark in the air. The woman in charge nodded. The point man held up one finger … one sentry? The woman in charge shook her head — two. She pointed, and the point man saw the second, moving stealthily behind the first.

She motioned two others forward, tapped her combat knife. One smiled tightly, drew his blade, and crept forward, his partner behind him … 

• • •

Haut Njangu Yoshitaro picked up his mug of tea, sipped, grimaced at the tepid mixture, then turned back to the holo.

“The problem, boss,” he said, “is that they’ve got antiaircraft here … here … and I’ll bet more missiles right under that finger of land that looks so frigging inviting for an LZ.

“I don’t see any way to honk our Griersons into this LZ over here, either, so we could make a decent attack.”

Caud Garvin Jaansma, Commanding Officer, Second Regiment, Strike Force Angara, studied the projection, spun it, spun it again.

“Howsabout we whack ‘em with a wave or so of Shrikes on the finger, then put in the combat vehicles through the mess?”

“No can do,” Njangu, his Executive Officer, said. “We’ve got Nan Company right here … Rast Company backing them up, too close in to chance a blue-on-blue friendly casualty.”

Garvin Jaansma was every centimeter a soldier — tall, muscular, blond-haired, blue-eyed, square-jawed. Everyone agreed he made a perfect recruiting poster. Everyone except Jaansma, which might have been part of his charm. Few people knew the devious mind concealed beneath his straight-arrow appearance.

But almost everyone agreed Njangu Yoshitaro was exactly what he looked like — sneaky and dangerous. Slender, dark-skinned, black-haired, he’d come from the depths of a slum world, forced into the military by a hanging judge.

“Shit,” Garvin muttered. “Whose dumb-ass idea was it to put our grunts right on top of the baddies?”

“Uh … yours.”

“Shit twice. I guess we can’t tolerate friendly fire from our own artillery, can we?”

“Not after yesterday,” Njangu said. “And all the aksai are tied up working for Brigade. Look. Try this. We take a flight of Zhukovs up high … above Shadow range, then have ‘em come straight down toward — ”

He broke off, hearing a soft grunt, as of someone being sapped.

“Aw hell,” he said, moving swiftly across the bubble toward his combat harness. He’d barely touched the butt of his pistol when the bug shield was ripped aside, and three dirty men and a woman jumped into the shelter.

He tried for the gun anyway, and two blasters chattered. Njangu grunted, looked at the bloody mess of his chest, fell on his face, and lay still.

Garvin had his blaster up, and the woman in charge of the team shot him in the face. He went backward, through the holo, sending the projector to the ground.

“All right,” Cent Monique Lir said briskly. “Spread out and take care of the rest of the command group until you get killed. Don’t get taken prisoner … interrogation is a righteous pain in the ass.”

Her Intelligence and Reconnaissance troops went back out, and the sound of blasters thumping came.

Lir sat down in a camp chair, put her feet up on another.

“Nice dying, boss. The new ones love a little realism.”

Garvin sat up, wiped sticky red dye off his face.

“Thanks. How the hell’d you get through the lines?”

“Just looked for the shittiest part of the world and started crawling,” Lir said.

Njangu got to his feet and looked at his uniform distastefully.

“I hope to hell this crap washes out.”

“Guaranteed,” Lir said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go finish wiping out your headquarters.”

She left the bubble.

“Fitzgerald is gonna rip my lungs out for getting killed,” Garvin said.

“I think she’s likely to have her own worries,” Njangu said. “Last time I got a sitrep, she was up to her ass in cliffs and Aggressors.”

He went to an unmarked cooler, opened it, and took out two beers.

“I guess since we’re officially dead, we can have one, eh?”

“Why not?” Garvin said, drinking deeply. “This was about an abortion of a war game, wasn’t it?”

“Only goes to show first that a brigade attacking an entrenched brigade takes it up the old koondingie,” Njangu said. “Just like in the books.

“Not to mention that well-trained thugs like I&R can always pull a sneaking number on crunchies like we’re in charge of.”

“As if I ever doubted that,” Garvin said. He took another swallow of beer. “You know, it was a lot more fun when we got to play Aggressor and do dirty deeds dirt cheap and ruin other people’s plans, wasn’t it?”

“Maybe,” Njangu said. “But when the blaster rounds got real, we also got killed a lot, remember? Which also was real, remember? That was one reason we decided to get ambitious and move upward in the chain of command, like good little heroes.

“More money in that, too.”

“But it sure is duller’n shit in peacetime,” Garvin said.

“Shut up,” Njangu suggested. “Death comes knocking too early in the morning anyway.

“Let’s see if we can’t wrap this whole mess into one untidy ball, pull the troops out, and go looking for a shower and a drink.”

“After,” Garvin said gloomily, “we get our asses chewed for losing.” 

• • •

“Ouch,” Garvin said, rubbing imaginary wounds. “I keep forgetting that one reason you get promoted to high command is an ability with words. I wish Caud Fitzgerald had done the critique instead of Dant Angara.”

It was late the next afternoon before the Legion’s CO had finished his after-game commentary and the troops had been bathed, fed, and turned loose for a deserved two-day pass.

“I bleed, I moan, I sorrow,” Njangu said. “What did he say about me? ‘Ineptly planned, carelessly executed, stupidly ended’?”

“I got worse, nanner,” Garvin said. “ ‘Incorrect intelligence, failure to control staff, assumption of a degree of intelligence, deservedly assassinated, generally lazy staff and field work that can only be ascribed to the torpid assumption that peacetime exercises aren’t important.’”

“The Man can talk some shit,” Njangu said, absently returning the salute of an Aspirant trotting at the head of his platoon as they went up the steps into the Camp Mahan Officers’ Club. “What time’s Jasith coming over for you?”

“Eighteen-thirty or so. She said I wasn’t supposed to let you get me too drunk.”

“’At’s funny,” Njangu said. “That’s the same thing Maev said about you.”

“Great minds, in the same track,” Garvin said. “Like sewers.” He wriggled. “Sure feels nice to be clean again.”

“Gettin’ soft, boss,” Njangu said. “You ain’t much of a field troopie if a mere day or three without a ‘fresher gets to you. And you wanted to be out slitherin’ through giptel doots with Lir? Getting old, grandpa. What are you, almost twenty-six? That’s a year up on me.”

“Maybe I am turning into a candy ass,” Garvin said. “Unlike you younger goons. Hey. Look.”

He pointed across the cavernous club to a table in the rear, where a very large, prematurely balding man in a flight suit sat, morosely staring at an almost-empty pitcher of beer.

“What’s our Ben brooding about?” Njangu said. “He can’t be too broke to drink. We just got paid a week ago.”

“Dunno,” Garvin said. He went to the bar, got two pitchers and two glasses, and he and Njangu went to Cent Been Dill’s table.

“Oo looks unhappy,” Njangu cooed. “Did oo faw down getting out of oo’s aksai and dent oo’s ickle nose?”

“Worse,” Dill said. “Far, far worse. Mrs. Dill’s favorite son got killed today.”

“Big frigging deal,” Njangu said. “So did we.”

“No, I don’t mean playing some stupid war game,” Dill scowled. “I mean killed killed.”

Garvin reached over and poked the pilot.

“You seem pretty solid for a ghost.”

“I don’t mean killed killed killed,” Ben said. “Just killed killed.”

“I’m getting confused,” Garvin said.

“Here,” Njangu said. “Drink beer and tell Aunt Yoshitaro all.”

“Can’t do it,” Dill said. “What’s your clearance?”

“Crypto Quex,” both officers said smugly. “There ain’t no higher,” Njangu added.

“Oh yeh?” Dill growled. “What about HOMEFALL?”

Jaansma and Yoshitaro looked at each other blankly.

“Ho-ho,” Dill said. “If you ain’t heard of it, you ain’t got clearance enough, and I can’t talk to you.”

“I surely understand your caution,” Njangu said. “Being here in a nest of spies and all.”

“Come on,” Garvin said. “Security’s important.”

“Only for other people,” Njangu said. “Now, let us do a little intel analysis while we sit here and work on the beer we just put on Mr. Dill’s tab.

“First, we should be aware that, since I’ve been demoted from my former lofty position as one of Dant Angara’s intelligence sorts, the quality of Two Section has slipped astoundingly.

“This means that my replacements have slid into the easy grip of giving a certain operation a code name that suggests what it’s about.

“We might suspicion that …” and Njangu reflexively lowered his voice, looked to make sure the tables around them were empty, “… HOMEFALL might just happen to have something to do with the Force starting to investigate why our ever-so-beloved Confederation has vanished and left us out on the far frontiers with a tear in our eye, our dick in our hand, and a hole in our pants.”

Dill covered his flinch. “Jeez,” he said, “you’re getting as wordy as Jaansma.”

“There probably has been a certain cross-cultural leveling flow,” Njangu admitted.

“More like I’ve been able to drag him up to our level,” Garvin said. “Njangu’s doing a good job of guessing, since all of the hot-rod pilots have been detached for a special assignment … people like you and Alikhan and Boursier, for instance. And if you get killed killed, but not killed killed killed, maybe you’re running pilotless craft out into the wild black yonder.

“But I don’t think we ought to get specific if you want to tell us any details.”

Dill nodded. “Let’s just say I stuck my dick out where it shouldn’t’ve been and got it shortened by about forty centimeters, leaving me with only a ninety-centimeter stub.”

The Confederation was a centuries-old federation, sometimes authoritarian enough to be called an Empire, scattering across several galaxies. One of its Strike Forces, the Legion, had been assigned to the mineral-rich Cumbre system, which sat on the edges of “civilization,” with the alien, hostile Musth “beyond” and the aggressive systems of Larix and Kura “behind” them.

Garvin and Njangu had been raw recruits on the last transport from the Confederation’s capital world of Centrum to support Cumbre, barely escaping a highjacking by Larix and Kura to make it to D-Cumbre.

And then all communications, all transport, ended.

The Force, now isolated, fought first a civil war against the ‘Raum, worker-terrorists of Cumbre; then against the Musth; and, not much over an E-year past, a brutal campaign against Larix and Kura.

Now there was peace. But sooner or later everyone knew the Legion, as it was unofficially known, would have to go looking for the Confederation, or its remnants.

And so, very quietly, Force scientists had built drones, with realtime controllers on D-Cumbre “flying” them. The commands to the ship bounced from satellite to satellite as the drone jumped from hyperspace navigation point to nav point, making them ideal for taking a peek at places elsewhere.

“I think we can figure out what happened,” Njangu said. “You were out playing with your drone, and somebody or something blew you off. Sorry about that.”

“At least we’re not sending manned ships out,” Garvin said.

“Still, it’s damned unsettling, getting killed,” Dill said, drinking straight from a pitcher until it was dry, ignoring Garvin’s protests. “Shuddup. If I’m buying, it’s my beer, so I can drink it if I want.

“Right?”

He glared at Garvin, who nodded hastily. Ben Dill was, thankfully, a cheerful sort of prime mover. Mostly. The problem was that no one in the Force was precisely sure what set his temper off, since it seemed to vary from day to day and mood to mood.

Jaansma waved at a bartender for another round.

“You know,” Njangu said thoughtfully, “maybe it’s time I put my finely tuned mind to considering things.”

“What sort of things?” Dill said, accepting one of the three new pitchers.

“Oh,” Njangu said, “like how you got so ugly.”

Dill was about to respond when he saw a nightmare entering the club. It was over two meters tall, with many-banded coarse fur in various shades of yellowish brown. It had a small head, on a very long neck, that peered constantly about.

The creature walked upright on large rear legs, and its front legs were clawed. It had a small tail and wore a weapons harness in the Confederation colors of blue and white.

“Hey, Alikhan,” Dill bellowed to the Musth mercenary pilot. “Get your fuzzy butt over here and help me deal with a couple of line slime!”

The alien made his way to their table.

“Whassamatter?” Dill asked. “You don’t look happy.”

He was one of the few who claimed he could decipher Musth expressions.

“I cannot say,” Alikhan said. He, unlike most Musth, who had trouble with sibilants, spoke excellent Common Speech. “But if I were where I was not, I would not be here with you.”

“Aw,” Ben Dill said. “Order up some of your stinky meat and get wasted with us. The whole lot of us have gotten killed.”

“Yes,” Njangu Yoshitaro said thoughtfully. “Time and past time for me to be thinking about this whole Confederation mess.”





CHAPTER
2

Jasith Mellusin considered Garvin Jaansma’s skinned nose, and giggled.

“I told you that you’ve got to be born on D-Cumbre, or maybe some other world with a lot of water, before you can wave-ride.”

“Nonsense,” Garvin said, eyeing his equally battered chest. “I merely need guidance. You never told me you can fall out of a wave.”

“Because I never knew anyone who did it before,” Jasith said.

Jasith Mellusin, at twenty-three, was one of the richest women in the Cumbre system, controlling Mellusin Mining and its many ancillary corporations that her grandfather and father had built. She and Garvin had been lovers, ex-lovers, then came together again during the Musth occupation of D-Cumbre.

“I’ll just lie here and sunburn a while,” Garvin groaned, “then rise up and fight again. Hand me that glass, if you would.”

Jasith reached under the umbrella’s shade, passing the tumbler sitting atop the small portable bar to him. He gurgled down alcohol. Behind them, on the deserted beach, was Jasith’s lim. Beyond, large waves smashed down, slithered up the black sands.

“Ah. I may live.” He stretched. “You know, you’re doing an extraordinary job of making me forget that tomorrow’s a duty day.”

“My intent,” Jasith purred. “Speaking of which — ”

She broke off.

“Maybe you want to put your pants back on, and give me that towel. I hear music.”

“Naah. You’re cracking up.” But Garvin obeyed, as two figures hove down the slope toward them. One was Njangu Yoshitaro, the other Maev Stiofan, recently rescued from Larissan service, now the head of Dant Angara’s bodyguards.

She was turning a handle on a brightly painted box, and Yoshitaro carried a cooler in one hand, something in wrapping paper in the other.

“Ah-yut-dut-dut-dut-dut-dah-doo,” Njangu sang as they approached. “We bring gifts of great import, O fearless leader.”

“How the hell did you find us?” Garvin demanded. “Thisyere beach is private property, and we didn’t tell anyone where we were going.”

“Ah,” Yoshitaro said, looking mysterious. “Have you not learned by now I know everything?”

“Hey, Jasith,” Maev said. “This is all his idea, and I don’t have a clue what he’s got in mind.”

“As usual with these two,” Jasith said. “Pull up a towel and have a drink.”

“Did I say to stop playing?” Njangu said as he opened his cooler and took out two beers.

Maev obediently began turning the crank, and more tinny music floated out.

“What in God’s tattooed butt is that?” Garvin demanded.

“Hah,” Njangu said. “And here you claim to be a circus master.”

“Ringmaster,” Garvin corrected, looking closer at the box. “I’ll be dipped,” he said. “It’s a music box. And it’s playing, uh, the ‘Elephant Song.’ ”

“Actually, ‘March of the Elephants,’ ” Njangu said. “Maev found it in some antiquey store, which gave me the idea. Here.” He passed the parcel across.

“It’s not my birthday,” Garvin said suspiciously.

“Nope,” Njangu agreed. “Merely my sub-tile way of leading you into yet another of my brilliant schemes.”

Garvin tore paper off. Inside was a disk, and on the disk was a tiny figure of a man wearing clothing several sizes too big for him; a dancer standing on the back of a quadruped, another woman wearing tights, and in the center a man in very old-fashioned formal wear. It was made of plas, and the paint or anodizing had worn off here and there.

“I had to get the motor replaced before it’d work,” Njangu said. “Hit that button, there.”

Garvin did, and the clown in the baggy clothes pranced about, the horse ran around the ring while its rider did a handstand, the woman in tights tumbled back and forth around the ring, and the formally dressed man held out his hands here and there.

“Well, I shall be damned,” Garvin said softly. His eyes filled.

“What is it?” Jasith asked.

“It’s the center ring of a circus,” Jaansma said. “A circus from a very, very long time ago. Thank you, Njangu.”

“You see how well my plan’s working,” Yoshitaro said. “Almost got him blubbing like a babe. Softened the idiot up, I have.”

Garvin turned the device off.

“This is quite a buildup.”

“This is quite a plan,” Njangu agreed.

“First, consider what we’ve been doing wrong. Back when we were expecting trouble with ol’ Protector Redruth, we went and sent a snoopy shit out to see what was whuppin’, right? And, thanks to that late and unlamented spy, they wuz lurkin’ on us, and we got our butt buzz-sawed, right?

“Now, and ladies, I’ll expect you to plug your li’l bitty ears and not listen to what I’m saying, we’re now engaged in a certain enterprise, being sneaky once more, and what’s happening?”

“You mean those drones we’ve been losing?” Maev said. “You’re not supposed to know anything about Operation HOMEFALL.”

Njangu raised several eyelids.

“Neither are you, you common bodyguard.”

“Surely-am,” Maev said smugly. “Who do you think Dant Angara uses for his couriers? I got a HOMEFALL clearance about a month ago.”

“And never told me?”

“You, my dear, don’t have a need to know.”

“Zeus on a poop deck,” Njangu said. “You see, Jasith, m’dear, why you’re best staying well away from the military? Corrupts even the most loving relationship with its insistence on dirty, dark secrets.”

“I know,” Jasith agreed. “That’s why I felt so bad about not telling Garvin here about the Legion contracting to have its drones built by Mellusin Yards.”

Both men stared at each other.

“Thank any species of gods we don’t believe in there aren’t any spies about anymore,” Garvin said finally. “This goddamned society leaks like … like a noncom with bladder problems.”

“How can we have spies if we don’t even know who the frigging villains are yet?” Njangu asked reasonably, drained his beer, got another from the cooler.

“Having been thoroughly sidetracked, I might as well stay that way. Jasith, my love, my darling, my bestest friend’s delight, could I borrow a ship from you?”

“What sort?”

“Something big and clunky. Some power to it. Interstellar, of course. Doesn’t have to be too fast or maneuverable.”

“What shape are you going to bring it back in?”

“Damfino,” Njangu said. “Maybe perfect. Maybe in a collection of brown paper bags. Maybe not at all, although if that happens, you won’t be able to rack my heinie, since I plan on being aboard it.”

Jasith grinned.

“I think I’ve got what you need.

“I happen to have a certain clunker in the yards right now. Commissioned right after the war. Designed to carry and deploy, without a dock, mining machinery … I mean big mining machinery, like self-contained drilling units, even full mills … D- to E-Cumbre and to the outworlds for exploration. It’s huge, almost three kilometers long, and gives ugly a hard way to go. Best description I could have is it looks like the universe’s biggest nose cone, with landing-support fins that nobody built the rest of the ship for. Lotsa bulges and extrusions. Since it was to be the ultimate pig, and a good tax writeoff, we went ahead and put stardrive in it.

“You could fit a whole handful of patrol ships, plus maybe a couple-four aksai in it. Takes a smallish crew to run … I don’t remember just how many … and has living space that can be configured as dorms, cubicles, or even single bedrooms. It’ll sleep fifteen hundred or more … in comfort and happily, since nobody wants to be around a smelly, angry miner.

“The holds can be sectioned, and, since we sometimes tote delicate stuff around, there’s triply redundant antigrav,” she added. “I’ll lease the Heavy Hauler VI to the Force for, oh, ten credits a year, being the sentimental patriotic sort that I am.”

“Step one is now accomplished,” Njangu announced. “By the way, I admire the romantic names you Mellusins give your spaceships.”

“You want to tell me what some lardpig of a spaceship has got to do with a circus?” Garvin asked.

“Why, we’ll need a lardpig to haul our circus around in.”

“Our circus?” Garvin said.

“What a very thick young caud you be, Caud Jaansma,” Njangu said. “What do you think I’ve been hinting broadly about? And aren’t you the one who’s always been nattering on, whenever you get drunk and maudlin, about giving all this up and running away and joining the circus, like the ones your family used to run?”

“Mmmh.” Garvin considered.

“What we do,” Njangu went on, getting more enthusiastic, “is we put together a troupe … I went and looked that word up … made up of Forcemen, and then we go out, hiding in plain sight, doing a show here, a show there, and all the time we’re working our way closer to, maybe the Capella system and Centrum.

“We don’t have to be very good, just not visibly anyone interested in anything other than a quick credit.

“We’d best put in some crooked games,” he said thoughtfully. “First, nobody’d expect a Confed soldier to be crooked; second, that could be some good coinage for our retirement.

“When we get an eyeful and an earful on what’s happening out there in the great beyond, we slide on back home, report, and let Dant Angara figure out what to do next. But at least we get an idea of what’s out there … besides blackness and nothing.”

Maev nodded understanding, coming from another system herself. Jasith, who’d known nothing but Cumbre her entire life, shrugged.

“Interesting,” Garvin said after being silent for a while. “Very interesting.”

“You want to go for it?” Njangu asked.

“Some of it,” Garvin said, pretending utter casualness. “I’ve got a few ideas of my own, you know.”

“The last time you tried some of them, you damned near got yourself executed, remember?” Njangu said. “I’m the brains of this operation, right?”

Maev started laughing. “If that’s true, boy are you two clowns in trouble.”

“Clowns,” Garvin said, a bit dreamily. “I’ve always dreamed of having a center ring full of clowns, so many when they shivaree nobody’ll be able to make me out.

“You’ll make a good clown, Njangu.”

“Me? Uh-uh. I’m gonna be the guy who goes in front, getting the people ready.”

“Boss hostler? Dunno if you’ve got the talent,” Garvin said, mock-seriously.

“Wait a minute,” Jasith said. “You two are talking about going out, running around, and having fun.”

“Oh no,” Njangu said piously. “Lotsa big risks out there. We’re laughing, ho-ho, in the face of danger.”

“Fine,” Jasith said. “Change one. You want my ship, you’re taking me with you.”

“Huh?” Garvin said.

“You’re always the ones having adventures,” Jasith said. “No more.”

“What sort of slot would you want?” he said.

“Are you going to have dancing girls?”

“Sure,” Garvin said. “What’s a good circus without a little bit of sex around the edges. Most respectable, of course,” he added hastily.

“And with me along, it’ll be doubly so,” Jasith said firmly.

“I have learned,” Garvin said to Njangu, “never to argue with Mellusin when she gets that tone of voice to her voice.”

“’Kay,” Njangu said. “She goes. That’ll keep you straight. Plus she can run payroll and the books, being the business yoink she is.”

“And I’ll take care of you,” Maev said. “Since you said something about recruiting from the Force.”

Njangu grinned and kissed her.

“If Dant Angara turns you loose, why not?”

“Lions and horses and maybe even bears,” Garvin said, lost in his vision.

“Yeh,” Njangu said. “Sure. Just where on Cumbre are you gonna find any of them?”

Garvin smiled mysteriously, then came to his feet. “Come on. Let’s go tell Angara about your latest craziness.” 

• • •

Dant Grig Angara, the Legion’s Commander, stared at the small holo of the Heavy Hauler VI as it went through its paces — extruding ramps, opening huge ports, its decks changing — without seeing it.

“My parents took me to a circus once, when I was a kid,” he said slowly. “And the prettiest lady in the world, who wore white tights, gave me some candy that was like a pink cloud when you bit into it.”

“You see?” Garvin said to Njangu. “Everybody loves a circus. Cotton candy for all.”

Angara brought himself back.

“An interesting idea,” he mused. “Of course you’d punt out without leaving any tracks so you could be followed back to Cumbre.”

“Of course, sir.”

“And we could hold a Field Day for the Force, and you could pick any athletes you want.”

“Actually,” Njangu said, “we could do it for the whole system, since we don’t have to worry about this having any kind of security hold.”

Angara made a face. “I don’t know if I agree. I don’t like everybody knowing our business. But maybe you’re right.”

“If you want to have a mass tryout, sir,” Garvin said, “that’s fine. But our first stop … unless you order otherwise … will be at one of the circus worlds.”

“Circus worlds?” Angara said, a note of incredulity to his voice.

“Yessir. I know of three. Circus people have to have a place to get away from the flatties … the crowd. Even in olden times there were circus towns where the troupers and their animals would go in the off-season.

“That’s where they recruit people, practice new tricks, change jobs, catch up on the gossip.”

“What will that give you?”

“Animal acts,” Garvin said. “Trapeze artists. Flash.”

“How will you pay for that?” Angara asked. “It’s peacetime, and PlanGov is getting a little tight with the budget. I don’t want to have to stand up and say, ‘fine, ladies, gentlemen, we’re going to put on a show you’ll never see.’ ”

“Mellusin Mining has already agreed to fund us,” Garvin said. “Plus I&R’s got a ton of money in a discretionary fund that was given us by Mellusin back during the Musth war.”

“I am getting very fond of this idea,” Cent Erik Penwyth, one of Angara’s aides said. He was a member of Cumbre’s elite, the Rentiers, and ex-member of the elite I&R Company, sometimes considered the most handsome man in the Force.

“And we’d love to have you,” Garvin said. “Maybe as advance man.”

“Hey,” Njangu said. “I thought that was my slot.”

“Not a chance,” Garvin said. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I want clowns. Plus,” he added thoughtfully, “I want somebody close at hand for security.”

“Oh. Oh,” Njangu said in a mollified tone. “That’s different.”

“Which brings up another problem,” Angara said. “This little mission is going to strip the Force clean of some of its best troops. I’ve got to assume worst case, and you’ll have problems. I agree this mission is important — but I don’t want it accomplished with the loss of some fine soldiers a long way from home.”

Garvin inclined his head in agreement. “First, I plan on bringing everyone back. Second is that some of what I’ll call best may not be on your roster.”

“A good point,” Angara agreed after a bit of thought. “I&R troops don’t always make the best line soldiers. I assume you’ll be taking a lot of them with you.”

“With your permission, sir,” Garvin said. “Since we’re at peace, that’ll give them something to keep out of trouble.”

“Bigger trouble generally does,” Angara said. “So you’ll collect a team … a troupe, you called it, and start gathering intelligence. Let’s for the sake of argument, and to keep one small measure of security of things, call the operation HOMEFALL, like another, similar one we have running presently. That should thoroughly confuse the issue.

“But back to the matter at hand. What happens if, or when, you run into trouble?”

“We’ll have the ship armed to the eyebrows,” Garvin said. “With all the goodies out of sight. I’ll take some aksai, some of the Nana-class patrol boats we took back from Redruth’s mob.”

“Won’t that appear suspicious?”

“If the Confederation has fallen apart,” Garvin said, “which seems a little more than logical, considering the drones I know nothing about that have been getting disappeared lately, I’d assume anybody going anywhere off their own homeworlds goes armed these days.”

“’Kay,” Angara agreed. “Probably right on that one.”

“By the way, we’re going to rename the Hauler, for good luck,” Garvin said. “It’ll be Big Bertha.”

“Damned romantic,” Penwyth said sarcastically.

“Named after the biggest circus of them all,” Garvin said. “Way back on Earth. Ringling Brothers and Bailey and Barnum.”

“Whatever you want,” Angara said.

“There is one other thing I’d like, sir,” Garvin said diffidently. “This whole situation might get a little … tense. And I’m just a young trooper. Shouldn’t we find some diplomat to go with us? Just to make sure we don’t make any mistakes. Soldiers have a, well — ”

“Tendency to pull triggers when in question or in doubt,” Angara finished.

“Well … yessir.”

Angara considered for a moment. “Not a bad idea, Caud. There’s only one problem. I can’t think of any politico in this system who qualifies as any kind of subtle peacemaker or -keeper. Cumbre’s history over the past few years doesn’t exactly suggest any names to me. Do you have any candidates?”

Garvin shook his head, looked at Njangu.

“Other than me,” Yoshitaro said, “sorry, sir. My files are empty.”

“So I’m afraid,” Angara said, “you’ll have to play things as best they appear to you. How far do you want to go?”

“As far as I can get, sir,” Garvin said firmly. “Hopefully, all the way to the heart of the Confederation, to Centrum itself.”





CHAPTER
3

“At the moment,” Caud Fitzgerald said to Garvin, “you are not one of my favorite Regimental Commanders.”

“No, ma’am.”

“And you, Haut Yoshitaro, are on the same shit list.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Njangu said. Both Jaansma and Yoshitaro stood at rigid attention in front of their Brigade Commander.

“Once again, I’ve got to remind both of you. This Force has something called a chain of command. That means when you two thugs have an idea, it is supposed to go to me, then, and only then, assuming I approve, up the chain of command to Dant Angara.

“Instead, I find I’m losing both of you to go haring out into the unknown as if you were both still with I&R … and the scheme was your idea in the first place.”

“Sorry, Caud,” Garvin tried. “I forgot.”

“Old habits die hard,” Njangu hurried.

“It’s a pity that Dant Angara doesn’t approve of some field punishments other armies used, such as crucifixion.”

Garvin looked into the woman’s hard eyes, not sure if she was joking, and said nothing.

“Very well,” Fitzgerald said. “Since Angara’s already approved, there’s nothing I can do but rail at you.

“Don’t fail … or, if you do, come back dead. Otherwise, I might have to remember this conversation when it’s time for your next fitness reports.

“Now get your asses out of here … and, incidentally, the best of luck.” 

• • •

Ben Dill shambled into Garvin’s office, something just bigger than a cubicle, with an inspiring view of the Second Regiment’s motor pool. He managed a salute, didn’t wait for Jaansma to return it,’ and sat down.

“ ‘Kay,” he growled. “First, I’ll listen to you tell me why I can’t go on this wildhair trip of yours, then I’ll tell you why I’m going.”

“Save it, Ben,” Garvin advised. “You’re already on the roster.”

Dill blinked. “Howcum I don’t have to threaten you, like usual?”

“I need a good pilot,” Garvin said, “but I’ll take you. We’re bringing along three aksai, plus a hangar queen for spare parts, and I understand you know which end of those evil-flying bastards goes first.”

“I am only the best aksai pilot in the cosmos, including any Musth that might think, just ‘cause he invented those evil pigs, he’s better than me.”

“Which is why I put you down, right after Alikhan and Boursier.”

“Alikhan, ‘kay,” Dill said. “But Boursier? I can fly circles around her butt without power.”

“I just wanted to wait to see how long it took you to show up,” Garvin said, suppressing a grin. “You want to know your other slot?

“We’ll need a strongman.”

“You mean, like in the holos, stripped to the waist, all oiled up, with big ol’ iron rings on my arms to show off my perfect physique?”

“Plus a corset to hold in your gut.”

“Damn,” Dill said, oblivious. “I get to show off.”

“Within reason.”

“Hey,” the big man said, “I got a great idea. Since you’re taking Alikhan already, and nobody needs to know he speaks Common Speech, you could use him — ”

“As an exhibit,” Garvin interrupted. “Meet Man’s Deadliest Foe … See Him in an Orgy of Decayed Flesh … a Cannibal Fiend from a Nightmare Beyond the Stars. And anybody who comes close to his cage will talk freely, not knowing he’s got big ears on ‘em.”

“Aw shit,” Dill said. “You went and beat me to it.”

“Always,” Garvin said.

Dill chortled. “It’ll be worth the price of admission just seeing him in a cage.”

“Only when the gilly-galloos are around.”

“ ‘At’ll be enough. I’ll bring … what’re they … nutpeas to throw at him.” 

• • •

“I suppose,” Njangu said, “all this is in the noble tradition of I&R volunteering for everything.” His hand swept out, indicated the company formation in front of him. “Is there anybody missing?”

“Nossir,” Cent Monique Lir said briskly. “Other than one man in hospital who won’t be discharged before takeoff time.”

“ ‘Kay,” Njangu said, then raised his voice. “I’m proud of all you sneaky mud-eaters for courage and general stupidity.

“Now, my flyer mentioned specific talents. Anybody who’s got one of them, stay in formation. The rest of you, who’re just looking for some cheap adventure like I am, fall out and go back to your barracks.”

He waited, and, grudgingly, people began slinking away, until only about sixty of the 130-plus unit remained.

“ ‘Kay,” Njangu said. “Now, we’ll start screening.”

He eyed the men and women.

“Striker Fleam … what are you planning to add to things? Besides your general surly attitude, I mean.”

The hard-faced Striker, who always refused promotion but was one of the best field soldiers in I&R, which meant the entire Force, grinned thinly.

“Knots, sir.”

“Beg pardon.”

“I can tie any knot known. One-handed, off-handed, upside down, in my sleep, on a drunk.”

“A knot-tier,” Njangu said, beginning to enjoy this, “wasn’t on the list.”

“Nossir,” Fleam agreed. “But I checked around, and went and looked up circuses, and all of them talk about ropes and lines and pulleys and shit like that.”

“ ‘Kay,” Njangu said. “You’re aboard. What about you, Cent Lir?”

“I’ve been a dancer with an opera company.”

“ ‘Kay. We’ll need somebody to ramrod the dance troupe. What about you, Alt Montagna?”

“Swimming, sir. High diving too. And I thought I could learn trapeze, since I’m not a bad climber.”

“Have either of you thought about what’s going to happen to I&R with both the Company Commander and Exec away?”

“Already taken care of, sir,” Lir said briskly. “We’ll vet Lav Huran up to take over as CO, give him a temp commission that’ll go to permanent if we don’t come back, Abana Calafo as XO, also with a temporary rank. Already approved by Caud Jaansma.”

“Mmmh.” Njangu turned serious. Of course the incredibly competent Lir would be welcome, although he hadn’t heard of her opera experience.

Darod Montagna was another story. Garvin, in spite of his ongoing affair with Jasith Mellusin, had more than a casual interest in the young black-haired sniper/officer. Njangu had caught them kissing when both were drunk during the war with Larix/Kura, but didn’t think much further had happened.

It would’ve been trouble if it had, except Montagna had gotten herself commissioned during the war, so the traditional ban on enlisted/officer relationships wasn’t there.

But still … Njangu remembered two things. First, that Jasith was going on the expedition and, second and more important, he wasn’t Garvin’s keeper.

“ ‘Kay,” he grudged. “Now, let’s sort the rest of you fools out.” 

• • •

“Send him in,” Garvin said. He leaned back in his chair. It had been a very long week, vetting volunteers, listening to the lies of commanders trying to fob off the lame and lazy on him, and to the screeches of other COs who were losing their best. And now this.

Dr. Danfin Froude was one of Cumbre’s most respected mathematicians, though his talents led into most areas of applied science. In addition, in spite of his over-sixty years, the rumpled small man was a daredevil and had accompanied the Force on several hazardous missions, getting a reputation for complete fearlessness. During the Larix/Kura war, he’d fallen in love hard with one of the Forcewomen, not uncommon when romance comes late in life. She’d been killed, and Froude’s world seemed to have ended. He was still there for the Force for any desired analysis, but he was a bit distant, as if a part of him had died with Ho Kang.

The door came open, and Garvin jumped. The man standing in front of him wore exaggerated stage makeup, the saddest man in the world, with a peculiarly obnoxious long nose. His pants sagged, his shoes were holed, and ridiculously oversize, his vest tattered as much as his archaic hat.

“Hello, Garvin,” Froude said. “You’re looking very well.” He snuffled. “I’m not.” He began taking a large handkerchief from a sleeve, and more and more material came out, until he was holding something the size of a bedsheet. There was a flutter in its midst, and a stobor, one of the two-legged snakes peculiar to D-Cumbre slithered out, landed on Garvin’s desk, hissed, and fled into the outer office.

“Oh, sorry, Garvin,” Froude said, still in the same monotone. A tear dripped from one eye, and he wiped it away. When the handkerchief was gone, his long nose had changed into a red rubber ball. He scratched it, took it off, bounced it against a wall, shrugged.

“I don’t guess you’re going to let me come with you, are you?”

“You learned all this in two days?”

Froude nodded, and his pants fell down.

“You know there’s no way I’d refuse a Willie the Weeper,” Garvin said.

Froude snuffled, picked up his pants.

“You’re not just saying that to try to make me smile, now are you?”

He lifted his hat, and some species of flying object scrawked and flapped away.

“You’re aboard, you’re aboard,” Garvin said, starting to laugh. “Now get the hell out before you produce some carnivore out of your pants.”

“Thank you, sir, thank you, thank you,” Froude said, still in the monotone, bowing and scraping. “But I have one more boon, a small favor, just a little service, since Ann Heiser is off getting married to Jon Hedley, and wants to stay home for a while, which means I won’t have anyone to bounce my ideas off of.”

Garvin noticed the way Froude’s face twisted when he said “married,” but said nothing.

Froude went to the door, opened it.

Garvin looked suspiciously at the completely undistinguished man who hunched into his office. He was short, a bit over a meter and a half tall, wearing battered clothes that the poorest of poor clerks might disdain.

“This is my colleague, Jabish Ristori,” Froude said.

Ristori extended a hand. Garvin reached to take it, and Ristori did a backflip, landing on his feet. He held out his hand again, and as Garvin stepped forward, the man cartwheeled against the wall, then, somehow, up onto Garvin’s desk, and against the other wall, once more came down with a graceful bounce, and solemnly shook Garvin’s hand.

“Pleased to meetcha, meetcha, meetcha,” and Ristori turned another flip to show his pleasure.

“Professor Jabish Ristori,” Froude said. “Nice enough guy, a colleague of mine for years, even if he does belong to one of those fields that can hardly be called a discipline.”

“Socisocisocisociology,” Ristori said, doing a handstand, then lifting one hand off the ground.

“Jabish became curious ten years ago about wandering entertainers, and determined to learn their tricks,” Froude went on.

“And I never, ever, ever went back to the univee,” Ristori said with an infectious giggle. “Dull, dry, dry, dull.”

He pushed off from the ground and landed on his feet.

“Welcome to the circus,” Garvin said. “We can always use a tumbler.”

“A tumbler, bumbler, stumbler,” Ristori said. “Here. I believe this is yours.”

He gave Garvin back the identity card that, until a few seconds ago, had been clipped to Jaansma’s shirt pocket.

“How’d you … oh. Sorry,” Garvin said. “I should know, never wise up the mark.”

“And this is yours,” Ristori said, giving Garvin back his watch ring. “And this.” It was Garvin’s wallet, which had been most secure in his buttoned rear pocket.

“But you never got within a meter of me!” Garvin blurted.

“I didn’t, did I?” Ristori said, in a deep voice full of ominous significance. “If I had, I might have all your credits, which you’ll find in your left front pocket.”

“You two,” Garvin said, knowing without checking, the money would somehow be there. ‘Out. Report to Njangu and draw your gear.”

“And try to leave him with his pants.” 

• • •

The tall man in greasy coveralls slid out from underneath a Zhukov Aerial Combat Vehicle. He held an unpowered torque wrench about as long as his arm.

Njangu saluted him smartly as he got to his feet.

Mil Taf Liskeard returned the salute, after noting the wings on Yoshitaro’s chest.

“Didn’t think you flyboys would even recognize my existence these days,” he said bitterly.

Njangu didn’t respond to that, but said, “Sir, I’d like to speak to you privately.”

Liskeard looked across at the two mechanics, who were visibly not paying the slightest attention.

“In that grease trap that passes for my office, then.”

Njangu followed him inside, closed the door.

“All right. What do you want, Yoshitaro? Aren’t you too busy putting together your latest scheme to be wasting time on a grounded old fart who broke under fire?”

“I want you, sir, as one of the pilots on that scheme.”

“Bad joke,” Liskeard said shortly. “I say again my last. I broke, remember? I had Angara ground me. Or hadn’t you heard? I couldn’t take killing people.”

“I know,” Yoshitaro said. “But I still want you. To fly that Big Ugly Flopper we’re going out in. I looked your record up, sir. You had more than two thousand hours in converted civilian transports before you transferred to Griersons. And we’re very, very short on people who’ve got experience moving hogs of steel about.”

“I did do that for a while,” Liskeard said. “I should have known my limits and kept pushing those BUFs around the sky.

“But that’s not the point. I couldn’t take it, busting other transports apart like the ones I flew, like gutting fish, and turned my wings in. Angara said he’d make sure I never flew anything military again, and would have my ass out of the Force as soon as he got around to it.

“I guess he forgot about me down here in this motor pool,” Liskeard went on. “And I’ll be damned if I know why I didn’t remind him.”

He rubbed his forehead, leaving a greasy smear.

“No, Yoshitaro. You’ve got something else in mind than rehabilitating a coward. Am I supposed to be the Judas Goat on this new operation? I hear you’re famous for nasty little tricks like that.”

“I want you,” and Njangu paused, trying to hold back his temper, trying to hold to his purpose. But the words didn’t come easy, “for personal reasons. A month or so after you … grounded yourself, I got in the center of somebody’s sights and they dropped a barrage on me. And I broke, too.”

“But you came back. Obviously, or you’d be under that Zhukov with me, looking for grease points.”

“Yeh,” Njangu said. “I did. Maybe because I was too cowardly to tell somebody who saw me go down that I was shattered, that I couldn’t keep on keeping on.”

Liskeard’s manner changed. He eyed Njangu.

“So this is a kind of rehabilitation. You’re willing to take a chance on me again?”

“We’re not going out in Big Bertha to shoot at people,” Njangu said. “We’re going out to have a look around and get our asses back here to report.”

“That doesn’t mean I’ll be able to hold together if things get sticky.”

“Then I’ll yank your ass off the controls and break it myself for real. Sir.” Njangu growled, his fingers unconsciously curling into a strike hand.

Liskeard saw his hands, then started laughing, very hard.

“Does Angara know you’re trying to recruit me?”

“He does,” Njangu said. “And he growled something about I better be sure I’m right.”

Liskeard looked surprised. “That’s the last thing I’d expect that hard-ass old bastard to say.”

He took a deep breath.

“Yoshitaro, I’ll put the wings back on for you. And if I snap again … you won’t have to take care of me. I’ll do it myself.

“And … thanks. I owe you. Very, very large.”

Njangu, never happy with sentiment, came to attention, saluted, and turned. Over his shoulder he said:

“Then get over to Big Bertha — she comes out of the yards in two hours — and start learning what a pig she is to fly. Sir.” 

• • •

“You’re sure that dance is authentic?” Garvin asked doubtfully.

Dec Running Bear, resplendent in breechclout, a rawhide necklace of long teeth, face paint, and a feather sticking sideways out of his braided hair, grinned.

“Just as my mother’s mother’s mother taught me. Or, if the people I’m dancing for start lookin’ like they think I’m shitting them, my father’s father’s father’s father. Hell, I’ll tell ‘em next performance I’m gonna put bone spikes through my tits, hang in the air, and yodel for the ancient Sun Dance.”

“I dunno,” Garvin said, still skeptical.

“Look, sir. I could really use some action. I’m bored cross-cocked doing nothing but fly Dant Angara around. Great Spirit on a bicycle, I actually found myself wanting a little shooting last week.”

Running Bear absently rubbed a scarred arm. He was one of the few living holders of the Confederation Cross, gained in what he called “one ee-holay mad moment.”

“So I dance some, tell some stories … those are for real from back when, maybe even back to Earth … my gran taught me … smoke a peace pipe, sing some chants, look like a dangerous warrior.

“Isn’t that a good way to meet women? Sir?”

“Doesn’t sound that bad,” Garvin said. “Plus we can always use another certified crazy besides Ben Dill. And you can fly.”

“Anything short of a Zhukov, right through the eye of a goddamned needle, sir.”

“Well, we’re pissing off Dant Angara bad enough already, taking his best. Might as well grab his chauffeur as well,” Garvin decided. 

• • •

“Might be fun,” Erik Penwyth drawled. “Wandering out there, a day in front of you folks, seeing who and what can be taken advantage of.”

“Just don’t get cute on me,” Njangu promised. “Remember, you’re in the job I wanted.”

“Would you stop whining?” Garvin said. “Clown master you are, and clown master you remain. Pass the goddamned bottle, would you?”

Njangu pushed it across, just as a tap came on the door.

“Enter,” he said.

The door opened, and a woman wearing hospital whites came in.

“Well, I’ll be goto,” Garvin said. “Alt Mahim. Sid-down, Doc. I thought we’d detached you to medical school.”

She sat, on the edge of one of Garvin’s chairs.

“I am … was, sir. Until three days ago, when the term finished. I took a long leave.”

“Uh-oh,” Njangu said meaningfully. “The sy-reen call of excitement.”

“Come on, Jill,” Garvin said. “First, knock off the ‘sir.’ Or have you forgotten I&R tradition, such as it is?”

“Noss … no, boss. I came to see if you need a good medico aboard.”

“Damme,” Penwyth said. “What is it about the old I&R crew? You try to put them in place where they just might not get killed, learn how to do valuable things like deliver babies and do brain surgery that’ll give them a slot on the outside, and they come roarin’ back to the cannon’s mouth, every time.”

“I won’t even try to argue with you,” Garvin said. “Hell yes, we need a good combat medic. Here. Pour yourself a drink.”

“Not right now, boss,” Mahim said, getting to her feet. “I’ve got to go steal what medpak supplies I’ll need. But thanks.”

She saluted, was gone.

Penwyth shook his head.

“We’ll never learn, will we?” 

• • •

Garvin got out of his lifter, started up the long steps to the Mellusin mansion, Hillcrest. He was at the door when he heard a loud crash. He opened the door, heard an obscenity, then another crash.

“Assholes!” Jasith shouted.

There was another smash.

Garvin went carefully toward the sound of the destruction. It was in the remnants of the kitchen.

Jasith Mellusin was glaring at a smashed communicator. Then she went back to the serving cabinet, selected a platter, and threw it the length of the dining room.

“Shitheads!”

She picked up a plate in each hand.

“Uh … I’m home, dear,” Garvin said.

She looked at him angrily, threw both plates at the wall.

“Sons of bitches!”

“Since you’re talking plural,” Garvin said, “I can hope you’re not sonsabitchin’ me.”

“Not you!”

“Then can I kiss you?”

Jasith pursed lips. Garvin strode through the ruins of most of their dinner service, kissed her. After a bit, they broke apart.

“That’s a little better,” Jasith admitted. “Not that it makes me want to stop cursing.”

Garvin lifted an eyebrow.

“My goddamned Board of Directors, my twice-goddamned stockholders, my three-times-screwed executives!”

“Pretty comprehensive list.”

“Don’t stay so calm, Garvin! They just told me I can’t go with you!”

“But … you’re Mellusin Mining, I mean, the only one,” he said bewilderedly. “You can do what you want, can’t you?”

“No,” she said, starting to steam once again. “Not if it affects the price of the stock, or the confidence of the stockholders if their chief executive happens to be out-system, maybe even in danger and God forbid I go and get killed. The entire goddamned board went and voted they’d resign if I go out with you. Said I didn’t have any regard for my own company if I’d go do something dangerous that I didn’t have to, that was the job of proper soldiers, not immature little girls like they seem to think I still am!

“Fughpigs!”

A very large crystal dessert tray Garvin had rather liked skimmed across the room and disintegrated in rainbow shards.

“Oh,” Garvin said.

“You want to throw something?”

“Uh … no.”

She gave him a suspicious look.

“Aren’t you sorry I’m not going?”

“Of course, sure I am,” Garvin said hastily. “So don’t go and lob anything my way. Honest, Jasith.”

“Dammit, dammit, dammit,” she said, and started crying.

Garvin, cautiously, put his arms around her again.

“Why don’t they ever let me have any fun?” Jasith said into the hollow of his shoulder.

“I always thought,” Garvin said, “the really rich were free.”

“Nobody’s free, dammit,” Jasith said. “Except maybe the dead.” 

• • •

“What do you think?” Maev said, raising her voice to a singsong, “Candy, lifts, chewies, balloons, candy, lifts, chewies, balloons, a prize in every box.”

“I think,” Njangu said, eyeing her very scanty costume, “nobody’s gonna be looking at your goodies. At least not the ones in that tray.”

“Sure they will,” Maev said. “Little children love me.”

“Then what’s this about selling lifts?”

“Nothing addictive,” Maev said. “A mild mood-enhancer. With about an eight hundred percent profit.

“And if they are ogling m’ boobs, that’s fine, too. They’ll never notice …”

And her hand moved under the tray slung around her neck, came out with a smallish, large-barreled projectile weapon.

“… this. Guaranteed I can put two of these slugs between somebody’s eyes at fifteen meters. For less lethal response …”

Again, her hand went under the tray, came out with a squat cylinder.

“… blindspray. Give you convulsions for half an hour, vomiting for an hour, can’t see squat for two hours.”

“That’s if somebody tries to get friendly?”

“Other than you,” Maev said. “Or somebody really, really rich.” She took off her tray.

“Now, I need a drink. This security operation is sweaty work.”

“Already made for you, m’love,” Njangu said. “Over on the sideboard.”

It wasn’t financially convenient, but Njangu had kept the lease on the apartment across the bay from Camp Mahan, on the outskirts of D-Cumbre’s capital of Leggett, as a convenient way of getting away from uniforms when the military made him want to howl at the moons.

“Pity about poor Jasith,” Maev said.

“What? I haven’t heard squat.”

Maev told him about the near revolt by the officers of Mellusin Mining.

“So she’s out, sulking like a fiend.”

“Uh-oh,” Njangu said inadvertently, thinking of Darod Montagna.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Njangu said hastily.

“You’re holding back.”

“I surely am.” 

• • •

“How terribly interesting,” Darod Montagna said. “Poor Miss Mellusin, forced to stay home and count all her money and not go play with us.”

“Dammit,” Monique Lir told her XO, “I hope you’re going to be a good girl.”

“I’m going to be a very good girl,” Darod said in her most sultry voice. “I’m going to be the best girl that man’s ever seen.”

“Uh-oh,” Lir said. 

• • •

Finally Stage One — planning; Stage Two — logistics and personnel; and Stage Three, operations, were finished. There were almost 150 men and women picked, all volunteers, including a few civilians who’d managed to penetrate the fairly tight security screen Dant Angara had imposed after all.

They filed into Big Bertha and found their assigned compartments. The old soldiers made old jokes that hadn’t been that funny the first time around, the new women and men wondered why they had tight lumps in their guts instead of pride.

Garvin Jaansma kissed Jasith Mellusin.

“You better come back,” she said fiercely, then looked away.

“I’ll go with what she said,” Angara said. “But with an addition. Bring me back something, Garvin.” There was a flash of desperation in his eyes. “Dammit, we can’t keep on as we have, not knowing anything!”

“I’ll come back,” Garvin promised. “With the hot skinny, boss.”

He saluted Angara, kissed Jasith again, and went up Big Bertha’s ramp. It slid shut, and a speaker blatted: “All personnel. All personnel on ramps. Clear ramps for takeoff. Clear ramps for takeoff. Three minute warning. Clear ramps.”

“Come on,” Angara said, taking Jasith’s arm.

She followed him back into the terminal, went to a window.

The ground trembled, and Big Bertha’s antigravs lifted her clear of the ground. Her secondary drive cut in, and the behemoth crawled upward, became graceful, and vanished into the stratosphere and space.

Jasith stood there, watching emptiness for a long time.
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