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    Chapter 1 
 
    01:16 Zulu Hours, 10 July 2304 
 
    “I’m about to die.” 
 
    When Max Robichaux, a 16 year old junior officer in the Union Space Navy, made this statement, it wasn’t a complaint.  It wasn’t a cry of anguish.  It wasn’t a plea for help. 
 
    It was merely a statement of fact. 
 
    Even though the direness of Max’s predicament would have been obvious to even the most ignorant and oblivious lubber, the ship’s computer had been rubbing Max’s nose in it for the past twenty-three minutes through a series of seemingly endless verbal warnings blasted loudly into the Command Cabin.  Naturally, the computer didn’t come right out and say that Max’s young life would come to an abrupt end less than a quarter of an hour from now.  Max very much doubted, after all, that “Warning!  Pilot death imminent!” would ever get past the Navy’s Vessel Command Interface Review Board. 
 
    What the computer did do, with the soulless indefatigability of which only the most sophisticated AI devices were capable, was to recite for Max at great length the specific facts that meant his goose was cooked.  It was up to Max to come to the ultimate conclusion about the actual baking of the actual bird. 
 
    The latest such warning was very much in the vein of the others:  “Warning!  Warning!  Thermal and structural stress to vehicle spaceframe approaching failure thresholds.  Catastrophic spaceframe failure may result. Urgent recommendations follow.  One:  immed-- ” 
 
    “Computer, discontinue audible warning,” Max barked, cutting the computer off in mid “immediately.”   
 
    There.  Blessed silence.  At least until some new hazard pops up.   
 
    The ever-helpful ship’s computer was chock full of news of the gloom, doom, catastrophe, and disaster that Max and his little spacecraft were about to meet.  Not only that, the machine’s highly capable pilot advisory program caused it to offer exactingly specific recommendations about the changes in attitude and velocity Max needed to make in order to save himself and his ship.  Yet, with all of this information pouring out of its verbal and graphic interfaces, and with even more reams of data available within fractions of a second at Max’s request, the computer simply would NOT spit out the few tiny, measly grains of information that would enable Max to save the ship and preserve his own life.   
 
    Instead all the computer and its litany of warnings accomplished was to spell out for Max what kind of shit he was in, how deep it was, and how bad it smelled. 
 
    He already knew. 
 
    Max already knew that his SFR-52 Nightshade class stealth reconnaissance fighter was plunging into this particular planetary atmosphere (what planet, and where, were mysteries to him) at an insanely steep angle and at an even more insane speed. 
 
    He already knew that, while his angle and speed of descent were insane, coming in at the aforementioned angle and speed totally without deflectors was just plain batshit-howl-at-the-moon “here’s a little shot so you’ll stop trying to bite the orderly’s leg” crazy.   
 
    And, while Max was occasionally accused of implementing tactics marked by a certain lack of prudence, or even of saving his bacon and that of others by coming up with extreme spacecraft maneuvers that people called “crazy” but that—when they stopped screaming in abject terror--were really only “highly unorthodox,” he would never pilot the sweet little ship he now commanded in such a psychotically suicidal manner.  He was in his present predicament, for one reason and one reason only. 
 
    He wasn’t piloting. 
 
    He was, as the intrepid astronauts of the Jurassic Space era used to say, nothing but “SPAM in a can,” their term for a human being sealed inside a spacecraft over which he had no control.  And, while Max wasn’t all that sure exactly what “SPAM” was, he was quite sure that he was completely locked out of his drive controls, attitude controls, maneuvering thruster controls, aerodynamic maneuvering controls, trim thruster controls, inertial attitude controls, docking and landing thruster controls, and any other controls more consequential than the controls that set the temperature of his shower water or the bake time on his convection oven. 
 
    Max felt as though he were in the worst of all possible worlds.  Like a secondary school junior strapped into his seat on a jump liner hop from Bravo to Earth to stay with his grandparents for the summer, Max had no control over his own ship:  his destiny was not in his own hands, a situation which Max always found decidedly uncomfortable.  Yet, unlike most lubbers, who were usually in the dark about the nature of shipboard emergencies and who might not understand the details even if you explained it to them, Max could read the instruments and punch up the displays and understand the nuances of the aerodynamics and heat transfer theory and spaceframe stress analysis that let him know what kind of death was sitting only a few minutes in the future, drumming its fingers waiting impatiently for him to arrive.  
 
    At least, he thought he knew.   
 
    When the present wild ride began, Max had originally believed that he would be incinerated as his ship’s uncontrolled plunge into the unidentified planet’s atmosphere caused it to burn up like a meteor.  But, in this particular hike through this particular jungle, after believing for the first part of the journey that he was going to be eaten by a tiger, it was starting to look as though what he really had to worry about was dying from snakebite.   
 
    The snake in Max’s strained analogy was the extreme atmospheric turbulence which was far beyond what Max expected and what his computer told him was reasonable given the planet’s atmospheric density and general climate.  It was almost as though he had been so unlucky that his seemingly random approach vector had somehow brought him down right into the middle of a Category 5 hurricane.   
 
    High level winds struck the ship from unpredictable directions, randomly shoving it with extreme violence one way and, a moment later, kicking it even more viciously in another.  As the atmosphere battered the ship—a vehicle designed primarily for extreme speed and stealth in deep space, not for flying at murderous speeds through severe storms in the very thick of a dense planetary atmosphere--Max began to wonder whether those aerodynamic stresses would break the ship apart, followed by the pieces burning up in the atmosphere, or whether the ship would start to burn up whole, and then break up into pieces.  Max ran a few quick computer simulations and came up with ambiguous results.   
 
    One fact was, however very clear to Max:  that there would be no notation in the ship’s log informing any future investigators whether the ship broke up first and then burned, or burned first and then broke up.  Either way, Max would be far too dead to make the entry. 
 
    As Max was comparing these equally unsavory outcomes, he was blindsided by a series of tooth rattling jolts that twisted his body in unexpected directions and inflicted more than a little pain.  Hard on their heels, what felt like a powerful atmospheric vortex threw the ship into a violent yaw, twisting Max’s head and giving it a good hard shove toward a point located about half a meter aft of his tailbone.  Max felt something give in his neck, followed by a sharp cracking sound accompanied by searing pain.   
 
    I think I just blew a disk between two of my cervical vertebrae. Or not.  I’ll never know for sure, will I?  
 
    Max suddenly found himself wondering whether, on this jungle journey, he would meet his end not from tigers and not from snakes, but from Pygmy hunters with curare-tipped blowguns.  Max had been focused on what was happening to his spacecraft which may not have been the weak link in the chain. 
 
    Maybe Max was the weak link.  Maybe this atmospheric entry would shake Max to death before it destroyed his ship.   
 
    It doesn’t matter. 
 
    Dead is dead. 
 
    The frustration was almost unbearable.  There he was:  tightly strapped (VERY tightly strapped) into the Pilot’s Station of an ultra-highly sophisticated military spacecraft, surrounded by the most advanced avionics ever developed in the Union of Earth and Terran Settled Worlds, lovingly installed in a beautiful little ship brilliantly designed and crafted by the “Cobra’s Nest” Advanced Design Group of one of the Union’s premier shipbuilders, Boudreaux and Thibodeaux Aerospace Enterprises (better known as “BouThib”).  Yet, for all the control he had over this marvel of technology and ingenuity, Max might as well have been riding in the center of a stupefyingly expensive meteor.    
 
    It’s not as though Max was a stranger to frustration.  As best he could remember, he had been a very willful child and his mother—who made her living as ramrod for an unruly gaggle of software designers at BouThib and was known as “Hell, no Robichaux” for her typical response to folks who tried to push her around—was a steel magnolia descended in blood and in spirit from those dauntless exiles who built a thriving culture in the inhospitable swamps, marshes, and salt grass prairies of South Louisiana.  When Josephine Bernard Robichaux took a principled stand on something, no one, not a BouThib Senior Vice President and not a stubborn four year old boy having a tantrum, was going to budge her so much as a millimeter.  Max had several clear memories of his mother standing before him, smiling placidly, with her hands on her hips and her feet solidly planted shoulder-width apart, calmly but clearly and sternly saying “No, Max.  And don’t ask again.”  He could still remember the sense that his brain was almost boiling with unbearable exasperation at being unable to satisfy his desire for a cookie, to keep playing past bedtime, to watch some luridly violent TridVid war drama, or to go outside and look at the stars in the wee hours of the morning when the whole family was supposed to be asleep.  To Max, it seemed as though the frustration of those moments burned more acutely in the warm glow of that beautiful, loving, gently smiling face that refused to get angry but that equally refused to give way.   
 
    That feeling was nothing compared to this.  In fact, the frustration he felt at his present circumstances was so intense that he was certain there must be another word for it—something that conveyed a level of rage at his total impotence two or three orders of magnitude beyond anything that could be labeled with such a prosaic word as “frustration.”  Max could feel the veins bulging in his temples, his ears burning, and deep wrinkles writing themselves in his hitherto smooth teenage brow, all accompanied by the feeling that his head was about to explode, messily splattering gelatinous cerebral goo all over the brilliantly engineered displays and controls of the Nightshade’s Control Cabin.  His hands had long ago ceased to be normal human hands with fingers that could be used to manipulate ship’s controls and other things in his environment.  Instead, they were mere unarticulated clubs, clinched into fists of rage that simply would not open no matter how hard he tried.  If Max were not afraid that opening his mouth in the violently shaking spacecraft would cause him to break a tooth, he would probably have screamed.  He was convinced that things couldn’t get any worse. 
 
    Until they did. 
 
    For no reason Max could identify, whether deliberate action of the beings who put him in this situation, or an unexplained change in atmospheric density, or tiny gremlins using tiny socket wrenches to move the tiny micro-actuators that operated the ship’s control surfaces, Max could tell that his ship was now coming in even more steeply than the already unavoidably fatal trajectory of just a moment before.  A more acute angle of descent meant both that the spacecraft would heat more rapidly and that Max would experience higher G forces. 
 
    Normally, in an uncontrolled descent, Max would have had to worry only about the heating and dynamic stresses on the spacecraft.  The ship itself was far stronger than needed to ride out Gs of this magnitude (the dynamic stresses from the turbulence, however, were a different matter).  The added load would normally not be a problem for Max, either, save that when they locked Max out of the control systems, the aliens in charge of this festive event had also deactivated the ship’s inertial compensation system, resulting in Max feeling the full effects of the ship’s deceleration.   
 
    Up to that point, the ship had been following an erratic descent profile, causing Max to experience anywhere between 3 and 7 Gs.  The higher G periods were a danger to Max, not because the force was enough to crush organs or break bones--which takes somewhere between 60 and 80 G--but because the heart isn’t strong enough to pump uphill to the brain blood that weighs 7 times more than it should.  Deprived of the oxygen and nourishment that blood delivers, the brain starts to shut down, initially resulting in loss of consciousness and, if high G conditions last long enough, death.   
 
    Max had stayed conscious through the worst of these periods only by earnest application of the “anti-G straining maneuver,” known to generations of spacers as “Auntie Gee,” by which pilots experiencing periods of high Gs help the overworked heart deliver blood to the brain by taking shallow, rapid breaths, clenching the muscles of their thighs, and straining with their abdominal muscles in the manner of a constipated person trying to take a crap.   
 
    The navy enhanced the effectiveness of these low-tech expedients by supplying Max and his cohorts with the Standard Pilot Undergarment.  The SPU looked a lot like old fashioned “long Johns,” but had woven into it in strategically selected locations patches of “Intelliweave” fiber.  The Dow-Sinopec Interstellar Chemical Corporation invented Intelliweave in 2188, endowing it with the highly useful trait of contracting when subjected to high frequency alternating current which, in the case of the SPU, arrived courtesy of a pea-sized control module woven into the waistband and containing a gnat-sized accelerometer.  In high G conditions, the fibers contracted, squeezing the pilot’s legs and abdomen more thoroughly and for longer than the pilot could manage without artificial assistance.  Further, it was of no small assistance to Max that, in those situations, his pilot’s seat automatically inclined to a 35 degree angle to lessen the height difference between his heart and his brain, helping the hard working former organ maintain blood flow to the occasionally lazy latter. 
 
     With help from his “smart Johns,” Auntie Gee, and a highly-engineered reclining seat, a male human of Max’s age, physical condition, and training could sustain that kind of variable G load almost indefinitely.  As long as the G load didn’t become more severe. 
 
    Which is exactly what it did.   
 
    The ship’s angle of descent had become steeper by several degrees, subjecting Max to a G load fluctuating between 6.8 and 8.7 Gs.  Max knew that, even all the help the technology at his disposal could give him, an unrelieved G load this severe would kill him in less than ten minutes.   
 
    Probably closer to five. 
 
    So, in the end, it seemed to Max that death would come not in the stomach of a tiger, not on the fangs of a serpent, and not at the end of a blowgun, but from the sting of a venomous insect. 
 
    Less than half of one minute after reaching this conclusion, Max to begin to experience the effects of, “excessive G forces” on the human body.   
 
    It began when his vision began to go gray around edges.  Then, a trickle of blood started from his left nostril, serving as a cheery companion to the one from his right that had begun about a minute earlier when the ship took a particularly hard lurch.   
 
    It won’t be long now.   
 
    Something thumped into the center of Max’s chest and stayed there, stuck to him by the increasing G forces.  Max used the fingertip controls on the arm of his command chair to zoom the image from the fixed focus PILOTCAM onto the object, which was quickly revealed to be a tube of some kind of ointment that had worked its way out of one of the Velcro pouches that Max stuck to various surfaces in the cabin to hold pens, styli, tape, odds, and ends.  Max ran up the magnification so he could see the tube in detail.  It had had landed with the rear side—the one with all the fine print—facing the camera. 
 
      
 
    BURN TREATMENT CREAM, TOPICAL 
 
    NAVSPEC# TCBT-17-100 
 
      
 
    INDICATIONS:  FOR FIRST DEGREE BURNS AND SUNBURN ONLY. 
 
      
 
    DIRECTIONS:  USING STERILE APPLICATOR SPREAD LIGHT COATING OVER BURNED AREA THEN COVER WITH GAUZE BANDAGE AS NEEDED.   
 
      
 
    DO NOT INGEST.  DO NOT APPLY TO OPEN WOUND.  DO NOT USE ON EYES OR MUCUS MEMBRANES. NEVER INSERT TUBE INTO ANY BODILY ORIFICE.  THIS MEDICATION IS NOT AN EFFECTIVE TREATMENT FOR ANY SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED DISEASE.  THIS MEDICATION IS NOT A SPERMICIDE.   
 
      
 
    WARNING:  NOT FOR USE ON SHIP’S CAT.   
 
    WARNING:  DO NOT USE AS A MECHANICAL LUBRICANT ON SPACECRAFT MOVING PARTS. 
 
      
 
    CONTENTS (ACTIVE INGREDIENTS): DUROPARICAIN HCL GSP 5%, (LONG DURATION TOPICAL ANESTHETIC), TRYONOCYCLENE 1.5%, ATASSIMYACIN 1.5%, GESUNDAMYCEF 1.5% (ANTIBIOTICS), KERATINAGEN 0.25%, MELANOCYTE STIMULATING FACTOR #22 0.05% (SKIN REGROWTH STIMULATING AGENTS); (INACTIVE INGREDIENTS):  PETROLEUM OIL BASE, COLOR, BORIC ACID AS PRESERVATIVE. 
 
      
 
    NET WEIGHT 100 G 
 
    PROPERTY OF THE UNION SPACE NAVY.  NOT FOR RESALE OR BARTER.  POSSESSION BY PRIVATE INDIVIDUALS IS A CRIME PURSUANT TO UGS TITLE 28 § 1962. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, Max came to know for all time one clear, settled, proved, and established fact: 
 
    The Universe has a sense of humor.  A deeply fucked up sense of humor.   
 
    He laughed out loud.  Of course, laughing out loud is not a particularly good idea when one’s body is being subjected to a high G load.  Max nearly passed out as a result. 
 
    Hell, if the Universe has a sense of humor so strange that it throws a tube of burn cream at a man who is about to be char broiled. . . maybe it’s just crazy enough to roll with the joke even farther and let that man survive the landing.   
 
    With renewed resolve, Max bore down even harder in the service of Auntie G, stopping the graying vision from getting any worse while speeding up the bleeding.   
 
    Life is full of trade-offs. 
 
     “Warning:  Internal sensors detect increased blood loss by vessel occupant.  Excessive blood loss can cause loss of consciousness or death.  Recommendation:  Implement standard field ex--”  
 
    “Discontinue blood loss alarm,”  
 
    Max felt a sudden squeezing of his chest as something caused the ship’s angle of descent to steepen by yet another few degrees, pressing him ever harder into his pilot’s seat and causing the baby elephant he felt standing on his chest to grow far faster than young pachyderms do in nature, making it progressively more difficult for him to breathe until he could no longer get enough air.  Max didn’t even bother to look at the G reading--he could tell that it was topping 9--the very edge of survivability, and was still increasing.  Max’s long held horror of death by G force suffocation started as a tiny ball of ice in his belly that rapidly spread to make his whole body cold with terror.   
 
    Several lights and system icons on console displays—of the few that were actually working--turned red and began to blink rapidly, signaling that the G load had crossed the deadly 10 G threshold and was continuing to rise.  There was no gear known to the Union that could keep him alive under those conditions.  The pain in his chest muscles as they tried to inflate his lungs against the crushing weight was becoming unbearable as Max had to endure more and more pain to get less and less air. In less than a minute, Max found that not being able to inflate his lungs enough wasn’t the problem.  He could not inflate his lungs at all.  If Max could have drawn a breath, he would have screamed.   
 
    It’s all over.  C’est tout.  I’m already oxygen-starved, so I’ll lose consciousness in about 30 seconds.  Two or three more minutes after that, there’s irreparable brain damage, followed in another two minutes or so by brain death, then cardiac arrest.  Au revoir Max Robichaux.   
 
    Eternity, here I come.  This is where I’m supposed to pray.  So, here it is:  Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy on me.  I beg you to accept my sin-burdened soul into your kingdom and, sweet Jesus, please, please, PLEASE, help me to die like an officer of the Union Space Navy  . . . don’t let me piss my flight suit when I die.    
 
    The gray that had already started to fill Max’s vision started to go black as the need to breathe ramped up from merely unbearable to torture beyond any imagining.  Yet, in the anguished blackness, Max had a distinct consciousness of sound--the rushing of air over the hull of the ship, the groan of stressed metal, the roaring of the life support system as it tried to cool the rapidly heating control cabin, various warning beeps and buzzes of systems that Max had not had time to silence.   
 
    This place is remarkably noisy . . . for a tomb.   
 
    Two last thoughts . . . what is it like on the other side, and what the fuck am I doing here in the first place? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Log Excerpt, Union Space Ship KMRH-7239 (Nightshade Class), Ensign Maxime Tindall Robichaux, USN, Commanding 
 
      
 
    08:37 ZULU HOURS, 9 JULY 2304, SHIPLOC UNKNOWN.  COURSE 211/147, SPEED 512C [LOG NOTE:  CONSUMABLES QUANTITY AND SHIP CONDITION DATA OMITTED] 
 
      
 
    The Vaaach.  The fucking Vaaach.  Whoever the hell and whatever the hell they are, it all comes back to them.  Union Naval Intelligence, which thinks it knows just about everything (about anything that matters) to anyone (who is anyone who matters), knows almost nothing about the Great and Powerful Vaaach, except that (1) they are the most technologically advanced race ever encountered by humans and (2) they defend their territory by shooting first and asking questions . . . actually, they almost never seem to get around to the “asking questions” part.  Even their name is a closely guarded Union military secret.  The only reason a lowly ensign like me had even heard of them was that Commodore Hornmeyer, always my biggest fan, ordered me to sneak through enemy lines to a point deep in Krag space near their border with the Vaaach to gather some intel on the Krag.  Otherwise, Vaaach weren’t even a blip on my mental sensor display.   
 
    That is, until these same Vaaach rudely interrupted my mission, which was to conduct surveillance of a Krag live fire exercise at the above-referenced location.  One second the Krag were cheerfully simulating a massive battle, simulating the killing of each other in that cheerful, manic, warlike rodent way we all know and love so well and then--POOF!--a small Vaaach scout ship seemingly just popped into existence into what had looked like a parcel of empty space right in the midst of the simulated fighting.   
 
    Clearly, the Vaaach ship had been there all the time, hidden by a fantastically advanced stealth capability.  It broadcast to the Krag ships a warning that they were in Vaaach space and that they needed to get the hell out immediately, if not sooner, on pain of three kinds of death:  speedy, instant, and immediate.  The Krag responded to this ultimatum exactly as I expected, in their usual measured, careful, rational manner. 
 
    They blew the scout ship to flaming atoms. 
 
    The Vaaach were not amused.   
 
    The Vaaach were in fact, so distinctly unamused that they sent the Krag a message, the essence of which was:  “YOU ATTACKED OUR UNCREWED SCOUT SHIP.  YOU ARE VERMIN.  WE WILL KILL YOU NOW.”   
 
    And that’s exactly what they did. 
 
    A giant Vaaach ship--I mean “GIANT,” as in the “that’s no moon” over twenty-two fucking kilometers long kind of “giant”--appeared just 2000 kilometers from the Krag formation.  It looked like an obsidian spear point, except for the 3.8 bazillion weapons bristling from its hull.  It was the deadliest looking thing I’ve ever seen. 
 
    For a while it just sat there, giving the Krag a chance to try to destroy it with every weapon they had.  It was like watching a rabble of Preserve the Primitive Planets protesters throwing pebbles at Union Marines driving Zhukov Mark XX Main Battle Tanks.  The combined firepower of two full-blown Krag carrier battle groups--at least ninety carriers, cruisers, destroyers, frigates, and fighters, plus an enormous battle station--wasn’t enough to reduce the strength of the Vaaach deflectors by so much as a tenth of a percent, much less make a dent in the actual ship.   
 
    If Vaaach laugh, they must have laughed their asses off.  If they have asses.  Once they were (presumably) done laughing, the Vaaach returned fire and effortlessly swept the Krag from space, leaving behind nothing but fist and smaller-sized debris along with a huge metal ball into which they had somehow gravitationally wadded an entire battle station as though it were nothing but a sheet of aluminum foil to be tossed in a waste receptacle.   
 
    All of which was fine by me.  I’m all in favor of killing Krag, and killing as many of them as possible as fast as possible.  Given the chance, I’d even sell tickets and work the concession stand selling Nebula Nougat bars and Cosmos Colas.  If the Vaaach had wiped out their entire species down to the last set of whiskers, hit their homeworld with a planet cracker leaving nothing behind but a belt of asteroids, and wiped away all evidence and every record of their very existence, it would be the happiest day of my life.   
 
    In fact, if I hadn’t been hiding from them out of concern that I would receive similar treatment to what I had just seen them do to the Krag, I’d have sent the Vaaach ship a hearty BRAVO ZULU and offered to buy the whole crew a round at the nearest bar that lets sixteen year olds buy liquor so long as they are wearing a navy uniform for any rank above midshipman.  But, the Vaaach spoiled their chance to join the only Coonass in the sector in hoisting a tall half (known among some old timers as a “pint”) of Brother Babineaux’s Genuine Cajun Lager (or even two or three of them) by locking me out of almost all of my ship’s controls and tractoring my ship inside theirs.  They then totally ruined their chances of being invited to any crawfish boil, shrimp boil, picnic, boudin buffet, fish fry, barbeque, or couchon de lait I will ever hold by dragging me 14,000 light years across the galaxy (quite literally, “where no man has gone before”), a distance that I could never cross in this ship without a lot of outside help in terms of provisions and maintenance.   
 
    It’s their loss. 
 
    My captors haven’t exactly been chatty, but the Vaaach have made it clear that they want me to jump through some hoops before they will ever let me go home.  I managed to make it through the first hoop when I saved an insectoid race I call the Tindallites from having millions of their still-in-the-egg children stolen from them by aliens they called the Plunderers.  After completing that task, I didn’t get so much as a pat on the back before the Vaaach told me that my next hurdle involved being sent to the “Hunters of Vermin,” whoever they are.  I barely had time to catch my breath and eat a pseudo-chicken sandwich before one of the Vaaach’s gigantic, spearhead-shaped, “look at me, I’m here to kill you now” battle ships showed up, pulled my ship inside with a grappling field, carried it for a little over a day, and then spat it out in the middle of nowhere.   
 
    I’m now on a locked course, with no access to my sensors, no access to any of my nav systems, just along for the ride.  I don’t even get the highly dilute thrill of watching the galactic coordinate numbers slowly change as I move through space, as the display is showing nothing but asterisks for all three coordinates.  I don’t even have access to the controls for the calibrated telescopes and star scanners that would let me work out my position by direct measurement and calculation. 
 
    I’m probably repeating a lot from earlier entries, but with no access to any of my flight, navigation, or sensor systems, it’s not like I’m exactly overloaded with things to do.  A little boredom is probably good given what I’ve just been through and what I expect I’m about to go through.   
 
    My only consolation is that I’m probably using up my personal quota of excitement for the rest of my life.  How many wild adventures can one life have, anyway?  Besides, when I get back home from a fiasco like this, after he’s done carving me up like a Christmas ham, old Big Horn Hornmeyer is going to chain me to the most boring desk job in the whole Union Space Navy for the next twenty years.   
 
    I’m kinda looking forward to it.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Full Text of LORAHIPO (LOng RAnge HIgh POwer--Pronounced “Low Rah Hippo”) Tachyon Morse Transmission Received by SFR-52 Stealth Reconnaissance Fighter KMRH-7239 05:53 Zulu Hours, 9 July 2304 
 
      
 
    15:14 ZULU HOURS, 8 JULY 2304 
 
    TOP SECRET 
 
    URGENT:  FOR IMMEDIATE IMPLEMENTATION 
 
    FROM:  HORNMEYER, L.G., CMRE USN, CDR BG-I 84-3 ORANGE 
 
    TO:  ROBICHAUX, M.T. ENSN USN, PLT SFR-52:  KMRH-7239  
 
    RE:  OPERATIONAL ORDERS 
 
      
 
    1.  RECEIPT OF YOUR STATUS UPDATE OF 11:38 ZULU HOURS 6 JULY 2304, AS WELL AS SHIP’S LOGS TRANSMITTED UNDER COVER THEREOF, IS HEREBY ACKNOWLEDGED.  KEEP THEM COMING, SON--THIS SHIT BEATS THE HELL OUT OF THOSE GODDAMN LIMEY SAILING SHIP BOOKS THAT REAR ADMIRAL MIDDLETON KEEPS SWEET-TALKING ME INTO READING.  GIVE ME THE VAAACH OVER “HOIST THE MIZZEN TOPGALLENTS AND STRIKE THE ROYALS” ANY DAY. 
 
    2.  MIDDLETON INFORMS ME THAT THE “SENIOR UNION ENVOY AT LARGE” HAS PERSONALLY TAKEN CHARGE OF DIPLOMATIC EFFORTS TO OBTAIN YOUR RELEASE FROM THE VAAACH.  THIS IS GOOD NEWS BECAUSE THE ENVOY IN QUESTION ISN’T THE TYPICAL MEALY-MOUTHED, TIME-SERVING, PAPER-PUSHING, ASS-KISSING, HALF-WITTED, PANTY-WAISTED, EXTENDED-PINKY-FINGER, WANKER-SPANKER BUREAUCRAT WHO COULDN’T OPERATE A ZERO-G CRAPPER IF YOU DREW HIM A DETAILED DIAGRAM.  INSTEAD, HE IS ADMIRAL MIDDLETON’S OLDER BROTHER, SIR RUPERT HOLBROOK MIDDLETON, KG, GCB, GCMG, GCVO, GPGC, FIRST LORD OF NEW STRATFORD AND ALL THE STRATFORDIAN MOONS, ALONG WITH A WAGONLOAD OF OTHER PROPER BRITANNIC HONORARY HAPPY HORSESHIT.  I’VE WORKED WITH THE MAN AND HE MAY ACTUALLY BE EVEN MORE LOYAL AND DECENT THAN HIS BROTHER, AND IS ONE BRILLIANTLY CRAFTY MOTHERFUCKER BESIDES. 
 
    3.  SIR RUPERT IS GIVING IT HIS STIFF-UPPER-LIP-OLD-CHAP BEST BUT HAS NOTHING YET TO SHOW FOR HIS EFFORTS.  THE VAAACH WILL NOT MEET WITH HIM, WILL NOT ALLOW HIM INTO THEIR SPACE, AND WILL NOT (WITH ONE NOTABLE EXCEPTION) RESPOND TO HIS COMMUNICATIONS. 
 
    4.  STUBBORN OLD BASTARD THAT HE IS, SIR RUPERT REFUSED TO TAKE “NO, WE’RE NOT TALKING TO ANY CLAWLESS MONKEYS WITH BANANA SEEDS IN THEIR SHIT” FOR AN ANSWER.  SOMEHOW, HE MANAGED TO GET THE ATTENTION OF THE EVEN-MORE-MYSTERIOUS-THAN-THE-VAAACH “SINGING SISTERS” OF THE BENEVOLENT ASSOCIATION OF TRI-NIN MATRIARCHS AND ASSOCIATED MALES, WHO ARE AMONG THE FEW RACES IN KNOWN SPACE THAT HAVE DIPLOMATIC AND TRADE RELATIONS WITH THE VAAACH SOVEREIGNTY.  THEY AGREED TO ACCEPT SIR RUPERT’S MESSAGES AND PASS THEM ON TO THE APPROPRIATE VAAACH OFFICIAL, IN EXCHANGE FOR FREE ACCESS TO THE COMPLETE CORPUS OF HUMAN RECORDED MUSIC VIA THEIR GALACTINET HOOKUP.  THE DOWNLOAD FEES ARE ALREADY MORE THAN YOU WILL EVER MAKE IN YOUR ENTIRE NAVAL CAREER, SO I HOPE YOU TURN OUT TO BE WORTH IT.  I HAVE MY DOUBTS.  I KNOW YOU ARE A MUSIC LOVER, SO YOU MAY BE INTERESTED TO KNOW THAT THE SINGING SISTERS APPEAR TO BE PARTICULARLY INTERESTED IN THE COMPOSITIONS OF MOZART, DVORAK, GILBERT & SULLIVAN, TARO ISHII, AND SOME FELLOWS CALLED “THE BEATLES.”  NO ACCOUNTING FOR TASTE. 
 
    5.  SIR RUPERT HAS SENT THE VAAACH FOUR MESSAGES VIA THE TRI-NIN AND HAS RECEIVED ONLY ONE REPLY.  GIVEN THAT THE VAAACH HAVE A CERTAIN WAY WITH WORDS (IT’S POSSIBLE THAT THIS MAY HAVE ESCAPED YOUR NOTICE), I’M GIVING YOU THE ORIGINAL TEXT IN FULL.  AFTER ALL THERE’S NO NEED FOR ME TO HOARD THIS STUFF.  THERE’S PLENTY OF INSULTS AND CHEST BEATING TO GO AROUND.   
 
    ***************************************** 
 
    TO:  RUPERT MIDDLETON, SPECIAL ENVOY AT LARGE, REPRESENTING THE UNION OF EARTH AND TERRAN SETTLED WORLDS.   
 
    FROM:  RRMTHMRM, DISHONORED HUNTER, NOW THE VAAACH SOVEREIGNTY’S MIDDLE-SPEAKER TO FRUIT EATERS, GRASS GRAZERS, BOTTOM FEEDERS, SCAVENGERS OF DEAD ANIMALS, SELF-AWARE PARASITES, SELLERS OF USED SPACE CRAFT, AND THE OTHERWISE LOATHSOME, BASE, AND HONORLESS BEINGS OF THE GALAXY. 
 
    I GREET YOU, BLUNT-TOOTHED FRUIT EATER.  THE VAAACH NOW HOLD IN THEIR CLAWS YOUR LONG-WINDED MONKEY-CHATTER ABOUT ENSIGN ROBICHAUX.  THE MIGHTY FOREST-MOOT OF THE VAAACH SOVEREIGNTY BIDS THAT I SEND TO YOU ITS ANSWER, THUS: 
 
    YOU TELL US THAT SENDING YOUNG ROBICHAUX BACK TO YOU WOULD BE A FRIEND-TOKEN, BUILDING GOOD WILL IN THE UNION TOWARD THE VAAACH.   
 
    IT MAY BE SO. 
 
    BUT, THE MIGHTY VAAACH NEITHER NEED NOR WANT FRIENDSHIP WITH YOUR KNUCKLE-WALKING MONKEY KIN.  WE WOULD GAIN NOTHING.  EVEN YOUR STUNTED APE BRAINS SHOULD GRASP THAT YOUR HOPELESSLY WEAK “SPACE NAVY” IS NEITHER A THREAT TO US NOR FIT TO FIGHT AT OUR SIDE.  EVEN IF YOU HAD MANY MORE SHIPS, YOUR WAR-CRAFT IS LITTLE MORE TO US THAN STONE-TIPPED WOODEN SPEARS AND ROUGHLY CHIPPED FLINT HAND AXES. 
 
    ALSO, WHAT YOU DID TO YOUNG ROBICHAUX SHOWS THAT YOU LACK HONOR.   
 
    TO THE VAAACH, THE LACK OF HONOR IN THE UNION HEART MEANS MORE THAN THE LACK OF WAR-WORTH IN THE UNION NAVY.  MOTHERLESS AND FATHERLESS, THE YOUNG ROBICHAUX HAD ONLY YOUR NAVY TO REAR HIM, KEEP HIM SAFE, AND SHOW HIM THE WAYS OF HIS FATHERS BEFORE HIM.  THESE ARE DEEP FOOTPRINTS.  THOSE WHO STAND IN THEM ARE CALLED TO HONOR.      
 
    THAT CALL FELL ON DEAF EARS.  HORNMEYER SENT THIS HALF TRAINED, HALF GROWN LOWER BRANCH HANGER INTO A SWARM OF YOUR MOST DEADLY FOES.  HE WOULD HAVE BEEN THE KRAG’S WARM MEAT HAD THE VAAACH NOT SAVED HIM.  NOW YOU ASK US TO PUT ROBICHAUX BACK IN THE VERY HANDS THAT THREW HIM INTO THE VERMINS’ FEEDING CIRCLE.   
 
    NO. 
 
    HUMANS, YOUR GREAT DISHONOR MEANS YOU HAVE NO RIGHT TO ASK THIS OF US.  FURTHER, IT FREES ROBICHAUX FROM ANY OATH OR WORD-TROTH HE GAVE TO YOU.  HE OWES US HIS LIFE.  HE OWES YOU NOTHING.  UNDER OUR LAW WE HAVE THE RIGHT AND THE HONOR-BOND TO KEEP HIM WITH US AND TEACH HIM AS WE SEE FIT.    
 
    COMMODORE LOUIS G. HORNMEYER, THE UNION SPACE NAVY, AND ALL HUMANS HAVE EARNED THE VAAACH’S SCORN.  YOUR FEET DO NOT FOLLOW THE PATH OF HONOR.  YOUR HEARTS DO NOT CARRY THE TRUTHS OF THE HUNTER.  YOUR EYES DO NOT SEE THE SHAPE OF WISDOM.  WE HAVE FOUND NO TRAIL THAT LEADS TO HUMANS LEARNING THESE THINGS. WE SEE NO SIGN THAT YOU WILL FIND THE WAY.  
 
    BUT, MANY WAYS ARE HIDDEN.  EVEN THE MOST KEEN-EYED HUNTER CAN SEE THEM ONLY WHEN THE LEAVES FALL OR WHEN THE WATER IN THE STREAMS IS LOWEST IN THE DRY HEAT OF SUMMER.  SOMETIMES, A FLOOD OR LANDSLIDE OPENS A WAY WHERE THERE WAS NO WAY BEFORE.  SO, IT MAY BE THAT YOU HUMANS FIND A WAY WHERE THE VAAACH NOW SEE NONE. 
 
    BUT THERE ARE GREAT FIRES IN FAR FORESTS OF WHICH YOU DO NOT KNOW.  THERE ARE THINGS THE VAAACH MUST DO NOW THAT SHAPE WHAT WILL COME FOR US AND FOR YOU FOR MANY AGES.  SO IT IS THAT THE VAAACH MUST KNOW NOW:  ARE YOU CHILDREN OF THE APES STRONG-WILLED AND STOUT-HEARTED ENOUGH TO FOLLOW THE WAY WHEN YOU FIND IT?  IF YOU FIND IT.   
 
    WE CAN NOT WAIT FOR THE FALLING OF THE LEAVES.  WE CAN NOT WAIT FOR THE DRYING OF THE STREAMS.  WE CAN NOT WAIT FOR THE CHANGING OF THE LAND.    
 
    WE WILL LEARN THUS--WE WILL SEND YOUNG ROBICHAUX TO THE HUNTERS OF VERMIN WHERE THE VAAACH WILL ATTEMPT TO TEACH HIM THE WAY.  IF HE LEARNS THESE THINGS WELL AND TRUE, HE WILL LIVE AND MAY GO WHERE HE WILLS. IF HE GOES BACK TO YOU, YOU SHOULD LEARN FROM HIM WHAT HE WILL HAVE LEARNED FROM US.     
 
    IF HE DOES NOT LEARN THE WAY WELL AND TRUE, HE WILL DIE.  THE VAAACH WILL BEAR HIS SMALL BODY WITH HONOR BACK TO HIS HOME WORLD TO LIE WITH THE BONES OF HIS FATHERS.  
 
    THE RAGE OF THE VAAACH IS GREAT AT THE WRONGS DONE TO THIS YOUNG ONE.  BUT, THE UNION WILL NOT FEEL THE FULL STING OF OUR WRATH. 
 
    YET. 
 
    IT IS BETTER THAT THE SPEAR AND CLUB WIELDING RABBLE YOU CALL THE “UNION SPACE NAVY” DO AS THEY HAVE DONE.  KILL THE VERMIN KRAG.  THESE CREATURES ARE NOT FIT EVEN AS MEAT FOR THE VAAACH, BUT THEY ARE WELL-WORTHY FOES FOR HUMANS.  GO FORTH AND KILL KRAG.  KILL MANY KRAG.   
 
    AND WALK NOT NEAR THE TREES OF OUR ANGER, LEST WE DARKEN YOUR SKIES WITH OUR SHIPS DEALING BOOMING THUNDER AND SWIFT DEATH TO THOSE WHO DWELL BELOW.   
 
    ABOUT THIS, SPEAK TO US NO FURTHER.  THERE IS NOTHING MORE TO BE SAID.  
 
    MESSAGE ENDS. 
 
    ***************************************** 
 
    6.  THE HARDASS MOTHERFUCKERS DON’T MINCE WORDS.  I’D HATE TO HAVE ONE AS A DRILL INSTRUCTOR.  THEY SURE AS SHEEP SHIT DON’T LIKE ME MUCH.  IT APPEARS WE DON’T STAND MUCH CHANCE OF BEING ABLE TO DO ANYTHING ABOUT YOUR SITUATION RIGHT NOW. BUT REMEMBER, EVERY ONE OF MY OFFICERS HAS VALUE TO ME. EVEN A SORRY ASS FUCKUP LIKE YOU.  AS LONG AS I HAVE ANY SAY IN THE MATTER, WE WILL NEVER STOP TRYING TO BRING YOU HOME.   
 
    NEVER. 
 
    I SUGGEST HOWEVER THAT YOU RESIGN YOURSELF TO THE POSSIBILITY THAT, IF YOU COME HOME, IT IS MORE LIKELY TO BE DUE TO YOUR EFFORTS THAN TO OURS.  IN ANY EVENT, I THINK IT LIKELY THAT YOUR RETURN WILL NOT COME SOON. 
 
    7.  THE VAAACH MESSAGE LEAVES ME LITTLE CHOICE BUT TO ISSUE THE FOLLOWING ORDERS, ALL EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY: 
 
    8.  YOU ARE HEREBY DETACHED FROM SQUADRON FRS-1885 AND RELIEVED OF ALL OTHER PREVIOUSLY-ASSIGNED DUTIES; 
 
    9.  BY THE AUTHORITY VESTED IN ME UNDER THE EMERGENCY MILITARY POWERS ACT OF 2281 AND THE UNION ARTICLES OF WAR OF 2283, I APPOINT YOU AS THE UNION NAVAL LIAISON AND EXCHANGE OFFICER ASSIGNED TO THE VAAACH SOVEREIGNTY, WITH ALL THE RIGHTS, POWERS, AND PRIVILEGES APPERTAINING THERETO, WHILE REMAINING UNDER THE COMMAND, AUTHORITY, AND DIRECTION OF COMMANDER OPERATIONAL AREA I, TASK FORCE 84-3 ORANGE (I.E., YOUR ASS STILL BELONGS TO ME). 
 
    10.  WHILE ACTING IN THAT CAPACITY, YOU ARE DIRECTED TO PARTICIPATE IN SUCH EDUCATION AND TRAINING AS THE VAAACH MAY SEE FIT TO PROVIDE TO YOU.  YOU ARE FURTHER ORDERED TO COOPERATE WITH AND TREAT AS YOUR DULY APPOINTED UNION NAVAL SUPERIORS ANY PERSONNEL WHOM THE PROPERLY AUTHORIZED VAAACH MAY APPOINT OVER YOU, PROVIDED THAT YOU ARE IN NO WAY DIRECTED HEREIN OR AUTHORIZED TO VIOLATE YOUR OFFICER’S OATH OR TO ENGAGE IN ANY ACTION OR FAILURE TO ACT CONTRARY TO THE INTERESTS OF THE UNION OR THE UNION SPACE NAVY; 
 
    11.  NOTWITHSTANDING THE FOREGOING, YOU ARE TO RETURN WITH YOUR VESSEL TO UNION SPACE AS SOON AS PRACTICABLE BY ANY MEANS AT YOUR DISPOSAL, INCLUDING DECEPTION, DECEIT, GUILE, THEFT, FRAUD, MANIPULATION, OUTRIGHT LIES, ESCAPE, AND ANY OTHER VARIETY OF THAT SNEAKY, UNDERHANDED COONASS SHIT THAT YOU ALWAYS SEEM TO COME UP WITH WHEN NEEDED TO SAVE YOUR SLIPPERY HIDE. 
 
    12.  TO THE GREAT MISFORTUNE OF THE UNION SPACE NAVY, AND PERHAPS OF THE ENTIRE GALAXY, CODE NAV. REG. 14:877(A)(2)(g)(iii) Rev. 28 May 2304) CLEARLY SPECIFIES A MINIMUM RANK OF O-2 FOR ALL NAVAL PERSONNEL “ACTING IN ANY LIAISON AND EXCHANGE CAPACITY BETWEEN THE UNION SPACE NAVY AND ANOTHER SOVEREIGN POLITICAL ENTITY.”  DUMBASS REAR ECHELON MOTHERFUCKERS--HOW THE HELL DO THEY EXPECT ME TO RUN A GODDAMN COMBAT COMMAND WHILE HAVING TO COMPLY WITH ALL THESE IMBECILE PICAYUNE REGULATIONS INTERFERING WITH THE DETAILS OF WHAT I DO, WHO I PROMOTE, AND WHETHER I GO FROM FRONT TO BACK OR BACK TO FRONT WHEN I WIPE MY HUGE HAIRY ASS?  SO, CONTRARY TO MY JUDGMENT AND ANY GOOD SENSE, EFFECTIVE AS OF THE DATE AND TIME HEREOF, YOU ARE CIG TO LIEUTENANT (JUNIOR GRADE), UNION SPACE NAVY (MAY GOD HELP US ALL!).  DON’T GET USED TO THE SILVER BAR OR THE EXTRA SKINNY STRIPE.  EXPECT TO BE BUSTED TO ENSIGN AT THE EARLIEST POSSIBLE MILLISECOND. 
 
    13.  REMEMBER TO KEEP YOUR EYES OPEN, YOUR MOUTH SHUT, YOUR HEAD SCREWED ON STRAIGHT, AND YOUR THUMB OUT OF YOUR ASS.  DO THESE THINGS AND THERE IS EVERY CHANCE YOU’LL DO AS WELL OR BETTER IN THE CRAZY-ASS SITUATION IN WHICH YOU FIND YOURSELF THAN ANY OTHER JUNIOR OFFICER IN THE FLEET.  I’M A BETTING MAN, AS YOU KNOW, AND I WOULD PUT REAL MONEY DOWN THAT YOU WILL SOMEHOW FIND A WAY TO GET BACK HERE ALIVE BEFORE THE END OF THE YEAR. AS A MATTER OF FACT, I ALREADY HAVE.   
 
    14.  GOOD LUCK AND GODSPEED.  --HORNMEYER SENDS 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    01:31 Zulu Hours, 10 July 2304 
 
    Max could feel consciousness slipping away, as though the very light of his being were fading out of existence to be subsumed in a vast, eternal blackness.  He knew he was about to die and he knew that there was nothing he could do to stop the darkness from enveloping him.  Yet, with every separate subatomic particle of his being, he strove to avoid it.  That eternal goodnight called to him, but he refused to go into it, gentle or otherwise.   
 
    Rather, he raged, raged against the dying of the light. 
 
    No. No. No. NO!!! You Vaaach bastards might be able to kill me, but there’s no way in hell I accept death.  I refuse to surrender.  I refuse to give in to your power to kill me.  I defy death and I defy you.  Can you hear me, you sorry Vaaach motherfuckers?  I.  Defy.  You.  Can you read my mind?  No?  Then read my lips. 
 
    With a supreme effort of will, just as his vision went completely black, Max looked right into the lens of the cockpit video camera and managed to croak out what he was sure would be his last words spoken in this life.  He hoped the Vaaach could make them out. 
 
    “Fuck you, assholes.” 
 
    The last spark of Max’s awareness began to flicker.  Even the cacophony that had been assaulting his ears in the last few minutes seemed to fall silent as the part of his brain capable of hearing it shut down.  Having fought to the very last, Max felt the darkness and the silence wrench the last spark of consciousness from his failing grasp. 
 
    And there was nothing. 
 
    GASP! 
 
    A sudden gasp, urgent to the point of being desperate, yanked Max from the unwelcome oblivion.  His first thought was that he couldn’t identify the sound.  The first gasp was followed by a second, and a third.   
 
    As Max’s mind lurched into halting motion, vision and hearing rapidly returned.  He finally identified the sound as his own breathing.  Hardly believing that he still lived, he concentrated on sucking down great, wheezing lungfuls of delicious air.  A quick glance at the few working instruments told him that the ship’s descent had shallowed by over fifteen degrees, reducing the G load from a killing twelve times the force of Earth gravity to a merely uncomfortable five.   
 
    Shallowed.  Somehow.  For reasons unknown. 
 
    Perhaps the tiny gremlins turned their tiny socket wrenches in the other direction. 
 
    And, maybe the Great and Mighty Vaaach don’t want me to die now but prefer me to die ten minutes from now.  So much better.  I’ll be closer to the ground, so there’s less chance that the fatal internal injuries will be compounded by messy dismemberment.  Don’t want to bloody up the nice, pretty little spacecraft, don’t ya’ know. Maybe they want to keep it looking nice for display in the Primitive Spacecraft from Inferior Races Wing of the Vaaach Museum of Science and Technology.   
 
    All that mattered to Max, though, was that he was still alive, breathing and thinking.  And fighting to stay that way. 
 
    For the moment. 
 
    The baby elephant on his chest was gone (though the ribs would likely be sore for at least a week), to be replaced by a gang of pissed off gorillas on steroids knocking him randomly in a dozen different directions.  He knew that this much shaking could also kill him if it went on too long.  Reflexively, Max swept his eyes over the bank of main displays in front of him, most of which were blank.  The few that were working showed red.   
 
    But, at that moment, while he could see it happening, one of the most wondrous events Max had ever experienced (other than the one that spared his life a few moments before) happened right in front of his eyes:  several of the almost unbroken curtain of red lights on the status board flickered and then changed to green.    
 
    Green! Maybe the Vaaach decided they didn’t want to kill me with G forces.  Maybe they want to let me fly this thing. 
 
    And, maybe, they want to watch gleefully while I fly this thing right into the ground so that they can blame my death on my own incompetence rather than their own abject cruelty.  No matter how you slice it, if I have to leave this life, I’d rather fly out of it as a pilot than ride out of it as a passenger.   
 
    Max jabbed at the button that was supposed to bring up a master display for ship’s attitude, speed, altitude, and similar information.  Amazingly, most of the sub-displays in the master display’s data matrix actually worked.   
 
    Ok.  Let’s see what we’ve got. 
 
      
 
    Altitude:  16574 meters.  ∆ approx.-287 meters per second     
 
    Attitude/orientation (planetary center REFSMMAT):  
 
         N/A due to high rates on all three axes. 
 
               Pitch:  ∆ +27 degrees per second 
 
               Yaw:  ∆ -22 degrees per second 
 
               Roll:  ∆ -31 degrees per second   
 
    Speed:  Mach 2.7  
 
    Deviation from level flight:  -19.2 degrees   
 
      
 
    Tumbling like a knuckle ball and falling like a rock.  Just peachy.  Maneuvering systems? 
 
      
 
    Main sublight drive:  inoperative. Cause unknown.  
 
    Maneuvering thrusters:  inoperative.  Cause unknown. 
 
    Trim thrusters:  1, 2, 5, 6, 8 operative at 23% thrust.  Cause for subnominal performance unknown.  Trim thrusters 3, 4, 7, 9, 10, 11, 13 inoperative.  Cause unknown   
 
    Atmosphere deflectors:  operative at 41%. Cause for subnominal performance unknown.  
 
    Fly by wire:  inoperative.  Cause unknown. 
 
    Autopilot Mode 1:  Inoperative.  No sensor input to IMU. 
 
    Autopilot Mode 2:  Inoperative.  No NAVCOMP input access. 
 
      
 
    Most of the systems that a pilot was supposed to use to control the ship were offline.  With what he had left, making a controlled, survivable landing would be nearly impossible.   
 
    Nearly. 
 
    For the first time in days, Max smiled.  Lieutenant (JG) Max Robichaux might be deficient in his judgment about what females to kiss and when.  He might not have the vaguest bloody idea what ass of brass to kiss, how, and when.  But at age 16 he already had a reputation as one of the hottest sticks in the Navy and had never scored less than 98% on any piloting skills test or failed to take first place in any flyoff against pilots anywhere near his experience level. 
 
    Maybe rumors of my death have been somewhat exaggerated.  Time for me to save my own ass.  First priority? 
 
    Easy:  stabilize the ship. Apply the “follow your nose” rule which states:  “In aerodynamic flight, to make your ship go where you want it to go, you must first be able to make the vehicle’s nose point where you want it to point.”   
 
    Max checked to see which of his trim thruster quads was still working.  He had one pair for pitch, one pair for roll, and one thruster without a mate for yaw.   
 
    I can work with that. 
 
    After several misses caused by the ship’s wild gyrations, Max managed to get his left index finger to hit the hard-wired key that extended the control yoke.  Max pulled up the pilot interface configuration matrix on the command chair arm touchscreen and manually punched in the linkages he needed between his controls and the few working thrusters, his efforts hampered by the ship’s wild gyrations.  He tied the pitch thrusters into the yoke’s push/pull axis, the roll thrusters into the yoke’s rotational axis, and the single yaw thruster into one of the yoke’s thumb toggles generally used to fire weapons.   
 
    Now, I null the rates. 
 
    A look at the displays showed Max that his highest spin rate was along the roll axis, so that’s the one he tackled first. He deftly turned the yoke in quick but subtle and precise motions, pulsing the thrusters against the direction of the roll without overcorrecting, until the ship was tumbling only end over end and left to right.  Max next applied the same technique to the yoke’s column, pushing and pulling quickly but oh so very slightly until the tumbling slowly came to a stop.  Then, he used the single jet tied to the key under his thumb until the ship was in a slow left yaw that he didn’t have a thruster to eliminate.  Finally, he rolled the ship 90 degrees so that the slow yaw was now a slow pitch, which he eliminated with the appropriate tug on the yoke column. 
 
    There.  Now, instead of falling like a rock and tumbling uncontrollably, I’m just falling like a rock.  How’s that for improvement! 
 
    Max was, however, slightly better off than the proverbial rock in that his ship was somewhat narrower forward—where the control and accommodation cabin were located—than aft—where the cargo holds, water and fuel tanks, and engines were found.  Max had oriented the ship so that the narrow end was pointed forward so that it would at least be stable as it fell.   
 
    But, in order to save his life, Max had to do more than get his ship to fall in a stable manner.  He had to get it to fly.   
 
    Max’s little ship was designed for aerodynamic flight, as long as you didn’t try to maneuver it like an atmosphere fighter or land it in the middle of a hurricane.  It wasn’t even particularly difficult.  The pilot simply had to select one of the pre-programmed atmosphere deflector boundary shapes (there were different shapes optimized for variations in atmosphere density, as well as for different flight profiles like low speed maneuverability, high speed fly-by or escape, stealthed hovering, etc.) to bend the flow of air around the ship as though it were a solid body the shape of the deflector boundary.  In that way, a ship with a decidedly non-aerodynamic shape could fly through a planetary atmosphere as though it were an aircraft designed specifically for atmospheric flight.  The fly by wire system would translate the pilot’s control inputs into subtle but effective changes in the shape of the deflector boundary, and the main sublight drive would provide propulsion, so the ship could fly through an atmosphere like an airplane or even a rotorcraft. 
 
    That is, if the atmosphere deflectors, the fly by wire, the main sublight, and the maneuvering thrusters had been functioning nominally instead of at a distinctly sub-par level, in the case of the deflectors and the maneuvering thrusters, or not at all, in the case of the main sublight and the fly by wire.  For Max, flying this ship in this atmosphere was like trying to box with one arm tied behind his back, the other one in a cast, a blindfold over his eyes, and scuba fins on his feet. It was a tough way to fight, but Max’s only choices were to fight this way or not at all, which was the equivalent of suicide. 
 
    Max chose to fight. 
 
    He manually configured the atmosphere deflectors, making the most use of the limited deflector output by shaping the boundary layer into the smallest lift-generating shape that enclosed his ship:  something like a strip cut across the middle of a thick pancake, about seven times longer than it was wide, slightly wider at one end than the other.  The top and bottom of the pancake were subtly curved to generate aerodynamic lift, while the ratio of length to width and the difference in width at the bow and the stern insured that air resistance would orient the ship so that it flew bow first. At only 41% power, the deflectors didn’t generate the kind of hard, sharp boundary layer that Max was used to, but they did create enough of a boundary for limited aerodynamic control.  
 
    Very limited.  
 
    Without fly by wire, though, Max had to steer the ship by linking specific motions of the control yoke to pre-set changes (of his own design) in the shape of the boundary layer, curving it in the desired direction of travel, akin to the way a seal glides through the water.  It wasn’t easy, but it was doable.  Max had to instruct the computer to create defined sections of the boundary layer that he could deflect into the air flow, like ailerons and a rudder on an airplane, that moved in response his turns, pushes, and pulls on the control yoke. 
 
    He found that the mere idea of controlling the Nightshade in this manner was far simpler than the reality of making it work on a real ship in a real atmosphere.  Just tweaking the shape of the boundary layer and the slight but constant adjustments to maintain stability was extremely challenging.  But, Max had to do more.  In order to live through the landing, Max had to bring his ship down on a part of this planet’s surface that wasn’t covered with mountains, trees, boulders, or deep blue sea, which meant that he had to be able to steer the ship.  Simple stability was not enough.   
 
    Max needed maneuverability. 
 
    Max cobbled together combinations of airfoil shapes and virtual control surfaces that looked good to him in hastily configured computer simulations but that when implemented set the ship careening into flat spins or wild tumbles every time he tried to turn a few degrees to the right or left.  These failures not only inflicted serious dynamic stresses on both the Nightshade and on Max, both of which had already received just about as much rough handling as they could stand, they also caused rapid loss of precious altitude, cutting into Max’s flying time and reducing his choice of landing sites. 
 
    Max was constantly conscious of how far he was above the ground, a distance that was diminishing rapidly.  He was running out of time before he and his high tech ship became a very low tech smoking hole in the no tech ground.  Finally, on the fourth attempt, Max wound up with a configuration that would keep the spacecraft stable and allow him to steer it, but he was now down to 3850 meters and still falling fast, although not so rapidly as before.  The weak atmosphere deflectors didn’t allow him to create a shape that provided much in the way of lift.  
 
    It would have to do.  Fortunately, one of the systems that had come back on was the terrain mapping system which had scanned the surface for several hundred kilometers around Max’s predicted area of impact.  He pulled up a topographic map and keyed for the computer to highlight suitable landing areas.  
 
    He was surprised to find that virtually all of the scanned area was covered with vegetation, generally trees that showed up on sensors as being very similar to trees on Earth.  Designed for intelligence-gathering, the computer (not so) helpfully classified the plants as wetlands hardwoods in the swamps and estuaries and forests comprised of trees that were similar to pines or to hardwoods in the drier alluvial soil (planetary ecology data constituting useful intelligence more often than most people think).   
 
    Putting aside the unexpected issue of “what’s a nice Earth-like plant like you doing in a place like this?” Max frantically looked for a large flat area, preferably covered with soft dirt or mud.  The limited control he had over the Nightshade was not going to let him set the ship down like a butterfly lighting on a flower, as Max liked to think of his landings.  Rather, he was going to hit the ground with a fair amount of residual velocity, most of it (he hoped) horizontal rather than vertical. 
 
    There really wasn’t anything suitable.  There were only a few clearings, the largest about a third of the size he needed, and all located near lakes, a few of which were over 3000 meters across.  
 
    Too bad I can’t land on those. 
 
    The ship unexpectedly began to roll, completing a rotation ever three or four seconds.  Apparently the airflow over part of the deflector boundary was no longer strong enough to provide enough stabilizing force to counteract some irregularity or other on the Nightshade’s hull or mass distribution.  Max fiddled with the deflector controls, trimming his virtual ailerons to counteract the roll.  It was hard to fly the ship with the yoke and manipulate the deflectors while continuing to look for a safe place to land and trying not to totally lose his mind over the rate at which he was losing altitude.   
 
    The landing was going to be dicey enough as it was. He visualized himself flying the ship as it slowed and descended until the last moment, at which point the laws of fluid dynamics dictated that the airflow over the deflectors was no longer fast enough to stabilize the ship, at which point it would tumble uncontrollably and drop out of the sky like a brick thrown out of an airplane.   
 
    Someday there will be a brass marker:  “Here (and here, and here, and over there) lie the remains of Lt (JG) Max Robichaux, done in by the laws of fluid dynamics.”  Maybe they should say “aerodynamics.”  I remember that Dad was a stickler:  aerodynamics is the more specific term because it is a branch of fluid dynamics.  “Aerodynamics” applies only to gases while “fluid dynamics” applies to fluids, that is, to gases and to liquids. 
 
    Suddenly the hairs on the back of Max’s neck and along his arms stood up in a frisson of hope. 
 
    Fluid dynamics applies to liquids . . . liquids like water. 
 
    Just as aerodynamics was keeping him alive right now, maybe inventive application of another branch of fluid dynamics--hydrodynamics--might keep him alive in a few minutes by letting him land on one of those lakes.   
 
    Just maybe. 
 
    It wouldn’t be easy.  Max knew that he couldn’t just fly in and drop his ship into the water at several hundred kilometers per hour because the Nightshade didn’t have a boat-shaped, hydrodynamic ventral hull like a seaplane or an amphibious spacecraft.   
 
    No, Nightshade class stealth and reconnaissance fighters were anything but hydrodynamic.  The ship’s bow was nearly square with just a bit of rounding at the corners, and its bottom was nearly flat save for a few dozen antennae, scanner domes, transducers, sensor emitters, and other decidedly non-hydrodynamic irregularities stuck on at various places with no regard for the drag they might create.  Max’s best guess was that if he sat this thing down on the water at the speeds he was expecting for the landing, it would hydroplane in more or less stable fashion so long as it had enough inertia to overcome the hull’s unfortunate shape, but when it slowed down and the rest of the hull dropped into the water, the absence of any steering force and the irregular sources of drag all over the hull would cause the ship to skitter across the water uncontrollably. 
 
    This chain of events could come out any one of several ways:  slamming into the shore—killing Max with longitudinal G forces; capsizing or rolling--killing Max with radial or lateral G forces; nosediving followed by the ship driving into the bottom of the lake--strand Max underwater and killing him with the longitudinal G forces (which would make being stranded much less difficult to take); and flipping the ship end over end--tearing Max’s body apart with the G longitudinal and radial G forces. 
 
    Max was sure that there were others, but they didn’t come readily to mind.  He had never done particularly well in fluid dynamics.   
 
    What he needed was a lower hull shaped like that of a seaplane, and the chances of being able to swap one out for what he had out here in the Centaurus-Crux arm of the galaxy were thinner than a ballerina on a hunger strike.   
 
    Except that he had a way of doing just that. 
 
    Continuing to steer with one hand, Max punched into the computer some quick (and very rough) calculations.  He concluded that if he configured the impulsion boundary in front of and under the ventral hull so that it was shaped like that of a seaplane, the deflectors--even at their highly reduced output--might provide enough stability to keep the ship under some sort of rough control until friction slowed it enough so that it would move through the water like an incompetently designed barge rather than an out of control speedboat.  In theory, at least, he should be able to bring the ship to a stop along a length of water of 3500 meters or less. 
 
    This water landing deflector configuration was easy to input, as it was geometrically simple and didn’t have to have a complex system of control surfaces for steering and maintaining stability in three dimensions.  He programmed the system so that pressing one of the pilot-configurable buttons on the yoke (the one Max usually set to dispense sensor decoys) would shift the deflectors from flight mode to water landing mode.  He figured that he had improved the odds of his surviving his landing on this planet from 0% to about 40%.  I’ve survived longer odds. 
 
    And, lots of people have died on shorter ones. 
 
    Max quickly input new landing parameters into the computer, instructing it to find for him a lake at least 3500 meters long with no obstacles or shallows, bordered by a reasonably flat area covered with reasonably soft soil, all within his present glide range.  It took the computer exactly 0.00027 seconds to generate an answer: 
 
    Unable to locate terrain meeting stated parameters. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Max keyed for the computer to show him the area that came closest to matching his criteria.  An area started blinking green on the topographic map.  He touched the spot and keyed for the computer to tell him which parameter or parameters failed to meet his requirements. 
 
    Diameter of water body at widest chord: 2854 meters. 
 
    Double shit. 
 
    It would have to do.   
 
    Hell, they were rough calculations anyway.  Maybe I was excessively conservative and 2854 meters is all I need. 
 
    He felt a cold jab right between his shoulder blades as the other shoe dropped. 
 
    And, maybe I was excessively optimistic and I need 4000 meters, or even more than that. 
 
    He keyed for the computer to give him a course that would bring him to the lake lined up to land across its widest part and landing into the wind, while providing a glide path that would maximize his limited ship control while minimizing his landing speed.  He steered the ship to the indicated vector and dropped the nose a few degrees to align it with the computer’s glide path calculations.  While doing so, he glanced at the landing parameters.  He wished he hadn’t, as there was one line that gave him considerable pause: 
 
    Landing speed: 873 kph +-184 kph. 
 
    He typed a few queries into the computer and shook his head at the answers.   
 
    I’ve got to be totally insane to try to land--on water!-- at 873 kilometers per hour!  Well, crazy or desperate.  The computer doesn’t know and I have no fucking idea what the energy transfer between the ship and the water at the deflector boundary is going to do to the water at that speed.  Well, I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.   
 
    File me under “D” for desperate.   
 
    Max noticed that the computer was following normal safety protocols and spotting his landing about 60 meters from the near shore.   
 
    I’m gonna need those 60 meters. 
 
    Accordingly, Max adjusted the aim point to 15 meters from the shore, which was the closest possible landing point given the steepness of his glide slope and the height of the trees that grew to within 78 meters of the lake’s edge.  
 
    Or course, he could fly toward the lake in an “S” pattern dumping as much of his velocity as possible and using the last few seconds of his controllable flight to skim just above the surface of the lake until he lost lift and dropped to the water.  The problem with that apparently clever notion was that the computer had not been able to model accurately the aerodynamics of the ship and its deflector boundary at low speed, so it couldn’t calculate with any precision at what point Max’s jury-rigged virtual flying wing would lose controllability and lift.  If he tried to allow his landing speed to drop all the way to the theoretical limit of controllability, he just might find himself losing control sooner than the computer predicted and dropping into the trees like a brick that bounced out of the bed of a truck, making for very bad end to a very bad day for Max. 
 
    Accordingly, Max chose maintaining the higher airspeed as the lesser of two evils:  he would rather touch down on the lake under control at 873 kph than drop on it (or into the trees) unexpectedly at 400 or 500 kph.  Even if he managed to avoid instant death by coming down in the water instead of on land, he’d probably hit in a violent roll or yaw, in which case he’d get bounced around more violently than those daredevils who used to go over Niagara Falls enclosed in beer barrels, with certainly painful and probably fatal results.  It wouldn’t do the ship much good, either, likely ripping the fuel tanks from their brackets, splitting them apart and triggering an explosion.  Since deuterium’s combustion properties are virtually indistinguishable from those of regular hydrogen, the resulting fireball would be spectacular. 
 
    Of course, by that point, my brain will have been shaken enough to have reached the consistency of overcooked tapioca. 
 
    The computer had directed him toward a waypoint 12.8 kilometers to the right of the lake and 2.5 kilometers to the near side, from which he would begin a long, slow rounded “L” turn to align his glide path with the lake’s long axis.  The Nightshade responded to the maneuver even more poorly than Max expected, bucking with the enthusiasm of a pissed off rodeo bull and fishtailing like an alligator gar trying to swim against the current.  Only some very fancy flying could prevent these unexpected movements from depriving the ship of its fragile aerodynamic stability and resulting in it falling from the sky and hitting the ground in an unsurvivable crash.  Fortunately for Max, he was fully capable of delivering flying that was just about as fancy as could be executed in that ship under those conditions.  Max’s near-instant, instinctual corrections preserved his life. 
 
    For a few more seconds, anyway. 
 
    As for the seconds that came after those seconds . . . they were next in line and Max would deal with them when it was their turn.  But, for now, the ship was still in the air and still under (relatively) stable aerodynamic control, rather than wreckage at the bottom of a hole in the woods.   
 
    Max had to remind himself to breathe.  He absently wiped the sweat from his brow with the left forearm of his flight suit.  His undergarments were soaked with sweat, and yet he had to work to keep himself from shivering and his teeth from chattering.  It was becoming more and more difficult to hold the yoke steady.  The rough handling inflicted on Max’s body by the last several minutes combined with the emotional stress of staying calm enough to fly the ship and otherwise keep functioning in the face of life and death peril were starting to take their toll.  The ship was still flying, but the pilot was running on fumes.   
 
    I don’t think I can do this.  There’s only so much fuel in the tank and mine’s just about empty. 
 
    The idea of running out of fuel brought to Max’s mind the clear image of a prop-driven airplane exhausting its fuel:  the engine sputtering and dying, the propeller lurching to a stop, the cockpit emptying of all sound save only that of air moving over the plane’s metal skin.   
 
    But for Max, this wasn’t just an image.  It was a memory.   
 
    And it made him smile. 
 
    It had happened when Max was eight—just two days before the Gynophage attack.  It was Max’s last happy time with his father.  Spacecraft designer/engineer, Harvey Q. Robichaux, M.Eng, Eng.D., Ph.D., had taken Max up in one of his experimental airplanes which, because Dr. Robichaux was a member of the “Wrights’ Brothers Experimental Aircraft Society,” he had designed with pencil, paper, and slide-rule and built with his own hands and simple power tools with nothing but pre-1947 technology.  As often happened when they went up together, Dr. Robichaux had let Max take the controls.  Little Max sat on two boat cushions duct taped to the seat so he could see over the dashboard and was able to reach the rudder pedals only because there was a 30 centimeter thick wooden block strapped to each.  Even on Nouvelle Acadiana, a planet that took a more “relaxed” attitude toward legal regulation than one found on most worlds in the Core Systems, letting an eight year old fly an airplane was not even slightly legal, even though Dr. Robichaux was a licensed pilot and flight instructor and even though he was sitting in the left hand seat.   
 
    Just as Max had turned the aircraft back toward the airport, the engine died.  Dr. Robichaux tapped the reproduction vintage analog fuel gauge, causing the needle to drop almost instantly from showing 3 gallons (whatever a “gallon” was) remaining, to E.  “Fuel gauge must have stuck,” he muttered.  “Keep the aircraft straight and level.  She’s very stable, even on a dead stick.”  His voice was patient.  Calm.  Matter of fact.  He turned to Max and smiled, “So, young man, this is your first in-flight emergency.  How does it feel?” 
 
    “Kind of exciting,” Max said, truthfully.  “But, I’m not scared.  Well, maybe a little, but not much.  I can see the airport dead ahead, and I know you’re a good enough pilot to make a dead stick landing. And, I know you’re too smart to think that I can do it, so I’m confident that you’ll set us down safe.  I like it.  It’s like this weird electricity that just went through me.” 
 
    “That’s called an ‘adrenalin rush.’  I think I’m raising an adrenalin junkie.  Anyway, thank you, young man, for your kind words about my piloting ability.  But, I prefer to save my dead stick landings for when they are absolutely necessary.”  
 
    He then grabbed a small green lever on the dash and flipped it from MAIN to RESERVE.  “Just keep flying, son, and when I tell you to, depress the starter for five seconds or until the engine catches.” 
 
    Max nodded his understanding as he heard the rustle of his father’s sleeve as he looked at his wrist chrono and quietly counted down the seconds from fifteen to one.  Max guessed that the delay was to allow an auxiliary fuel pump, probably driven by a battery or a small air turbine that popped out of the fuselage somewhere, to pump fuel from the auxiliary tank to the carburetor. 
 
    “Hit it!” 
 
    Max hit the starter and the engine, after a single cough, started and within seconds was running normally.  “I always put a twenty liter reserve tank on these little airplanes, with its own fuel line, fuel pump, and power supply.  Costs me a little payload, but gas, tank, pump, brackets, battery, and fuel lines all told come to about eighteen kilos.  In the air or in space, always remember these words, my son:  ‘Critical systems must be redundant.’  Those eighteen kilos saved me from having to make a dead stick landing today, so I’d say they were worth it.  The trick about auxiliary fuel is to forget that it’s there until you really, truly need it.  Otherwise, you use it up joyriding and when it runs out you wind up burying your plane in the mud of your Cousin Maurice’s crawfish farm.  ” 
 
    Max shook his head, as though to knock the memory loose from his brain, and wiped the beginnings of a tear from his left eye.  No time for that, Max.  He grit his teeth to put the memory back behind the locked door in his mind where memories like that one were supposed to stay. 
 
    Too bad there isn’t an auxiliary supply of whatever fuel it is that keeps pilots going. 
 
    Then it hit him. 
 
    The Union Space Navy, in what passed for wisdom for an organization of that size and purpose, has provided exactly that.  It was called “G4.”  Max suspected that the name stood for some convoluted chemical term, but every pilot who had ever used it agreed that “G4” could mean only one thing:  “GO GO GO GO!” 
 
    His hand shaking from exhaustion, Max managed to stab the orange/red button directly in front of his left knee.  A small drawer slid out, carrying a big, fat pressure syringe.  Max knew that the gas ampule at the top had enough power to punch through an armored pressure suit which, thankfully, Max wasn’t wearing now.   
 
    “Warning,” the computer intoned.  “Pilot emergency stimulant injector has been deployed.  Use of emergency stimulant presents significant hazards including, heart attack, stroke, cerebrovascular accident . . . .” 
 
    “Discontinue warning.  All that shit is a hell of a lot less hazardous to my health than crashing this fucker into the forest floor.”  Max rarely said things like that out loud, knowing that the computer recorded every word. 
 
    Oh well. 
 
    Max popped the cap off of the syringe and stabbed it into his thigh, depressing the red thumb button as he did so.  Max expected the gentle “hiss” one normally heard with pressure syringes.  This one went “BANG!” and hit Max’s leg like a small caliber rifle round. 
 
    “Jeeeeeeezus!” he shouted. 
 
    It took only three seconds before Max felt the drug hit him.  It was like being kicked in the head by a pharmaceutical mule.  The cobwebs went away.  Max’s hands stopped shaking.  Strength returned to his muscles.   
 
    Now, I’m flying on my twenty-liter reserve.  Gotta set’er down before that tank runs dry, or it’ll be far worse for me than Cousin Maurice’s crawfish farm. 
 
    Of course, all this time, Max had been fighting to keep his vessel in the air and headed toward what he hoped would be a reasonably soft landing.   
 
    Unfortunately, in the moments leading up to the injection, the ship’s deteriorating aerodynamic control and Max’s exhaustion meant that, by the time he got the Nightshade pointed more or less in the right direction, he had overshot the glide path by several hundred meters.  The necessary course correction required him to edge the ship slowly toward the correct line of approach without making any sort of sharp maneuver that would cost him precious velocity and lift.  Union Space Navy officer training didn’t give Max the ability to ignore completely the adrenalin (much less the G4) coursing through his veins, so, even though the electronic control system meant that Max needed no unusual amount of effort to hold onto the yoke or to move it in the desired direction, he found himself holding it in a white-knuckled, death grip as he fought the tendency of the ship to dart first in one direction and then another.   
 
    He paid for each zig and zag with the precious and dwindling currencies of altitude and velocity that this planet’s gravity and atmospheric friction exacted for crossing the remaining distance to the lake, knowing that he probably wouldn’t survive the landing even then. 
 
    If I make it to the lake my death is highly probable. 
 
    But if I don’t it’s highly certain. 
 
    Max allowed himself a quarter of a minute inner smirk time at the “highly certain” usage error before another zig of unusual force, probably caused by a downdraft as Max crossed over a small lake filled with water from a cold spring, banked the ship and dropped it with a lurch, shooting it off course over 200 meters to the left and robbing Max of 163 meters of precious altitude and 250 meters per second of velocity.  Max gradually corrected and winced at his new and much diminished speed and distance from the ground.  A glance at the computer’s glide path projections confirmed his suspicions. 
 
    I’m not going to make it. 
 
    He wasn’t going to be far short--just over 100 meters--but undershooting the lake by as much as millimeter would be enough to kill him, not by the short contact with dry land, but because to be that short also meant that he wouldn’t have enough altitude to clear the trees that grew around the lake.  In just over three minutes, the ship was going to crash into those trees.  
 
    Over the years, morbid curiosity had led Max to review reports of hundreds of spacecraft crashes.  He had seen that, although--without exception--the pilots had died in either case, ships that struck densely spaced trees at a shallow angle generally bled off enough velocity that they came to rest either in the tree canopy or on the surface.  The pilots’ bodies and their ships were usually in better condition than the ones that just plowed into the ground. 
 
    Of course, Max didn’t have to wait to die messily in the crash.  He could end it now, and more easily, of course.  His sidearm was readily at hand and a single bullet would end it all without the prospect of a lingering death as he bled out in the pilot’s seat.   
 
    But, Max didn’t pick up the 10 mm Browning-Beretta M-62 “Grizzly.”  He just continued his struggles to keep the Nightshade in the air, keeping himself alive for just a few seconds more. 
 
    For the second time in the last few weeks, Max remembered Commodore Hornmeyer’s remarks to the effect that every solution you implement doesn’t have to be the ultimate answer to the fix you’re in, so long as you find a way to stay in the fight just a little while longer.  According to “Big Horn,” entire wars have been won “because some grim, stubborn bastard had enough grit in his gizzard and iron in his backbone to stay in the fight just a little while longer.”  
 
    And, that’s what Max was going to do.  He would struggle to keep his ship in the air.  He would fight to keep flying and keep from dying. 
 
    For just a little while longer.  
 
    He was not going to stop trying to find a way to survive. Of course, the calculating part of Max’s mind knew to a high degree of certainty that his death was nigh.  Yet, just as Max the Pilot continued to struggle for life in a brilliant display of flying skill, Max’s inner Vehicle Systems and Operations Officer continued trying to find a way to use the few systems not locked out by the Vaaach to squeeze out the extra increment of kinetic energy needed to get the ship to the lake.  What he needed was some way of giving the ship a push to carry it that extra hundred meters or so.  It wouldn’t even have to be much of a push.  Just a nudge, really, only 60 or 70 kiloNewtons, the output of a small aircraft jet engine for two or three seconds would do it.  His maneuvering thrusters would do the trick.   
 
    If they worked.   
 
    Burning a few hundred pounds of conventional rocket fuel and oxidizer in the main sublight’s exhaust nozzle would also suffice.   
 
    If he had it.   
 
    I might as well ask for a million kN thrust for an hour and a half, because there’s no way I come up with so much as a single Newton for a single second. 
 
    Almost reflexively, and without quite admitting to himself that he was going to experience what some pilots liked to call “sudden ground contact,” Max began to run through the Hasty Crash Preparation Checklist.  He couldn’t carry out most of the steps on the list because the Vaaach had locked him out of the relevant systems or controls, so he made rapid progress.   
 
    Max liked to read checklist items two or three at a time because, by design, many sequential items on the list involved switches or controls that were near one another. Items 16 and 17 were a case in point.  In order to keep the propellant and oxidizer for the maneuvering and trim thrusters from exploding in a crash, the standard procedure was to vent both substances from the ship at least several seconds before impact. 
 
    In particular, Item 16 called for the pilot to detonate pyrotechnic charges blowing the emergency seals on the aft set of tanks containing the hydrazine/unsymmetrical dimethyl hydrazine propellant (known since Jurassic Space days as “Aerozine 50”) for the maneuvering thrusters.  The pressure already in the tanks, and a supply of pressurized helium that the charges would also release, would expel the fuel through the normal feed lines and be shunted to the aft maneuvering nozzles where, presumably, it would be dispersed in the ship’s wake. 
 
    Item 17 called for Max to wait for five seconds after blowing the first set of charges and then repeat the same process as Item 16, but this time with the tanks that supplied nitrogen tetroxide oxidizer to the maneuvering thrusters so it could be vented in the same manner.   
 
    “The delay is necessitated,” remembered Max from his training, “because the propellant and oxidizer are hypergolic, meaning that contact with one another, even in the absence of an ignition source, will result in instantaneous and spontaneous combustion of these two substances.  Accordingly, simultaneous venting of propellant and oxidizer is extremely hazardous and is to be avoided.” 
 
    I’m gonna crash.  The last goddamn thing I need to deal with is “spontaneous and instantaneous combustion.”   
 
    Max verified that he had a control circuit pathway that would enable him to blow the tank seals.  The appropriate lines and boxes on the relevant display were green, so Max reached for the box labeled VENT PROP TANK with his right hand. 
 
    And snatched it back. 
 
    Combustion!  Spontaneous and instant combustion in the aft maneuvering thrusters!   
 
    That might not be such a bad thing.  Not bad at all.   
 
    The Vaaach-imposed system lockouts kept him from using the rear maneuvering thrusters in their normal operating mode to give the ship a push.  But, if Max didn’t wait the five seconds between performing an emergency blow on the seals for the Aerozine and the N2O4 tanks, same fuel and oxidizer that normally burned in the maneuvering thrusters would flow from the same tanks and through the same pipes that normally fed the maneuvering thrusters, burning in the maneuvering thrusters’ combustion chambers and ejecting hot gases through the maneuvering thrusters’ nozzles.   
 
    If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck and shows up during duck season, then it’s probably just like firing the aft maneuvering thrusters. 
 
    Or something. 
 
    Except that that this “duck” was more like the fishy-tasting and somewhat duck-like coot known to Cajuns as the poule d’eaux because, unlike in normal thruster operation, he would have no control over the power or duration of the burn.  And, unless he missed a guess, a burn resulting from an emergency dump would produce far higher temperatures and thrust than a controlled thruster firing. 
 
    Max had the computer run a few quick computations based on tank capacity, flow rates, predicted combustion efficiency in thrust chambers not designed to accept fuel and oxidizer at such high rates, drag coefficients, lift to drag ratios and a few other variables.  The computer’s best estimate was that blowing the tanks simultaneously would provide 13.7 kN of thrust, significantly more than Max needed.  The sudden acceleration would probably render the ship unstable.  Max could only hope that the instability was slight enough that some fancy stick work on his behalf would suffice to keep from using his ship as the galaxy’s most expensive ditch digger.   
 
    It would also subject the nozzles for those thrusters to higher-than-rated temperatures and pressures, reducing their service life and requiring that they be replaced several years early. 
 
    Which would be far better for them than scattering them all over some alien landscape to be found by some Union survey team a hundred or more years from now.  Max could just hear some planetary survey field scientist from the year 2400 saying “What are these pieces from a Union SFR-52 recon fighter doing way out here?” 
 
    Still flying the increasingly unstable ship with his left hand, Max input a series of commands to have the computer simulate dozens approaches and landings to determine when to blow the tanks and what flying techniques to use to give him the best chance of survival. 
 
    It took only a few seconds for the system to inform Max that his best shot was to blow the tanks about 1500 meters short of the lake and fly the ship as level as possible during the burn.  The fuel would exhaust itself about 200 meters short of the shore, at which point Max should “flare out,” by raising the nose of the ship to just below the stall point and ride the decelerating ship down to the water, when Max would hit the switch that reconfigured the deflectors from aerodynamic to hydrodynamic mode allowing the ship to use the lake as a braking system to bring it to a stop.  Then Max would simply fire an omni-grappler into the shore and winch the ship onto the land.   
 
    Unless, of course (and far more likely), Max lost control during the landing causing the ship to tumble and break up.  Or, unless he maintained control but had too much velocity and slammed the Nightshade into the opposite shore. 
 
    He hated to do it, but Max couldn’t help but key up the computer’s outcome estimates: 
 
      
 
    Probability of vehicle destruction:  23.3% 
 
    Probability of vehicle damage not repairable under field conditions: 63% 
 
    Probability of pilot fatality:  42.9% 
 
    Probability of pilot serious injury (incl. fatality): 84.2% 
 
    Probability of pilot intermediate or greater injury: 95.7% 
 
      
 
    This is going to hurt. 
 
    That’s one of the reasons for having inertial compensation systems on spacecraft--to keep the pilots from getting turned into fist-sized blobs of reddish purple dessert gelatin when they had a rough landing.  With that system working, Max could have been reasonably sure of surviving the landing more or less uninjured.  Now, he would be lucky to survive the landing in good enough shape to treat his own injuries. 
 
    Max watched the distance to the lake’s edge count down on one of his displays.  He glanced at the feed from the forward optical scanner, giving him a view something like what he would see through the front window, if his ship had a front window.  He could see the lake ahead and the forest’s tall trees that were whipping past at a speed that somehow managed to be uncomfortably high because he knew that hitting these trees here would be fatal, and uncomfortably slow because his eyeballs and instincts were telling him he didn’t have enough velocity to get to the lake.   
 
    Or, at least, he wouldn’t have enough velocity but for the kick in the pants he was about to administer. 
 
    Here it comes. 
 
    At 1500 meters, Max hit one of the “pilot trigger” buttons on his yoke that he had configured to blow the rear trim thruster fuel and oxidizer tanks.  There was an immediate crack as the small but powerful pyrotechnic charges blew to vent the tanks, followed almost immediately by a hard push accompanied by a loud, shrieking roar as the maneuvering thrusters burned the flood of propellant at far higher than their rated pressure and temperature.  Max did his best to steer the ship straight and level while the hypergolic thrust pushed it toward the lake. 
 
    The burn lasted only eight tenths of a second, but it was enough to boost Max’s speed by the 30 or so meters per second necessary to get him to his destination, now only 42 seconds away.   
 
    The ship’s speed began dropping the moment the thrusters burned out.  The rate of slowing seemed to increase as Max imagined that he could feel the planet’s atmosphere getting a firmer and firmer grip on the ship as it cut through the air.  It was not Max’s imagination, though that the ship became even more difficult to control as the speed bled down below 1300 kilometers per hour.   
 
    WHAM WHAM WHAMWHAMWHAM  
 
    The ship clipped the top of several trees with surprising noise and violence.  Max felt the impacts through his feet and his seat and had to pull back on the yoke to compensate as the collisions caused the ship to pitch down.  He had scarcely time to get the ship’s nose back up before a loud boom followed by a push from below and behind told him that his shock wave had hit the lake, flashing some of the water to steam in a small explosion creating its own shock wave pushing against the ship. 
 
    A louder boom less than a quarter second later signaled the impact of the atmosphere deflector boundary with the water.  More water flashed to steam, exerting a strong upward force on the ship’s stern.  The nose of the ship started to come down and it was apparent to Max that he could not tweak his makeshift deflector based flying wing enough to compensate.  There was only one thing left to do. 
 
    Max shut down the entire deflector system but for a set of tiny winglets projecting from the nose.  With the lift from the rear of the ship cut off and the airfoils in the bow generating lift, the nose of the ship came up again, returning it to a flyable attitude.  But, Max cringed because, with most of the deflectors shut down, what he had planned to be a four or five second, fairly gentle descent as the interaction between the water and the deflectors slowed the ship causing it to gently touch down on the water was going to turn out to be . . . . 
 
    WHAM!  The ship dropped like a rock, hit the water at a shallow angle, and became airborne again like a stone skipped across a pond. 
 
    This is bad. 
 
    Max’s landing calculations had been predicated on his setting the ship down on the surface of the lake and the friction with the water acting to slow the ship from that moment until it came to rest.  If the ship were skipping instead of landing, it would retain too much of its velocity and crash into the opposite shore in a manner distinctly not conducive to the health of the pilot. 
 
    WHAM!  The ship struck the water again, this time at a slightly slower speed, and skipped back into the air. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Max thought about configuring the deflectors to project a hydrodynamic shape into the water that would hold the ship to the surface on the next skip and create enough friction to slow it down enough for him to survive.  But, in the few seconds available to him, Max knew that he could not create a hydrofoil that would prevent the ship from skipping, create the appropriate amount of friction, all without simply causing the ship to dive into the water because the drag would come only from beneath the ship without a balancing force from above. The end would be disaster.  After all, the ship was a recon fighter, not a submarine. 
 
    Submarine.  Maybe it can be a submarine, for only a few seconds. 
 
    A space vehicle is inherently airtight, and a fighting space vehicle is structurally strong enough to withstand being submerged in water to a depth of several hundred meters.  The Nightshade could serve as submarine, albeit not a very good one. 
 
    Max quickly roughed out and implemented a deflector shape in which a long keel extended from the ship’s underside with a set of steerable hydrofoils at the bottom, and the rest of the ship was enclosed in a traditional submarine shape--a cylinder with a rounded bow.  He also programmed a sequence of deflector changes to occur once the ship reached the surface.   
 
    As the ship descended for what would have been another skip, the deflector-keel struck the water and would have pushed the nose straight into the water but for the hydrofoils which were rotated with their leading edges down, exerting a counterbalancing force pushing the nose up.   
 
    The ship quickly smacked into the water and submerged, at which point the keel automatically retracted and a pair of control planes extended from the bow and a “t” shaped set of planes formed aft.  With the ship completely under water, there was much greater friction to slow it, but Max wasn’t sure that even that much friction would be enough after two skips had used up almost a third of the lake’s diameter. 
 
    To make his landing run longer, Max started to steer the ship in a serpentine pattern.  His limited control was enough for him to turn only about 10 degrees to the right and left, but it was better than nothing.  The steering was very rough, making his “S” curves jagged and irregular.  Of greater worry was depth control.  The ship was “porpoising,” pitching up and down causing corresponding rapid depth changes.  The lake was very deep, about 400 meters--probably having been carved by a glacier.  But, it wasn’t the bottom Max was worried about.  With the ship insisting on diving as far down as 95 meters, Max was worried about the deflectors. 
 
    Another pitch down, this one steeper than the others.  Max watched in horror as the depth gauge showed a rapidly increasing value.  He was using all the control surfaces available to him, and knew that what he was doing would cause the dive to bottom out at some point, but had not yet succeeded in pulling out of the dive. 
 
    The ship passed through 120 meters, and Max cringed.  He didn’t know the exact depth but he knew that pretty soon . . . .  
 
    A deafening BOOM signaled the moment at which the increasing water pressure overcame the weakened deflectors and the lake’s water was flowing over the decidedly unhydrodynamic shape of the ship rather than the smooth contours traced by the deflectors.  With a wrenching twist the ship inverted and dove almost straight down, striking the lake’s bottom at the still considerable speed of about 160 kilometers per hour.  Max was thrown against his seat restraints harder than he had ever felt before as he heard several of his bones crack and felt something that he could only describe as his “insides tearing.”  The lights in the control cabin stayed on and the ship remained water tight.  On the other hand, but for a few green lights on the reactor and environmental systems panels, every other status indicator turned red or orange and started blinking rapidly.   
 
    The pain would take as long as a minute before it filtered through all the confusion in Max’s nervous system, but shock took only a few seconds to take hold.  Max’s vision blurred and his awareness began to fade as he scanned the status displays. 
 
    Too bad there’s not more green lights to go with all that red.  It would look like Christmas. I always liked Christmas.  My mother would sing . . . her voice was so beautiful . . . “Joyeaux Noel. Son étoile est montée, Joyeaux Noel, Le roi est né.” 
 
    It was with a pleasant recollection of Christmas during early childhood, with his father and mother in their modest, rural home on Nouvelle Acadiana, and the smile brought on thereby, that Max faded into unconsciousness. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    16:55 Zulu Hours, 19 July 2304 
 
    Green. 
 
    Max slowly opened his eyes only to be nearly blinded by the bright light that seemed to suffuse into his surroundings from every direction.  Light that, for some odd reason, was vividly green.  Max’s eyes had the feeling of not having been used for a while as they felt gritty and it took two or three full minutes before he could get his eyelids to stay open, his eyes to focus, and his brain to assemble a coherent image of his surroundings.  During that time, Max’s mind retraced his steps from pulling his Nightshade out of the hangar at Rathmell station to nosediving that same Nightshade to the bottom of an unknown lake on an unknown planet orbiting an unknown star.  He remembered in particular the sound of various parts of his precious pink body snapping, tearing, and otherwise sustaining serious injury.   
 
    Which is why, once Max had managed to open his eyes and conduct a quick visual scan of his surroundings, he was profoundly surprised to find his body intact and without any sign of having been bent, folded, stapled, or mutilated.  He was covered with a light blanket, lying on what looked like a conventional hospital bed, save that the mattress was far more comfortable than any he had encountered in any naval hospital, and that the dimensions didn’t exactly square with standard hospital beds as he remembered them.  Max saw no evidence that he was physically restrained in any way.  For all he knew, he could hop off the bed and walk out the nearest door.  In fact, unless he was very much mistaken, he would be checking that door sometime in the next two minutes to see if it is locked.   
 
    On the other hand, Max saw no evidence that he was in the custody of the Vaaach.  But, he also saw nothing of the tan and green color scheme characteristic of Krag facilities, so at least he probably wouldn’t see any of their ugly twitching whiskers anytime soon.  For all Max knew, some other race--a race about whom Max knew even less than about the Vaaach--had him in their keeping.  He had no idea what these aliens, whoever they might be, had in mind for him.   
 
    Max’s naval training taught that there were things one did in this kind of situation.  The first was of these was “assessment.”   
 
    Ah, yes, can’t skip assessment.  This is the step where I must carefully, rationally, with a maximum of resourcefulness and a minimum of fear, determine to what degree I am totally, absolutely, and completely screwed.    
 
    Even so, taking thorough stock of the situation at this point wasn’t entirely stupid.  Max found himself in a loose-fitting, lightweight, short-sleeved one-piece garment, similar in cut to the navy’s jumpsuit-like working uniform but made out of thin, cotton-like fabric, like pajamas.  Under the blanket, Max’s feet were bare.  He very gingerly tested his ability to move, and found that he could shift his position on the bed with only a few slight twinges and minor soreness.  He sat up so he could get a better look at his surroundings.   
 
    The bed was situated in a structure that looked more solid than a tent but less permanent than a full-blown building.  He was in a roughly ten meter square windowless room with a single door.  The walls and roof appeared to be made of some kind of plastic-like material, fashioned into translucent sheets rigidly locked together—somehow--at the edges.   
 
    The room contained Max’s bed, a compact but advanced-looking surgical set up, a few rolling carts and sets of shelves loaded with equipment and supplies, eleven pallets of what looked to Max like medical supplies, and what appeared to be four different kinds of diagnostic imaging machines, each on its own wheeled base.  There was also a small square-topped table about the right size and height to serve as a dining table for two to four people, along with two chairs. 
 
    The green color came mainly from sunlight filtering through the structure’s panels, which were made of a green material, and from the artificial lighting from fixtures spaced about two meters apart along the tops of the walls giving off a spectrum that was very strong in the green band.  When he looked more closely at the panels, Max could see their color wasn’t uniform, but that the panels were a mosaic of dozens of overlapping leaf-shaped areas, each a slightly different shade of green and each transmitting a slightly different amount of sunlight, creating the impression of being under a canopy of trees in a dense subtropical forest rather than in an artificial structure.   
 
    The only source of natural light was through the panels as there were no windows.  Max pulled back the blanket, hopped down from the bed, and walked on unsteady legs to the room’s one door.  By the time he got there, he was walking as well as he ever had. 
 
    He tried the door. Locked, with the hinges on the other side and no visible lock mechanism.  Max surmised that it must be biometric, opening only for certain personnel with approved access.   
 
    No way out.  I’m trapped. 
 
    Max had scarcely been able to come to this conclusion when he heard the unmistakable sound of a door opening and closing.  There was a distinct echo. 
 
    That echo says “long corridor.”  Okay, Mr. Young Naval Officer on an Intelligence Gathering Mission, what does the presence of a long corridor attached to this room tell you?   
 
    It tells me that I’m trapped in a room that has a long corridor attached, that’s what.  I’m a sixteen-year-old recon pilot, not Sherlock Fucking Holmes, so what the hell do I know about what a long corridor means to me right now.  Okay, here’s my brilliant deduction.  The presence of a long corridor means the following:  I’m scared shitless that before long I’m going to hear alien footsteps echoing down that corridor as some ten-eyed purple hexapedal alien with nine hundred and seventy-seven poison-injecting fang-teeth comes to torture me for information, or do medical experiments on their first captured human, or just keep me locked up until I go crazy and die.   
 
    How’s that for brilliant reasoning? 
 
    No, Max, you’re gonna have to do better than that.  A lot better.  I’m too scared to think straight, but if I’m gonna live through this thing, I’ve got to get my brain working. 
 
    Max took a deep breath to clear his mind.  He remembered something Admiral Middleton said in one of his famous recorded lectures to a group of young officers:  “Clear thought is like a river issuing from an ever-flowing spring.  Yet, even with an unending source of water, some parts of the river can dry up--not because there isn’t enough water, but because something is blocking the flow.  Self-doubt.  Hesitation.  Second-thoughts.  Fear.  They are like logjams, dams, and sand bars choking the stream.  Create a clear mental image of yourself removing them.  Dynamite the logjams.  Breach the dams.  Dredge the sand bars.  Visualize the waters as they run their course to the sea.  You will find the answers you seek.” 
 
    Too bad my “stream” is more of a trickle.  But, I’ll work with what I’ve got.  He took several deep breaths while creating a visual image of a middling-sized creek from which he imagined himself removing some obstructing rocks and tree branches, and then saw himself knocking over some sand banks that confined the flow.  He visualized the water moving more swiftly and spreading into new channels.  He felt his mind start to work again, transitioning haltingly from frightened rabbit mode to the kind of thinking expected of a young naval officer.    
 
    Now that the naval Corps of Engineers has worked on my little creek, let’s see what we can figure out.  Okay, if there is a long hall that means a few things.  First, this isn’t just some temporary medical hut thrown up for my benefit.  That echo sounds like a corridor at least sixty or seventy meters long.  So, this is a facility, at least a hundred meters long and—allowing for the width of this room and for a room on the other side of the hall, probably no less than forty meters wide, with multiple rooms with different functions.  Second, a facility with that kind of size, containing the miniature hospital found in this room and at least one “prisoner,” pretty strongly implies the presence of armed personnel with the training and equipment to track me down if I escape from here.  Third, because they went to a lot of trouble to repair my crash injuries, there’s a good chance that these aliens have some sort of specific plans for me—plans that require that I be kept here, alive, at least for the time being.  Which implies, fourth, that they will go to a lot of trouble to hunt me down and bring me back if I get out, but probably won’t kill me.  Therefore, fifth, if I’m going to get out, I’m going to have to somehow convince these guys to let me go and to help me get to my ship.   
 
    And, just how the hell do I expect to convince these aliens to do anything? 
 
    Max listened to the footsteps, which sounded very odd to him.  He couldn’t figure out what kind of being would make steps that sounded like that.  But, he could tell that the footsteps, for the moment, were getting fainter as the owner of the feet in question walked away from Max’s location.  Although that meant Max was safe for now, it also meant that someone was moving around in the building and Max was pretty sure whoever it was would check on him before too many minutes passed.  Someone, or something was going to come for him, and Max could not count on it being even slightly friendly, much less that it would follow the customs and treaties that the beings in the Orion-Cygnus arm of the galaxy observed in their treatment of prisoners of war.   
 
    Max was totally helpless, without even the flimsy protection of the Laws of War.  The Interstellar Red Cross would never find him.  These beings, whoever they were, were free to do to him whatever they liked.  Max didn’t like that one bit, as he very greatly desired not to be vivisected, beaten by sadistic captors for their own entertainment, starved, subjected to hideous medical experiments probably involving anal probes and electrified needles in his eyeballs, or to end up as chunks of succulent meat floating around in some alien’s equivalent of a gumbo pot. 
 
    If aliens are like my people, they will pay attention to that last detail.  “Remember, cher,” said the old Paw Paw purple alien to the adolescent purple alien, “humans are very hard to skin and field dress, but sure do taste good in gumbo.”   
 
    Max rummaged around in the room, hoping to find his boarding cutlass, which was nowhere to be found.  Neither was his sidearm nor his dirk nor anything else made to serve as a weapon.   
 
    Having managed to calm himself enough to think clearly and analyze his situation, Max found the result of that analysis anything but calming.  Quite the reverse, in fact.  Alone in an alien facility, with no weapons and no knowledge of his captors’ intentions, and with no hope of rescue by Union forces, Max judged himself to be in dire, extreme, and deadly peril.  Throughout Max’s naval training, the refrain had been that the most important thing to do when in dire, extreme, and deadly peril was to avoid panic.   
 
    This was not a problem for Max.  No, no, not a problem at all.  Max was not trying to remain calm in the face of panic; he was trying to remain calm in the face of abject, deer in the headlights, mind shredding, blood-curdling scream bloody murder terror strong enough to reduce him to a quivering mass curled up in a fetal position on the floor in a puddle of his own piss and shit crying for his mommy. 
 
    Calm yourself, Max. If you freak out, you’ll die.  Bet on it. 
 
    He took a deep breath from the diaphragm.  Another.  Then, he relaxed his muscles by focusing on each muscle group from head to toe.  In particular, he found that his shoulders were scrunched together and rounded forward.  After about two minutes, Max found that he could think again with at least some clarity.   
 
    “When stripped of his weapons, often an enterprising spacer can improvise weapons with materials and artifacts readily to hand.”  Now, that’s odd, I can remember that statement verbatim but I don’t remember which training manual it comes from.   
 
    But, I DO remember thinking it was fucking stupid when I learned it.  What the hell am I supposed to do?  Jeez, I don’t even know whether this rock has a breathable atmosphere, is bathed in deadly radiation, or is swarming with quadrillions insects with a taste for the tender, pink flesh of Union Naval Lieutenants.  Even if I can get out, and somehow manage to survive outside, what happens then?  Do I scrabble around the landscape with absolutely no idea of the geology and mineralogy of the planet, much less of the particular area, and--miracle of miracles!—fortuitously find coal, sulfur, and potassium nitrate (particularly miraculous because I don’t know what naturally occurring potassium nitrate looks like) all within a few hundred yards of one another, find some way to grind them fine enough to burn evenly, come up with some method of measurement that would allow me to mix them together in the proper proportion (whatever that is), then find some kind of tube that’s closed on one end but open on the other, some way of making a touch hole in it, some smallish hard objects to serve as shot, and a way to set the whole thing off?  Bullshit.  Anyone lucky enough to have all these improbable events break in his favor is too lucky to fall into the enemy’s hands in the first place.    
 
    But Max didn’t have time to figure out how to break out, much less to break out and prospect for minerals he could combine to make gunpowder.  Someone could come through the door any minute.  He dashed over to a large cabinet with what looked like the kind of flimsy lock one puts on desks and file cabinets containing non-classified material--the kind designed to deter children, casual thieves, and snoopers.  Right beside the cabinet was a set of shelves holding medical supplies such as gauze pads, tape, and bandages.  There were a few bundles of instruments inside clear plastic cases.  He found one that contained a couple of probes that looked about right for his purposes.   
 
    Max inserted the probes into the lock in the manner taught to him by Larry “Light Fingers” Lafourche (pronounced “la foosh”), a midshipman two years ahead of Max on the USS San Jacinto who used their common Cajun heritage as an excuse to take Max under his wing.  A very old knife stuck into a very old scar in Max’s soul twisted through five or six full revolutions as Max remembered how Larry had been tortured and killed by the Krag when they boarded the old San Jacinto.  
 
    Max could still hear the poor boy’s screams.  
 
    Roughly kicking that memory back into the malodorous swamp from which it had clawed its way onto dry land, Max jiggled the tools in what he hoped was just the right way for an alien lock mechanism he had never seen before, felt a reassuring click, and turned the lock mechanism through two thirds of a rotation and felt the lock open.  Max threw open the doors of the cabinet and smiled broadly as what he saw was clearly shelf after shelf holding hundreds of pharmaceuticals and chemicals. 
 
    Thanks, Larry.  I bet I can make some mischief with this stuff. 
 
    He then looked at the labels on the bottles. 
 
    Oh, fuck all. 
 
    As one would expect in an orderly medical facility, all of the bottles were labeled.  And, as one would expect in an alien medical facility, all of the bottles were labeled in an alien language.  Not only was the language alien, even the script in which it was written was totally strange to Max.  The writing looked like someone took a raccoon’s paw, coated the foot pads with ink, and then pressed the paw again and again on a piece of paper while holding one or more of the toes selected at random from touching the paper.  Max presumed that a paw print with the first and fourth toe pulled up was one character, one with only the last toe pulled up was another, and so on. 
 
    What kind of moron would expect them to be labelled in Standard?  Give me a mirror and I’ll point him out.   
 
    No way in hell am I going to be able to make sense of that in the time I have. 
 
    He picked up one of the bottles and looked at it more closely.  His smile returned.  The bottle in his hand and, it turned out, all the other bottles as well were labeled on the right side with each material’s structural formula, essentially a stick-figure diagram of the molecule showing how it was put together.  He was currently taking Organic Chemistry, so the information was fresh in his mind.  Also, some of the labels had some printing on them that was much larger than the rest and was also a particularly brilliant and odious shade of yellow that made a marked contrast with the so dark as to be almost black violet of the labels.  He knew that shade of yellow:  it was the one the old chiefs always called “baby shit yellow.”  For the moment, however, that color was Max’s favorite because he would have bet any amount of money that what was written in that color were warnings like FLAMMABLE and CORROSIVE or EXTREMELY TOXIC or BURNS SPONTANEOUSLY WHEN EXPOSED TO OXYGEN.   
 
    The structural formula on the label of the bottle he was holding indicated that it contained glycerin.  No help.  Max looked through the cabinet quickly until he came to a bottle that had more than the usual share of warnings.   
 
    This looks hopeful. 
 
    He looked at the shape of the molecule as depicted on the label.  He couldn’t read the symbols but the molecule itself was unmistakable.  That bundle of dots in the center had to be oxygen with the other lines and dots representing two short carbon chains sprouting from the oxygen, one to the left and one to the right.  Each of the chains had a back bone consisting of two carbon atoms zigging up and then zagging down, all with a bunch of little hydrogen “groupie” atoms clustered around each of the carbons.  The whole effect was rather like a squashed letter “M” or a sea bird drawn with straight lines rather than curves. 
 
    No doubt about it.  That label was printed for a bottle of Diethyl ether.  Max knew its properties well and came close to chuckling to himself as he mentally reviewed its properties.  Highly flammable, both in liquid and vapor form.  Vapors can be ignited by static electric discharge even in the absence of a heat source.  Just as likely to explode as to burn.  Plus, the vapors when inhaled for a minute or so cause unconsciousness and, in too high a concentration, death. 
 
    It was some truly nasty shit.  Max loved it.   
 
    There was a possible problem, though.  What Max was thinking of doing would work a lot better if the bottle containing the ether were made out of glass.  The way his luck was running, Max was pretty sure it was going to be made of some virtually indestructible alien polymer.  Max picked it up and checked. 
 
    Glass. 
 
    Of course it’s made of glass, dipshit.  This stuff dissolves most plastics. 
 
    Ignorance of that fact caused more than a few laboratory fires over the years.  But, Max had done his homework in Organic Chemistry.   
 
    Well, that particular night, at least. 
 
    Now, he just needed a way to ignite the stuff.  Where’s a pipe smoker with his handy personal igniter when you need one?  “Rely on the the patented Robuck Rotary Igniter:  It always burns with just two turns.”  
 
    Max homed in on a wheeled cart containing a meticulously ordered array of instruments and pre-loaded pressure syringes, all encased in a big plastic bag, probably to keep them sterile.  The cart stood against the wall with a sign written on its side in very large characters in the odd alien dotted script.  Max grinned wolfishly. 
 
    I don’t need to be able to read that to be able to read that. 
 
    Max couldn’t decide whether that thought was stunningly brilliant in the manner of a Zen Koan or merely working-class clever in the manner of Yogi Berra.  He chose to figure it out later. 
 
    He couldn’t make out a single letter, but he was positive that it read:  “CRASH CART.  DO NOT USE SUPPLIES FROM THIS CART FOR ANY OTHER PURPOSE.”  What made Max smile most broadly, however, was a piece of equipment on the cart but outside of the plastic bag.  It was a light green box with a small control panel on one side, two detachable handheld paddles on the other, and an electrical cord running out of the top and plugged into a triangular outlet in the wall.  There was an orange rectangle drawn on the box around where the cord went into the device, which Max was certain indicated that the power cord was detachable.   
 
    Max walked over to the cart and looked more closely.  The box just had to be a defibrillator plugged into the wall to charge a depleted battery or, what Max was hoping, to keep a continuous trickle charge going on a fully charged battery.  He yanked the power cord out of the side and looked at the panel.  He couldn’t read a thing, but--like every other man to reach the rank of Spacer Second Class--he had been trained to use the Union version of the same piece of equipment.  He felt more strongly about his conclusion when he glanced to his right at the nearest other cart.  On it was a grayish green box with some kind of display screen and a bunch of wires with electrodes on the end coming out of the side.  That settled it, THAT box had to be an EKG to analyze heart function which meant that THIS box had to be a defibrillator.  You want to be able to shock and you want to be able to see whether the shock worked. 
 
    A defibrillator is a defibrillator, right?  They can’t be all that different.  I hope.  
 
    Max knew that, in order to perform its functions, any defibrillator had to do certain things.  There had to be some way to turn it on and off, some way to route the external power so that the user could set it to charge the battery or to zap the patient, and some method to adjust the amount of power used to shock the patient.  Then, there had to be two paddles to conduct the power into the body of the patient with one paddle equipped with a button that triggers the shock.  The box in front of him had to work in a fashion similar to the commercial, off-the-shelf PortaFib 208 and the milspec MDD-57 Mark IV on which he had trained.  Even an incredibly advanced species would want to keep this kind of device as simple as possible so that other, less advanced, species who would inevitably be allies of an advanced race could use it.   
 
    There was one button in the lower right hand corner with a little LED light in the middle.  It was isolated slightly from the others, was purple while the other buttons were orange or black, and it had a blue box inscribed around it.  That had to be the main power.  He pressed it and a blue-green light came on.  He suddenly remembered to put the bottle of ether on the floor a few feet from where he was standing.  Dropping it right now would probably be a very bad idea. 
 
    There was what looked like a rocker switch with the right end pressed down.  This was almost certainly the CHARGE-SHOCK switch.  As the unit was plugged into the wall, it had to have been set for CHARGE.  Moving the switch the other way must set it for SHOCK.  Max pressed the left end of the switch and a pink light came on in the handles of the paddles.   
 
    That’s two for two.   
 
    The big rotary dial in the middle of the panel was a no brainer--it set the strength of the shock.  The knob was turned all the way to the left, which Max surmised was the lowest setting.  Max turned it all the way to the right.  Several lights came on, which Max presumed were warning lights telling him that at this high power setting he might kill his patient.   
 
    Now, for the shock paddles.  Max picked one of them up.  The device must be made for use on some perfectly enormous patients, because the paddles sat at the end of telescoping stalks about a meter and a half long.  Max fully extended both paddles and experimented with moving them around.  The handles were a bit awkward to hang on to because they were made for hands that had three fingers and a thumb rather than human hands, but Max didn’t think he would have any trouble.  Max, moved himself, his ether bottle, and the crash cart behind his bed so that someone entering the room couldn’t see him or what he had in store.  Max sat on the hard floor waiting for his enemy for about fifteen minutes.  The tedium was killing him. 
 
    Then, footsteps again.  But these were coming toward the door very rapidly.  It sounded more like scampering than an ordinary pace.  Finally, there was a beep, presumably as the door scanner recognized whoever was coming, and a loud click as the door unlocked.  The mysterious someone came through the door.  Max bided his time until he estimated that he would be able to get between the door and the alien before the alien could get out the door to alert the guards that Max had armed himself.  After a few seconds, Max sprang out from behind the bed, pushing the crash cart--which by now carried only defibrillator and the ether--for all he was worth.  When he was in position, he shouted as threateningly as he could: 
 
    “I don’t know if you can understand me, but you’d better hold it right there.  Make any funny moves and I’ll smash this bottle of diethyl ether on the floor and ignite it with these paddles, which will turn you into a crispy critter in about five seconds.”  He pantomimed the threatened procedure as he was describing it.  “So, back away toward that wall over there and sit down on your hands or paws or whatever.  Don’t try to call for help, and don’t reach for any weapons or remote controls or it’s going to be instant Molotov cocktail with you as the olive.” 
 
    Not a bad performance.  That would have scared me.  I think. 
 
    The alien made no move to follow Max’s instructions.  In fact, he stood his ground and made a repeated, high pitched pforht pforht sound that Max would have bet his last dollar was laughter.  Or, Max supposed that the sound might be how he called for help and six more just like him but carrying assault rifles would burst through the door any second.  He knew he had to act fast.  Not only might armed guards show up, the shock and surprise at a prisoner having turned the tables was Max’s most powerful asset right now, and with each passing second, he could feel that advantage slipping through his fingers.   
 
    “Goddamn it!  You’d better start taking this shit seriously, fella, because I’m not joking and I’m not bluffing.  You do what I say or I’ll roast you alive!  I’ll set this crap on fire—WHOOSH—and sear you like a grilled T-bone.” 
 
    Still the alien stood his ground, making that infuriating pforht sound. As Max was about to start prodding him with one of the paddles, the alien took a deep breath and started making a series of almost musical hoots, toots, blorts, and barks, sounding like an operatic solo by a California sea lion.  Max presumed the noises were speech but had no idea what the alien was saying. 
 
    Until he knew exactly what the alien was saying.  Somehow, the alien’s precise meaning was totally clear in Max’s mind, as though he were reading an almost simultaneous translation.  What the alien said, while quite amiable, was not to Max’s liking at all. 
 
    “My, my, my, how wonderful.  What a feisty young primate you have turned out to be!  Very feisty, indeed.  I have no doubt that you are perfectly ready and perfectly willing to burn me from fur down to bones.  Down to my very bones, indeed!  That is the stern, combative material of which you are made.  You have resolution made of titanium.  No one’s going to drag you off into some nightmarish alien laboratory to violate your body in a series of never-ending yet luridly quasi-sexual medical experiments.  No, no, no. no.  Not you!  You’ll fight to the death with blunt teeth, soft fingernails, and improvised weapons rather than have a bunch of grey beings with overly large heads and ineffective, almost vestigial bodies sticking electrified needles in YOUR eyeballs.  Or using brightly polished metallic probes to conduct alternating current into the tender mucous membranes of your anus.  You would never let us take you alive if you were facing the prospect of those.  By the Maker, no anal probes for you.  No, no, no, no!  I have made a detailed study of the psychological records from your ship’s computer, including records to which your clearance does not give you access.  So, in some ways, I know you better than you know yourself, which of course is quite impossible in the broader, more comprehensive sense but could be true in the more limited sense of my access to and analysis of those particular records about yourself that your superiors do not allow you to see.  Still it is a peculiar situation, is it not?” 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “Setting aside for now that ever so interesting line of inquiry and the conclusions one can draw from it regarding the respect senior medical bureaucrats have for combat personnel in the Union Space Navy, suffice it to say at this juncture that I have an excellent logical and evidentiary basis to draw the conclusion that I know you very well.  Very well, indeed.  Those records and your performance here today in the last few moments show you to be quite wonderfully feisty.  I do so like very much to see resolve, grit, and feistiness in a member of a race being subjected to evaluation.”  He made ten or twelve of those pforhting sounds.  “The Vaaach and you are going to have such wonderful fun together.  I can’t wait to read the report.  My eagerness is building even as we speak.  I will probably save it to read over a tankard of Kcobrenihs beer as the reward for hard work over the course of a busy day.  The report on your field training and examination would be excellent entertainment to be accompanied by a tall, blood-warm Kcobrenihs.” 
 
    Max continued to stand his ground, holding the bottle and paddles in what he calculated to be the most menacing manner he could muster.  Meanwhile, the alien cocked his head to the left, as though he were listening to something.  He probably had some kind of earpiece and someone was talking to him.  He resumed speaking. 
 
    “The Shepherd of the Young in charge of this stage of your training directs me stop talking so much and to protect you from further humiliation by informing you at this time of certain facts that are crucially relevant to your understanding of your current situation.  Very salient, very crucial, very relevant indeed.  You need to know them.  You will absolutely want to know these things immediately without any further delay, which is why I am going to tell them to you right now.” 
 
    Get to the point, fuzzball. My arms are getting tired. 
 
    “But, I am causing the delay, am I not?  It’s a pity that it takes me so long to get to the point, isn’t it? In any event, you need to know at this particular juncture that you have put neither me nor this facility in any danger of being consumed in a conflagration.  None.  There was no danger of any kind.” 
 
    Max stared at the alien in disbelief. 
 
    “I see that you do not give sufficient credence to my statements.  That is an understandable state of affairs given your current situation.  Trust comes from the association of a being’s factual assertions or promissory statements on one hand with verified facts or observed outcomes confirming those assertions or statements on the other, leading to the conclusion by means of inductive reasoning that the statements of the being in question are worthy of belief.  Until you have developed a foundation of experiential data to do so with regard to my statements, I invite you, instead, to trust the evidence of your own senses.  Pull the stopper off that ‘ether’ bottle and gently waft some of the ‘fumes’ toward you.” 
 
    Max was somehow aware of the alien’s scare quotes around “ether” and “fumes.” 
 
    Max did as asked and was not struck by the powerful, oily-sharp smell of ether that he expected.  He wafted more vigorously and inhaled more deeply, trying to detect a more subtle scent.  He was rewarded by smelling . . . nothing. 
 
    “Oh, my bellicose and combative young friend, you are threatening me with a bottle of ordinary water that is, quite falsely I’m afraid, labeled as diethyl ether.  Yes, yes, yes, I feel quite remorseful in the extreme for having played a role in misleading you in that way, but it was a necessary part of your trial.  I abhor all forms of falsehood, however innocent, as do the Vaaach, but this one was essential to learning critical facts about you.  You should also know that we removed the power cell from that defibrillator and replaced it with a power cell of the kind used to power the LED that illuminates the warning lights on my niece’s toy emergency patient transportation vehicle.  It produces just enough current to trigger the test light at the end of the paddle.  It would not have generated a spark.” 
 
    Now Max knew what the alien meant when he mentioned “humiliation.”  Max felt as though his stomach had just detached itself from the rest of his internal organs and fallen through his feet all the way to the center of the planet.  Just a few seconds ago, he thought he had a fairly strong position (at least as strong a position as a captive can have when held on an unknown planet with his own ship nowhere in sight).  But, it was now clear that he wasn’t going to escape from his captors any time soon.   
 
    Moments before, adrenalin had been surging through Max’s body, making him ready to take down a foe or to run like hell.  Most of that was gone now, leaving Max burned out and shaking at the total humiliation he had received from this alien. Not to mention that he was totally powerless now.  The aliens would be able to do to him whatever they wanted. 
 
    Anal probe, here we come!  
 
    “What the hell kind of charade are you people pulling anyway?” Max yelled at nearly the top of his lungs totally ignoring that the word “people” was probably inappropriate in that context.  There was still a little adrenalin circulating through Max’s brain, not to mention anger.  He had never known such rage.  “You can’t just play with me like a toy!  I’m not a fucking rat in a maze!  If I find out that this was someone’s twisted idea of a training exercise, I’m going to start breaking things.  As God is my witness, I’m going to go full bore hooligan and bust this place up like it just went through the planet-wide power failure riots on Edhellond II.”   
 
    “Maxwell Tindall Robichaux, please try to calm yourself,” the alien said in what probably passed in his species for reasonable tones.  “I urge you to refrain from attempting to destroy my lovely little treatment facility.”  With obvious reluctance, he produced a small but functional-looking pistol from an equipment harness he was wearing and pointed it at Max.  “There is a clear boundary separating admirable feistiness from wanton and gratuitous destructiveness and I am fully prepared to enforce your observation of that boundary.  If you become violent or destructive, I will—regretfully but promptly--use this device on you.  The sedative ampules are programmed to make their way through any clothing and then inject you with an extremely powerful sleep-inducing pharmaceutical.  You will be unconscious within a heartbeat or two of my pulling the trigger.  You would not be harmed, of course, but you would wake up approximately half of one of your standard days later, feeling as though you had greatly overindulged in that Kentucky beverage of which you are so fond (and which—medically speaking--should be withheld from you until your body has become fully adult), without the pleasure of actually having indulged in the beverage--a balance of advantages and disadvantages that would weigh heavily against doing anything requiring me to sedate you.   
 
    “You are supposedly capable of rational thought, so I would be very pleased to see some manifestation of that attribute at this time.  Yes, indeed, now would be an excellent time for you to let me see some of the rationality and ability to think clearly under conditions of exceptionally high stress that the beings who study your species repeatedly claim that you possess. 
 
    “Further, even if you escaped from this building, there is nowhere for you to go, no food, no shelter, and no way for you to get off this planet without your ship which is currently in a maintenance hangar on this planet’s fourth moon, more than half a million kilometers away.  On your own in the wilds of this world, without supplies or equipment, you would be dead quite promptly, which I would regard as a considerable waste given all that was done to keep you alive.  Indeed, given the effort that I, individually, expended for the preservation of your life, physical well-being, and intellectual capabilities, I would be particularly irritated were you to walk out of here only to fall prey to some hungry woodland predator. 
 
    “So, you have nothing to gain by violence and destruction, except a long sedative-induced nap followed by a long ‘hangover.’  Your situation will all be explained to you.   
 
    “But, first, please get back in your bed, I implore you most earnestly.  This was a charade staged for your benefit.  Truly false, yes it was, truly false.  But, my ferocious little primate, this drama was intended as a test of your resolve to preserve your own life and of your resourcefulness under great stress in unfamiliar circumstances.  You did very well, very well, very well, indeed, at least as perceived from my particular perspective, but I am only one of the beings involved in evaluating your performance.   
 
    “The Vaaach were only mildly impressed, I’m afraid, but their whole species is made up of individuals who are almost impossible to impress.  Legend has it that the first Vaaach to be shown a supernova close up said something on the order of, ‘That was entertaining.  When is the next one?’ 
 
    “But, I digress.  As I was saying before I most rudely interrupted myself, I am most enthusiastic about your performance in that regard.  Of course, you could have done better, as there were ‘chemicals’ in the cabinet that would have burst into flame when exposed to air such that you would not need the defibrillator, but anyone who expects perfection in the real universe is guaranteeing their own disappointment.  In the real rather than the theoretical world, no one can expect to be perfect.   
 
    “No.  No.  We are all flawed and imperfect creatures made of perfectly ordinary atoms arranged in amazing ways.  As a result, sometimes, we are amazing, and sometimes we are ordinary.  So, let’s proceed with this process so that the relevant procedures can be completed.  I need you to put down the water bottle and my defibrillator, and get back on your bed where patients such as yourself should be.” 
 
    Max complied, somewhat grudgingly, and gave his captor a good once over as the alien, in fussy and fastidious fashion, returned the bottle to its place in the cabinet, the defibrillator to its cart, the cart to its place against the wall, and the items that Max had removed from the cart back where Max had found them, with the labels turned in exactly the same direction and precisely the same distance apart from one another. 
 
    Max quickly came to the conclusion that this particular space was the obsessively organized domain of this particular obsessive alien. 
 
    Well, that’s not exactly fair.  Who knows?  Maybe these personality traits are normal where he comes from. 
 
    Oblivious to whether his actions were symptoms of psychopathology in his species’ equivalent of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual CXIV used by human mental health professionals, the alien was soon satisfied that he had put back into order what Max had disordered and returned to Max’s side.   
 
    Max’s apparent captor was roughly the length and build of a very large leopard, just over two meters, but more slightly built, probably weighing in at about 75 to 80 kilograms.  The face of the alien, however, wasn’t even remotely cat-like; rather, it was shaped much like that of a fox or a raccoon, but with a larger (much larger!) brain case.  Also, unlike that of a cat or, for that matter, any other large creature Max had ever seen, was the meter and a half long, decidedly whip-like, tail that came with the package.   
 
    The being was covered with short tawny and pale green hair marked with thin, irregular vertical lines of slightly darker or lighter color, much like the camouflage worn by Union Marines when deployed to fight on grassland or lightly wooded terrain.  Max could make out long, lean muscles rippling under the fur and skin.  Something about those muscles told Max that the creature was extremely strong.  It wore no clothing and its genitalia, if they were on the outside of the body at all, were hidden by fur.  It was, however, wearing a rather complicated-looking equipment harness that looked like a cross between a military web belt and a set of bandoleers, akin to what Poncho Villa wore in the old photographs, crammed with recognizably alien but also recognizably medical instruments.   
 
    As Max was getting into the bed, the creature scampered on four legs right up to Max and, like an oversized African meerkat, reared up on its hind legs, letting Max see that what he had thought to be the creature’s front feet to actually be its horn-hard elbows from which protruded small, half meter long, delicate forearms ending in large hands comprised of three finely-articulated fingers and a long, sharply-curved and opposable thumb.  The creature looked Max in the eye with a steady, penetrating gaze. 
 
    The eyes doing the gazing struck Max as being strange, yet perfectly suited to their owner.  The “whites” were light green while its pupils, shaped like those of a cat but with the long axis running horizontally rather than vertically, were an amalgam of brown, tan, and green flecks.  After about ten seconds of this regard, the alien wiggled its ears--which looked rather like those on a small dog--in what appeared to Max to be a calculated gesture of some kind.   
 
    Max shook his head.  “Who the hell are you, anyway?  Are you male or female?  How are we able to talk to each other when I know I’ve never heard anything even remotely resembling your speech before in my life?  Where am I?  Why am I not covered in bandages and in extreme physical pain from my injuries?  Where are the scars and bruises?  For that matter why am I not dead?  Are you my doctor?  How does an alien from thousands of light years away from Earth know how to work on a human?”  Max ran out of steam at that point and, out of pure exhaustion if nothing else, lay down on his bed and turned his face toward the alien. 
 
    The meerkat-like creature wiggled its ears once more, grabbed an exam stool from one of the several desks that lined the room, wheeled it across the room to Max’s bedside, and plopped his green, furry rump down on it.  Despite his dire situation, Max couldn’t help but smile:  the round, adjustable-height, three-wheeled stool used almost universally by human physicians on hundreds of worlds appeared to have been invented independently by a culture thousands of light years away. 
 
    The alien took a deep breath, sounding much like a sigh, and started talking.  “First, I will tell you that I am your physician.  I treated your injuries, which were quite severe and from which you would have likely died had you been in the care of your own medical personnel.  I am responsible for your further medical care and certain aspects of your evaluation during your training on this world.  I will also provide most or all of that care personally, although you may come in brief contact with one or more of my assistants.  They are trained to provide treatment to you but are not trained in how to interact with members of your species, so you will be dealing primarily with me as long as you are in this facility.  I am of the Bwhoid race.  You do not possess the vocal apparatus necessary to speak my name; accordingly you may address me as ‘doctor.’  As I am the only physician of any description in this entire star system, it would truly be an astonishingly improbable set of circumstances that would make calling me ‘doctor’ ambiguous or confusing in any way so, although that title has a rather broad application in general, it is quite specific when applied in this particular star system.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Max interjected.  He clearly wasn’t going to be heard otherwise. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt you, Doctor, but before you went any further I wanted to thank you for taking care of me and for saving my life.  I am truly grateful.” 
 
    The alien seemed taken aback for a moment and did not speak for several seconds.  “You are most entirely welcome, Lieutenant Robichaux.  Doing so was my duty, but it was also my very great pleasure.  Few patients express gratitude to me in this manner. 
 
    “Now, let us resume discussion of the specific information which you need or want to know.  Since your species seems to attribute great significance to matters of gender, I am informing you that I am a female.  Males of my race are somewhat taller, more powerfully built, have larger eyes, longer ears and shorter tails, and are far, far more talkative than we females.  Yes, while I am somewhat more talkative than the average Bwhoid female, I am not nearly as talkative as any but the most taciturn male.   
 
    “Next, I wish to assure you most sincerely that you are quite safe here.  We are all ceaselessly guarded by a squad of Vaaach elite ground troops with orders to keep you safe from any outside threat.  They will lay down their lives for you.”   
 
    The doctor paused and tilted her head, as if to consider what she had just said.  “Of course, the Vaaach dying for your protection is highly unlikely.  You see, my feisty little banana eater, the Vaaach have a saying:  ‘Dying for your clan brings honor.  But, making your foes die for their clan brings victory.’” 
 
    I’ve heard something similar before.  Maybe General Patton was part Vaaach.  Or, who knows, maybe the Vaaach studied General Patton.   
 
    “And,” the Bhwoid continued, “as you are likely aware, the mighty Vaaach are quite outstandingly capable—quite outstandingly capable, indeed--in the art and science of causing their enemies to die more rapidly and in greater numbers than your frivolity-prone primate brain can ever imagine.  Oh, yes.  In space and on the ground, they are warriors without equal, and any attacker here would most likely be captured, tortured for information, disemboweled, and his remains mounted on a pike near the boundary of this facility as a warning to others of its kind, all in the time it would take the warriors of most species to pick up their weapons and get into firing position.  
 
    “And, as you are my patient, I am bound by the sacred honor of my calling to do no harm to you and to see that you come to no harm while under my care.  No needles in your eye.  And, most certainly, no anal probes.”  She paused, again tilting her head in the manner that Max was already associating with the doctor thinking about what she had just said. 
 
    “Although, I must admit my puzzlement on this point.  Why, pray tell, have you and so many other humans been so pathologically fixated over the centuries over this matter of anal probes.  I am hoping that you can enlighten me on this subject during our time together, because I am concerned for the psychosexual well-being of both you and your entire race.  There is some pervasive psychopathology here that shows human mental health to be greatly in need of substantial adjustment. 
 
    “Irrespective of your profound sexual paranoia, you are far safer here than you would be back with your task force.  The Vaaach and I will make sure of it.” 
 
    She paused for a moment, as though considering which of the several pending subjects to address next.  It occurred to Max that the alien was trying very hard to answer first the questions that were most urgent to him rather than the topics she preferred to discuss for her own purposes.   
 
    “Regarding our ability to understand each other’s speech, the translator module implanted in my cerebral cortex will translate what you say into neuro-linguistic equivalents in my own language sent directly to the language centers of my brain.  The one that I implanted in yours will do the same for what I say.  So, by simply talking in our own languages, we may communicate the most complex and abstract ideas with little more difficulty than we would experience conversing about them with members of our own species.  Marvelous devices, these implants.  Without them, communication between races would be so difficult.” 
 
    An idea occurred to her, causing her to look at her feet with apparent sheepishness.  “I am almost embarrassed, though, to have told you that you could communicate with me by ‘simply talking.’  To say that either of us will be ‘simply talking,’ is absurd, is it not?  After all, there are few things more complex in this plane of existence than communication, don’t you agree?  Of course, you agree.  I see in your eyes acquiescence to this inarguable proposition, for the brain activity that shows in your scans and the problem-solving ability you just demonstrated show you to be a reasonably intelligent being and this assertion is one with which no reasonably intelligent being would ever disagree, I think.  Indeed, certainly, this is something about which I’m quite certain you and I are both quite certain, I’m quite certain.” 
 
    During the foregoing, the doctor’s tail was in constant, sinuous motion:  curling and uncurling, whipping back and forth, and even curving into various corkscrew-like shapes.  That motion, combined with the tail’s markings, looked to Max as though it might serve to confuse predators pursuing through tall grass or brush.  Max also wondered whether the tail was useful as some sort of whip-like weapon.  Max’s musings on this subject, however, did nothing to slow the torrent of words flowing from the alien physician. 
 
    “But, to matters that, even if they have less significance in the greater scheme of things, are of more significance to you and me in the here and now.  Yes, yes, yes, it is easy to lose sight of these things in light of the extreme degree, the very great and extreme degree indeed, that I am pleased that we are having this conversation together, you and I.  I get so very, very anxious when the Vaaach explain to me the conditions under which beings such as yourself are challenged and tested.  Those surrounding your landing caused me particular distress.  It seemed to be far too stern a test of your abilities and fortitude and I was only too grateful, too grateful indeed, to be proven wrong—notwithstanding that I generally do not take being proven wrong with the degree of grace to which I aspire.  Not in the least.  I strive, but fail, to be more gracious and accepting when I am in error.  It is a fault that I fear I will not soon remedy.  
 
    “And, there I go again, interrupting myself.  It is a good thing that I am so quick to forgive myself for my appalling manners.   
 
    “Where was I?  Oh, yes.  Your test conditions.  It is a fine line, is it not, between presenting a bright young being with a challenge that, at least to some degree, places him in existential peril without that peril causing the termination of that existence?  I was impressed by the outstanding piloting you exhibited, although I am not really much of a judge of such things. 
 
    “But, now, I need for you to talk to me in detail so that I can evaluate your brain function and check you for various neurological and physiological symptomologies, deficiencies, and deficits.  Say something, if you would.” 
 
    Not since Max was six years old and had heard a couchon (pig) being auctioned at the Tchefuncte Parish Fair had Max heard anyone speak so quickly.   
 
    “Uh,” Max said.  “Like what?” 
 
    “It appears your eloquence has fled.  I know not where.  Only a few moments ago, you asked me a series of questions—quite relevant ones at that—that showed mastery of both thought and language.  I urge you to resume speaking for the sake of your further treatment.  Accordingly, in order to encourage you to speak at greater length, I’m going to stop talking to give you an opportunity to offer more than a few words in sequence.  Now.”  Very short pause.  “I’m stopping now.”  Slightly longer pause.  “You can speak at any time.” Another pause, this one stretching out for a nearly interminable half a second or so.  “I meant now.”  This pause dragged on for at least two thirds of a second and may have even dragged on for nearly three quarters of a second.  “Now, as in ‘immediately and without delay.’” 
 
    “Why aren’t I covered in casts and bandages?”  Max managed to blurt into the Bwhoid’s verbal traffic.  “I thought I was severely injured in the crash.” 
 
    “Outstanding! Outstanding, indeed!  Not only several words in sequence but well-chosen words, at that.  A most pertinent question, to be sure.  Hmmm.  Yes, indeed.  Most, most pertinent, most relevant, most outstanding. This inquiry is indicative of the complete restoration of the logical faculties necessary to discern relevant from irrelevant facts and, indeed, to parse the relevant issues and find among them the most significant.  I am very pleased.  Very pleased, indeed.  Quite outstanding.”  The doctor’s speech trailed off as he touched a recessed area at the foot of Max’s bed, calling up a holographic image of a human brain, presumably the one residing in Max’s skull, about a meter and a half wide, slowly rotating, parts of which were flickering in various colors, probably to indicate various kinds and degrees of activity.  By pressing and stroking that same spot, the doctor viewed the virtual brain from several angles, then zoomed in on several areas while scrolling forward and back in time while whistling and hooting softly to himself and paying no attention to Max, this virtual brain floating in the air apparently being far more interesting than the living, breathing patient on the bed. 
 
    “Doctor, if my question is so pertinent, wouldn’t it be fair to give me an equally pertinent answer?  Or is observation of my response to being ignored by my doctor one of the things you use to evaluate my brain function?” 
 
    “Answer?  Oh, yes, yes, yes, yes, of course, of course. My profuse apologies, young one.  I must further compliment you, primate:  that was an outstanding use of sarcasm.  Indeed, most very most excellently outstanding.  I like sarcasm, you see.  I’m very fond of it, yes, most emphatically, if for no other reason than that it is representative of several different higher brain functions operating simultaneously.  The complexity of the humor component alone is wondrous, most outstandingly wondrous, in fact.  This wonder is multiplied exponentially when sarcasm comes into play because of involvement of the language centers in making word and syntax choices such that a literal parsing of the words actually spoken yields a meaning ironically at odds with the vocalizations’ underlying import.  It is a thing of exquisite subtlety and even beauty at a neuropsychological level.  Just the way it brings your corpus callosum into play, standing alone, is something I could contemplate without even the most infinitesimally minute trace of boredom for many, many cycles . . . .” 
 
    Max shifted impatiently on the bed, which the doctor noticed instantly and correctly interpreted as a sign of impatience, a fact that was not lost on Max.  That an alien could understand Max’s spoken language through the intercession of a neural implant wasn’t all that shocking.  After all, given how technologically advanced the Vaaach clearly were, this is exactly the kind of capability one might expect them to have.  But, correctly interpreting the body language of someone from another world was a horse of a different color.  You couldn’t just download that from a computer database like you could with language; unless Max was sadly mistaken, an alien’s ability to formulate accurate interpretations of human body language could come only after lengthy study by a being deeply interested in the subject and possessing very high levels of perceptiveness and intelligence. 
 
    “Oh, yes, answer.  Answer, indeed,” the Bwhoid said.  “I suppose that is in order at this juncture.  Yes, and an answer you most emphatically deserve.  You were seriously injured when your vehicle rather abruptly ceased its forward motion.  Very seriously.  Repairing the damage to your body kept me very busy for much longer than I typically go without a sleep period.  It was a very long work period for me.  I know not how that period relates to the customary length of time members of your species work without rest.  I care little for such things.  My interest is not in their customs and habits but in the living beings themselves.   
 
    “Living beings, you know, are the most complex structures in the known universe.  The simplest bacterium is more intricate than the most powerful battlecruiser.  Such complexity is endlessly fascinating.  Fascinating!  Life is such an endlessly fruitful field of study, so eternally fascinating, because one can never know it all, one can never have all the answers, one never runs out of new paths to follow through the forest.” 
 
    Max’s impatience caused him to shift his weight on his bed once again. 
 
    “Oh, but I see that, even though your raw intellectual ability is in the upper one tenth of one percent for your species, your interests lie elsewhere and that you are seeking a different kind of information.  I suppose that is reasonable given your avocation.  I would think that your navy is not in the habit of assigning deep penetration military intelligence missions to healers, medical researchers, and biologists.  You are, after all, a fighter, not a doctor. 
 
    “Back to your body, in which you presumably do have an interest as opposed to the bodies of living organisms in general in which you clearly do not.  You suffered from twenty-three bone fractures, including two compound fractures, six multiple fractures, and three separate and distinct skull fractures, various internal injuries including a ruptured spleen, a few brain injuries, and severe contusions and other soft tissue damage in several locations.  Your knee joints had to be reconstructed in their near totality as did four of your cervical disks which were crushed.  Those were congenitally defective and very likely would have required surgery in any event once your skeleton stopped growing.  You have nothing about which to worry now with regard to your knees or those disks, as they will all outlast you and will provide better service than their counterparts provided to you by our Maker.  The new joints and bones are literally hundreds of times stronger than the rest of your skeleton.   
 
    “All of these procedures were extremely time-consuming.  It took a great many of those silly chronometric units you use:  the ones with sixty of this making up sixty of that making twenty-four of the other thing . . . whoever invented that system must have had three or four brain lesions the size of his testes or simply suffered from some kind of profound psychosis.  It’s obvious that you should be using powers of eight to match your digits.”  He glanced at Max’s hand.  “Ten.  Pardon me, powers of ten to match your digits.  Hours, hours are what you call them.  It took hours to repair your broken bones and another several hours of surgery to treat your other injuries.  You have been in an induced coma for ten of your standard days.  You figure out how many hours that amounts to.  
 
    “I am pleased, yes, most pleased indeed that you have recovered so thoroughly.  I do so detest it when patients die or, as I am required to say in my official reports, ‘experience a negative therapeutic outcome.’  Bureaucrats are the one constant throughout the galaxy, are they not?  Sometimes, I fanaticize about rounding them up and sending them to some far part of the galaxy, but then we would be left to perform their gray, repetitive, dreary duties, something which I suspect neither you nor I would relish. 
 
    “In any event, a ‘negative therapeutic outcome’ ruins my appetite for a week and sends my mind into borderline obsessive review of my actions, over and over and over again at very high speed worrying incessantly over every minute detail.  You must be quite surprised, I’m certain, to learn that my mind would ever operate in such a fashion.” 
 
    Was that sarcasm?   
 
    “I experience these feelings even if the unfortunate patient is a member of an alien species.  Irrespective of species, the life of all thinking beings is sacred.  All.  Without exception.  It is given by the Maker and it is not something that we mere corporeal beings may take from another for frivolous reasons or lightly cast aside like a worn out shoe.  Life must be cherished and protected, and must never be devalued, cheapened, or treated as anything short of sacred.  This is the purpose to which I have dedicated my time in this existence.  That is the cause I proudly serve and for which I am willing to give my last breath.”  She had spoken with what Max interpreted as a great deal of emotion. 
 
    The doctor stopped to collect herself.  “I beg your pardon.  This issue is one that has been a matter of controversy of late in my professional life and the emotional wounds from that conflict are still fresh.  In light of all the adjustment issues with which you are confronted, it was entirely inappropriate, inappropriate indeed, for me to subject you to the additional emotional burden of my vehemence.” 
 
    “I accept your apology, Doctor.”  Max learned long ago that his relations with others flowed far more smoothly if he immediately accepted any genuinely contrite apology offered to him.  With so many billions of genocidal Krag to kill, why should he weigh himself down with minor grudges?  Besides, he was taking a liking to the talkative, brilliantly knowledgeable alien.  Perhaps, someday, if he ever made it home, Max mused that it might be nice to find a human friend whose mind worked in similar fashion.  Such a person would be incredibly entertaining as well as a source of interesting information.  But, Max concluded, humans just aren’t put together that way.   
 
    “Very well,” the doctor said.  “Let us consider the matter as behind us.  Water under the river crossing, so to speak.  To your status . . . fortunately for you, I am well-versed in the treatment of your chattering monkey kin.  It is also fortunate that Bwhoid medical science is roughly a thousand cycles more advanced than that which I have gathered you humans possess.  I have spent some time evaluating the state of medical science in your culture—primitive . . . so shockingly primitive—and I have grave doubts that your own physicians could have performed the organ constructions you received under my care.   
 
    “The result of the foregoing work is that you currently enjoy a state of physical well-being slightly higher than when your ship first reached this planet’s atmosphere.  This comparatively higher state of health is not entirely due to the quality of the care you have received here, but also to simple cessation of the abuse to which you subjected yourself before you came to be under my care.  You inflicted upon your young body any number of deleterious behaviors:  long hours without adequate sleep, protracted stress, exercise that was inadequate both in duration and variety, lack of natural sexual activity with a suitable mate or proto-mate, and a horrifyingly injurious diet, to name the most obvious.  
 
    “You had asked more of your body than it could comfortably deliver under those conditions.  You must have an unusually strong constitution to have withstood these stressors so well.  I am particularly amazed that you seem to thrive on the truly, truly, truly horrific array of foods you regularly consume.  I was shocked, deeply shocked, to learn exactly what you eat.  In fact, your nutritional profile causes me to doubt seriously the evidence that you are an otherwise highly intelligent, rational being.  Your consumption of refined sugars and other carbohydrates is so far beyond that for which you are physiologically adapted to metabolize that, if you were in the Vaaach Sovereignty armed services and under my care, I would be required by regulations to put you on report for endangering your own health.   
 
    “If your health actually mattered to you, when you get back on board your vessel you should jettison all of those horrid candy bars you like so much, about 80% of the meats including all of the cured meats, and every molecule of the Cajun ethnic food you call ‘boudin.’  If your kin actually consume that vile concoction in any quantity, it is a wonder that the entire over-clan of boudin-eating Cajuns has not become extinct through coronary artery disease.” 
 
    Max knew that boudin wasn’t good for him.  Too much fat.  Too much salt.  Too many carbs.  But, that didn’t stop this Cajun staple (a zestfully seasoned pork and rice sausage, sometimes made with seafood in place of the pork) from being amazingly, wonderfully, borderline obscenely delicious.  There were some old (and a few young) Cajuns in the culinary services branch who made boudin on various ships and stations throughout the navy and who supplied Max with a few “pounds” of the precious stuff from time to time.  Anyone who wanted Max’s boudin would have to pry it from his cold, dead fingers.   
 
    “Fortunately for you, you are young and strong and resilient.  Your physiology rallied to your call, but there is a price for such things in terms of hypertension, muscle pain, headaches, and a depressed immune system, not to mention an increased degree of psychological lability (which you are still experiencing, I might add) all of which—except the lability--I have rectified.  You are much better now and you will be even better before we return you to the Vaaach to continue your training. 
 
    “If I may offer a brief word of advice, even though I am not a trained pilot, I would strongly suggest that you avoid similar landings in the future if at all possible.  The next time you inflict that degree of harm upon yourself, there might not be present to help you a healer of my high level of skill.  In fact, you are unlikely to have such a being close by, in which case your life would quickly end.”  
 
    “What about my ship?” 
 
    “It is in good hands.  When you require it again, assuming you live that long, you will find it fully repaired and functional, refueled, reprovisioned, serviced, and ready for you. But, you have more immediate issues with which to concern yourself.” 
 
    He stopped abruptly and cocked his head to the side once more, his eyes unfocused as he listened to whoever was in his ear.  After listening for a few seconds, he scampered over to one of the tables that held various pieces of equipment, removed a roughly square sheet of milky, opaque plastic from one of those pieces of equipment which Max surmised to be a printer of some kind, and scampered back to Max’s bed. 
 
    “I am directed to give you this message.”  He handed the plastic sheet to Max.  The plastic material clearly served the same function as paper.  It had printing on one side, in Standard: 
 
      
 
    GREETINGS, YOUNG HUMAN.  YOU WILL SOON BEGIN THE NEXT STEP OF YOUR TRAINING:  ONE ON ONE TEACHING WITH VLLGRHMMRL, THE SHEPHERD OF THE YOUNG WHO IS YOUR TRAINER.  WHEN THAT IS DONE, YOU WILL CARRY OUT YOUR BLOOD MISSION, FOR WHICH YOUR TRAINER WILL PREPARE YOU.   
 
      
 
    THE TEACHING WILL BEGIN ONCE THE BWHOID TELLS US THAT YOU ARE READY IN BODY AND MIND FOR WHAT IS TO COME. 
 
      
 
    TRAIN HARD AND TRAIN WELL BECAUSE IN YOUR BLOOD MISSION YOU WILL FIGHT REAL FOES WHO WILL STOP AT NOTHING TO KILL YOU.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    04:11 HOURS ZULU (05:30 LOCAL SOLAR TIME), 21 JULY 2304 
 
      
 
    For the next two days, the Bwhoid was a convivial companion, spending much of each day stuffing Max with food (high nutrition, low flavor) and nutritional supplements, and injecting him with various enzymes and growth factors to tweak his healing process.  She also put Max on a rigorous exercise routine consisting of literally hours on the treadmill and more hours working out on a set of exercise machines that her assistants wordlessly rolled into the room where Max was being kept.   
 
    The assistants, three of them, looked almost exactly like the Doctor, but for slight differences in size and in the camouflage patterning of their fur. 
 
    The Doctor seemed to enjoy showering Max with an astonishing volume of sometimes interesting, sometimes irrelevant verbiage.  Most interesting to Max was the briefly-told news of how the Vaaach upped the difficulty level of Max’s landing by, not only disabling his controls and putting the ship on a very steep re-entry trajectory, but also making a hurricane and sending it right into the path of Max’s descent.   
 
    Yet, she deftly and gracefully dodged Max’s persistent questions (and, coming from Max, they were very persistent) about the Vaaach Sovereignty, its politics, its society, its economy, its territorial extent, and even what the Vaaach looked like, ate, or wore, whether they sang or played music, if they danced or played sports that didn’t involve killing anything, or what they did with their spare time when they weren’t scaring the shit out of a substantial fraction of the galaxy.   
 
    The Bwhoid, apparently with the blessing of her superiors, did pass on a few—very few—nuggets of information about the Vaaach.  She did so with a great deal of ear wiggling and tail whipping, which Max assumed were her species equivalent of a wink and a nudge, as everyone from the invisible Vaaach overlords pulling the strings down to Max himself knew that Max—if he survived what lay ahead of him—would repeat every word to Commodore Hornmeyer’s N2 section and to the intel penguins back in Norfolk.   
 
    The information given to him, though sparse, was highly significant.  The Doctor told Max that the Bwhoid were “members” of the Vaaach Sovereignty enjoying full equality and rights with the Vaaach, there were other races with similar status, and that—rather than adding to their domain by conquest—the Vaaach accepted as members only races that wished to join with them and that had been their trusted allies over a period of centuries. 
 
    Being the victors in war (which, apparently, was the same for the Vaaach as being in a war—the last war they lost was more than 40,000 years ago) did not add to their territory because the Vaaach generally quarantined their enemies rather than absorbing or destroying them, confining them to their home worlds or core territories.  So, while vast, Vaaach-controlled space was riddled with tiny pockets of space controlled by defeated and, even, hostile powers.   
 
    The Bwhoid did, somewhat sheepishly, admit that there have been exceptions to this practice and that some few alien races have “had their populations reduced to zero” in her words, “but only when there was no alternative”—whatever that meant.   
 
    Max would have bet his last credit that this information, while meager, was vastly beyond anything known to the Intel weenies back in Norfolk. 
 
    On the last day of Max’s enforced convalescence, the Bwhoid served up a generous breakfast of what tasted like real bacon, eggs, ham, and grits, after which she led him out the door of the room he had occupied since he regained consciousness.  She took Max about a dozen meters down the hall and into another small room with two doors.   
 
    “Good luck, Max,” she said with apparent emotion, evidenced by flexing the shoulder muscles and an unusual lack of tail motion.  “I offer the ancient blessing of my people:  may Our Maker send the warm breezes to bend the tall grasses around you, so that you may discern at great distance friend and foe alike.” 
 
    Max bowed solemnly.  “I don’t know how ancient this is, but I heard my great, great grandfather, Sosthene Leblanc III say this one time when I was a small boy on Nouvelle Acadiana, ‘On this day, may you look forward to your future with no fears.  On your last day, may you look back on your past with no regrets.  And, on the next day, in the Kingdom to Come, may you find rest, peace, and joyous reunion with those who have gone before.’” 
 
    Those words had not crossed his mind since that day, when one of his cousins got married and moved away to Alphacen.  He was not sure why he remembered them now.   
 
    The Bwhoid pressed her two index fingers together, in apparent acknowledgment or thanks, stepped out of the room, and locked the door behind her.  The room was bare except for a chest-high shelf on one wall containing a short stack of clothing, and what looked like a standard naval field pack taken from Max’s ship, stuffed and festooned with gear.  On top of the clothing were Max’s wrist chrono (or, maybe, a perfect copy), a sheet of Vaaach plastic-paper with writing on it, and another document of some sort that appeared to be folded over several times into a square about twenty centimeters long and fourteen wide. 
 
    Max verified that the wrist chrono was running, and strapped it on.  Then, he picked up both of the papers.  One appeared to be some kind of note.  As soon as he touched the note, the chrono beeped and started a countdown timer from 30 minutes.   
 
    That can’t be good. 
 
    Max read the note.   
 
      
 
    GREETINGS YOUNG FRUIT EATER.  HERE ARE YOUR WATCH, AS WELL AS THE CLOTHING, GEAR, FOOD, AND WATER YOU WILL NEED FOR THIS TREK.  THE BLUE DOOR BEHIND YOU IS LOCKED.  IF YOU TOUCH IT, YOU WILL DIE.  THE GREEN DOOR IS UNLOCKED AND LEADS OUTSIDE.  GO THROUGH IT WITHIN THE NEXT HALF HOUR OR YOU WILL DIE.   
 
      
 
    GO TO VLLGRHMRR’S BASE CAMP, MARKED ON THE MAP.  FEAR NO THINKING FOE.  BUT BEWARE, THERE ARE DEADLY BEASTS IN THE FOREST THAT WILL HUNT YOU AND, IF THEY CAN, KILL AND EAT YOU.  HEED THIS WELL:  LIFE CAME TO THIS WORLD MUCH AS IT CAME TO THE KRAG HOME WORLD.  CHIRAL MISMATCH WILL NOT KEEP YOU SAFE. 
 
      
 
    BE CAREFUL BUT BE BOLD. 
 
      
 
    TRAINER VLLGRHMRR WAITS FOR YOU AT HIS CAMP.  YOUR FATHERS BEFORE YOU WAIT IN THE NEXT LIFE.  ONLY IF YOUR WITS ARE KEEN AND YOUR HEART IS STRONG WILL YOU MEET TRAINER FIRST AND FATHERS LATER.   
 
      
 
    Careful AND bold.  That’s helpful.  I suppose I can do that by hurrying slowly to the base camp.   
 
    Inner sarcasm aside, Max was particularly concerned-- “concerned” being a synonym for “scared absolutely shitless”--by the “chiral mismatch” part of the Vaaach note, because it took an issue about which he thought he didn’t have to worry and dropped it solidly right back in the middle of his plate.   
 
    Chirality:  every midshipman learns about it by age eleven or twelve.  And most have a really hard time with it, not because the concept is particularly difficult (it isn’t) but because the middies can’t learn it without unlearning so much of what they “know” about alien life from watching TridVid dramas.    
 
    In stories told on the screen, humans on alien worlds sometimes eat the local plants and animals, and sometimes the local plants and animals eat the humans. But, one can always eat the other.  And, always, the characters are worried about infection from alien bacteria, having their brains bored into (and, more often than not, their minds controlled) by alien parasites, or being liquefied alive and screaming--in truly disgusting fashion—by slimy alien fungi.   
 
    In reality, these things are almost never an issue because of a fundamental biochemical incompatibility between human and alien life (and between life from one alien planet and life from another) called “chiral mismatch.”  Chirality is a property of most organic molecules, most importantly sugars and amino acids/proteins, by virtue of which all but the simplest organic molecules have at least two forms with the same formula but in which the atoms in any given compound are assembled in slightly different ways.  The most common analogy given by organic chemists is that the two forms are like right and left shoes.  The right shoe is obviously the same thing as the left, but one cannot substitute for the other.   
 
    All Earth life has “right handed” sugars and “left handed” proteins.  All life on the Pfelung home world has right handed sugars like Earth life but is still incompatible because they have left handed proteins.  The variation appears to be purely random from planet to planet, meaning that only one world in four will have a chirality that matches that of terrestrial life.  And, on these worlds, there is usually some other fundamental difference in biochemistry that makes it and Earth life incompatible and—more often than not—mutually toxic.   
 
    Predators can usually sense this incompatibility in potential alien prey, probably because the visiting Humans or Pfelung or Sarthan smell “wrong” to them.  For example, a Guo Bear on 61 Cygni B IV, although omnivorous and extremely hungry, will walk right past a human, dog, cat, cow, or other terrestrial creature with nothing more than an indignant sniff.  All of which is a good thing for humans exploring other worlds as there are enough things on alien planets that will kill you without being eaten by big life forms or infected by small ones.   
 
    But, not all life in other star systems evolved independently.  About 11 million years ago, some unknown alien race, for an unknown reason, terraformed an unknown number of planets in distant star systems and transplanted Earth life onto those worlds, meaning that life on those planets is compatible with Earth life.  The Krag home world is one such planet, which is the reason they are at war with the Union.  Since encountering the Krag, Earth explorers have found two more similar worlds:  Huang II and 45 Hickok-Shapiro VI.  Life on those worlds is a chiral match to Earth life because it IS Earth life that just doesn’t happen to be living on Earth.  Apparently, life on the world upon which Max was now standing—wherever this planet is—is another such world.    
 
    Max had hoped for a break here so that he not need to worry about being eaten by local predators.  No such luck.    
 
    The clothing consisted of Max’s own temperate climate, three season (spring, summer, and fall) planetary surface forest combat uniform.  There was no winter gear, so--unless the Vaaach were trying to make things unreasonably hard on him, he would not be stepping out into an arctic wasteland. Max put on the boots, wicking temperature-adaptive undergarments, heavy duty trousers with kneepads and a dozen or so cargo pockets, t-shirt, combat shirt-vest, and the jacket over everything with his rank, unit, and personal insignia.  Max noted with interest that someone had changed the insignia on the jacket to reflect his new rank.  Whatever he faced on the other side of that door, Max would be going to meet it wearing the field uniform of a Union Space Navy Lieutenant (JG).   
 
    The gear included a standard field cap, a rainy weather hat, and a poncho.  Max put on the field cap and stowed the other items. 
 
    Maybe things are going to get a little wet. 
 
    Max made a quick check for the most critical items that the pack should contain, and found most of what he was looking for, all packed neatly in perfect accord with regulations.  There were no firearms (a side arm would have been a great comfort right then), but he did find his boarding cutlass, dirk, fighting knife, and holdout knife--essentially every edged weapon he regularly carried.  The equipment also included the venerable Model 2197 Naval Battle/Utility Ax (Compact, Folding), invented for the short but brutal D’vett War.  As small arms rounds just bounced off the exoskeletons of the oldest and toughest of the D’Vettoom warriors, the ax was handy in close order combat so that Union Marines could hack off five or six of the enemy’s ten limbs throwing the three meter tall insectoids into massive neural shock, shutting down three of its five (or six, depending on the individual) brains resulting in unconsciousness immediately and death within a minute or so.  There was a lot of ground pounding in that war, so the Model 2197 had a lightweight folding handle and fit in a quick-deploy pocket in the standard naval field pack.  
 
    The pack also contained a Mark XX Compass (with magnetic and gyroscopic modes), field rations for four days, water for two days, four pairs of dry socks, a portable shelter, ground sleeping roll, first aid kit, field drug kit, entrenching tool/shovel, a small selection of ropes and lines, fire starting kit, mess kit, wire saw, and a few other odds and ends.  But for the absence of firearms and ammunition, the gear was nearly identical to what he would pack for himself for a three or four day trek through the woods.  
 
    Max put the compass and map in a jacket pocket, slipped his dirk into the pocket made for it in the right leg of his trousers, hooked the fighting knife to his belt, and slung his boarding cutlass scabbard over his left shoulder.  He shouldered the pack and slowly pushed open the door to the outside.   
 
    The first thing Max noticed was the air that blew into the room.  It was autumn crisp, but not cold, and bearing a fresh, woodsy smell.  It was a good temperature and a good smell.   
 
    At least I’m not in a howling arctic wilderness or in the middle of a decay-filled bog. 
 
    The door opened out, revealing a scene that could have come from a clear day on any terraformed world in Known Space.  The facility he was leaving was situated in a large clearing, surrounded, at least on the three sides with the view not blocked by the building, by what looked to be a typical North American or European type hardwood forest.  The ground in the clearing was covered by ankle-high grass and other ground-cover plants, some of which were in bloom, showing brilliant yellow, gold, and lavender flowers.  Max could hear birds chirping in the woods. 
 
    It was all very idyllic.  Max knew, though, not to let his guard down. 
 
    WHAM.  THUNK. 
 
    Max cringed at the startling sound of the green door closing and locking.   
 
    That sounded awfully final. 
 
    There was no going back now.  It felt like when Max was eight years old after the death of his mother and sisters and his father sent him off to serve in the navy as a midshipman.  Two weeks later, Max’s father was dead.  From that point, if Max didn’t make it in the navy, he had no home to go back to.  Not even the orphanages and foster homes, overflowing as a result of the Gynophage attack, could take him.   
 
    I have a home now.  My home is the navy.  I have a family now.  My family is my ship or my squadron.  Of course, my home and family are now 14,000 light years away.  
 
    That means I’m truly on my own.   
 
    Max had been drilled thoroughly in what the navy called “Admiral Newton’s Three Laws of Motion.”  First Law:  When in hostile territory, move immediately from any position where any enemy may have observed you.  Second law:  Once you have moved, and if you want to be found by friendly forces, find a safe place and stay there.  Third law:  If you believe you are being sought or pursued by hostile forces, keep moving.”   
 
    I think both the First and Third Laws apply here.  
 
    Accordingly, Max decided that his first order of business was to get his bearings, determine a course, and then get moving. 
 
    He knelt down on the ground and spread out the map provided by the Vaaach.  It looked just like any standard Union topographical map--same 1:24,000 scale, same colors, same symbols.   
 
    Thank you, great and powerful Vaaach, for making this map like Union maps.  At least I won’t have to waste a lot of time trying to figure out how to read alien cartography. 
 
    The map had a standard compass rose, indicating that a magnetic compass would work.  Max put his compass on top of the rose and lined it up both on magnetic north as indicated by the magnetic compass and on true north as indicated by the gyroscopic one. Gyroscopic and magnetic (when accounting for the deviation depicted in the rose) readings were in perfect accord.  So oriented, map features were in the same positions relative to Max’s map position as the real terrain features were to Max’s actual position.  The map was helpfully printed such that the building out of which he had just been thrown was in the center.  Northwest of his position, marked with a blue “x” labelled “Base Camp (Your Destination)” was, of all things, the base camp that was his destination.  The body of the compass was made of clear plastic inscribed with a ruler which Max used to measure the map distance from his present location to his destination.  He converted the map distance to ground distance in his head. 
 
    About 30 kilometers as the crow flies.  
 
    He looked at the terrain between the two points.  There were some steep hills that he thought it best to avoid.  Then there was an area of swamp that transitioned to marsh that transitioned to a low river flood plain that, as far as he knew, could very well be flooded.   
 
    I’m not homesick enough to go that way. 
 
    He marked a tentative path with a pencil included in the miscellaneous tools in his pack, and then worked out the distance from waypoint to waypoint. 
 
    Closer to 40 kilometers as the Max walks. 
 
    Fast moving, experienced hikers traversing prepared, familiar trails could cross that distance in a single very hard day.  Infantry crossing average terrain under noncombat conditions would normally allow two days to cover that distance.  In light of being on an alien planet and having no idea what lay ahead except for what he could see on his map or with his own eyes, Max thought it best to allow three days.  The Vaaach had given him food for four days, though, and he thought that he should be prepared to be in the field for that long.   
 
    Max measured the map bearing to his first waypoint:  322 degrees true.  He picked up the compass, popped up the electro-optical sighting system, sighted down that bearing, and picked a landmark in that exact direction.  He put the compass in a jacket pocket, folded the map and put it in another jacket pocket, took a sip of water from the canteen, shouldered the pack and boarding cutlass, and started out toward his landmark at an easy pace.   
 
    In less than an hour, he reached the edge of the clearing.  Max stopped and peered into the forest ahead.  His initial impression had been correct--it was essentially a temperate zone hardwood forest.  The trees were a reasonable distance apart—a meter or two in most places, and there were several apparent animal trails through the ankle to knee-high vegetation on the forest floor.  He checked his leg protectors--something like leggings that went from the middle of Max’s boots (just above the ankle) to just above the knee--a useful piece of gear that turned back thorns, shed  plant saps and resins to protect the wearer from plants like poison ivy, and instantly turned hard as rock when struck hard, thereby protecting from snake bite.  
 
    If these woods are like the ones back home, there are at least a dozen species of poisonous snakes between me and where I’m going.  I don’t want to be the test subject who determines whether “universal snake anti-venin” works on these snakes.  
 
    The training manual for such things, which Max had dutifully studied as a midshipman, said that he should pull out his binocs and give the forest a thorough visual scan, especially in infrared.  But, it was a bright, sunny day with the sun filtering through the trees to provide plenty of light for Max to see nearly half a kilometer into the woods from where he was standing.   
 
    Standing here panning the binocs slowly back and forth 50 times to cover 50 different infrared frequency sub-bands revealing the presence of 50 kinds of nothing will take fifty minutes at least, and I want to get the hiking part of this thing out of the way.  I’m not going to waste my time.   
 
    Max stepped toward the tree line.  He took one slow step, one very slow step, and then stopped stepping. 
 
    Maybe this is one of the places where I have to be bold.  Carefully. 
 
     Max took the binocs out of his pack.  He performed one slow scan in the visual light spectrum at 3X magnification, with enough brightness and contrast enhancement to let him see sixty or seventy meters into the forest while giving him a reasonable field of view so that he wasn’t scanning for danger while looking through a high magnification drinking straw.   
 
    He followed this procedure with three more scans at the same magnification, but with the digital imagers set for three different frequency ranges in the infrared band, consisting of longer wavelengths that tend to be emitted by warm objects—like large warm-blooded animals. 
 
    The selection of these ranges was, however, almost certainly not what the relevant field manual would have recommended.  Max was fairly sure that, when he worked through the training module entitled “Operation and Maintenance of Visual Imaging Devices Used In the Field by Non-Specialist Personnel,” these bands were parts of the electromagnetic spectrum that signaled the presence of some hazards that Max should avoid.  But, whether those hazards were toxic-fume-spewing geothermal vents, skin-crisping high-temperature pyroclastic clouds, colony mounds of deadly stinging insects, or hungry human-devouring carnivorous animals, he couldn’t manage to remember.   
 
    You can bet I’ll review that lesson module when I get back.   
 
    IF I get back. 
 
    In any event, Max saw what he expected to see:  trees and bushes in infrared, which didn’t look all that different from trees and bushes in visible light, except that anything directly illuminated by this system’s unidentified primary was almost blindingly bright.  In any event, he saw nothing that he could tell posed any particular danger.  Max took a quick compass bearing, visually plotted a path, and stepped into the woods, following animal trails wherever he could.  He checked the compass every ten minutes and usually had to correct his course a few degrees left or right.   
 
    Walking through the woods--without anyone to watch his back--on an alien planet known to harbor carnivores that would gladly eat him, wasn’t a lighthearted nature hike with a troop of Wilderness Girls.  Max was acutely aware of that fact, and he tried to act accordingly.  He paid scrupulous attention to his surroundings, listening attentively for the sounds of a stalking beast snapping twigs or crushing underbrush, as well as for any changes in the low level but ubiquitous birdsong that filled the forest.  Max also knew, however, that his increased alertness might well be doing him absolutely no good whatsoever.  After all, forests aren’t the typical training venue for young Union naval personnel, nor are they the subject of any meaningful classroom instruction, all of which meant that Max had a very strong suspicion that he wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between the sounds caused by a stalking predator and those generated by the hopping passage of a fluffy little pink-eared bunny rabbit.  That is, if this planet even had bunny rabbits, and even if they were small and fluffy with pink ears.   
 
    And, even if, when you fried them with some Holy Trinity (the characteristic Cajun mixture of celery, onion, and bell pepper) plus some garlic, black pepper, and cayenne, they were incredibly delicious.  Dang, I wish I hadn’t thought about rabbits.  It’s making me hungry, and not in a way that gets filled up by any standard naval-issued field rations.   
 
    In fact, for all he knew, if this planet had rabbits, they could leap five meters straight through the air and decapitate him with a couple of bites like the Devil-Hares of Caerbannog VII. 
 
    He did, however, give it a good try.  He really did.  Seriously.   
 
    But, I’m made for space, not the forest.  Give me a hostile sensor contact any day.   
 
    Notwithstanding the danger built into the situation, thus far Max had felt relatively safe or, at least, not under any immediate threat.  Slowly, however, after about an hour and a half, that began to change.  Max had a strong sense of wrongness, akin to the feeling he got when a Krag was tracking his fighter from some sensor blind spot and firming up its firing solution.  He had come to trust these senses, feelings, and hunches over the course of his young life, because--more often than not--they turned out to be right.  Alone, on an alien planet known to harbor predators that might like the taste of his tender, pink, commissioned officer flesh, Max was certain that he needed to rely on his instincts more than ever.  Accordingly, when the sense of a knife pointed right between his shoulder blades became acute, he halted and began a 360 degree look around both with his binocs and the Mark I eyeball starting with directly behind himself, known for centuries to pilots as their “six o’clock position” or simply “six” for short. 
 
    Rule one:  ALWAYS check your six.  Rule two:  NEVER, EVER, forget Rule One. 
 
    Nothing but trees.   
 
    He slowly started a visual scan turning to his left and covering about 45 degrees of arc, followed up by a scan with the binocs set on wide spectrum infrared.  The next time he stopped to check his six, he would begin his look around by turning to the right.     
 
    Results of scan as follows:  Trees.  More trees.  Trees again.  Some low bushes.  Even more trees. A patch of dense underbrush growing in a patch that gets a little sun.  Yet even more trees.  Oh, here’s something interesting:  large gymnosperm and angiosperm organisms generally referred to as . . . wait for it . . . “trees.”  I’m almost done with the first 45 degree segment and nothing but plant life.  
 
    Max put down the binocs, and couldn’t help but be struck by the beauty of what he saw.  Before him was a study in light and shadow:  golden sunlight slanting into the dark forest, carving from the gloom columns of warmly brilliant sunlight, columns that--paradoxically--were brilliant, as they were created by the blindingly bright light of the sun and yet ethereal, almost ghostly, as they revealed themselves only where the columns struck trunk and branch or lit up drifting dust motes and lazy insects that seemingly flashed, glinted, and twinkled as they drifted through the light’s path.   
 
    The sight triggered a memory that Max had not revisited in years--how on shore leave from the USS Hyderabad he was struck by the brilliant beams of multicolored sunlight streaming through the masterpiece stained glass windows into the darkened sanctuary of the enormous, Byzantine style Cathedral of St. Thomas Taxidiotis (the Traveller), in the city of Epicherisi on Nea Korenthau.  More than any other Max had ever visited, it looked like a holy place.  This place, too, felt special, even holy.  Somehow. 
 
    I’ve wasted two seconds, now.  That’s more than enough.  Back to scanning.  Aha!  Trees!  And, much to my amazement, bushes and trees!  And, over there . . . . 
 
    Waaaaaaait a second.  
 
    The tree trunks in this part of the forest were all approximately the same diameter.  And, illuminated by the dappled sunlight filtering so delightfully through the forest’s upper branches, each of these trees cast a shadow of roughly equal diameter to that cast by the others. 
 
    Except for that one.  It’s wider than the other shadows, even though the tree casting it is just as wide as its brothers.  And, there’s something funny about the ground around it.  A mound of dirt or leaves? 
 
    Max couldn’t figure out exactly what he was seeing.  On infrared, the binocs’ sensor was overwhelmed by the thermal signature of the direct sunlight, showing him nothing other than a bright patch surrounding a blacked out shadow no different from the other bright patches caused by sunlight shining through the trees and blacked out shadows cast by those trees.   
 
    He picked up the binocs and ran up the magnification until, with the benefit of digital image stabilization, without which the image would be so unsteady at this magnification that it would be useless to him, he could see each individual leaf on the shadow.  There was something funny about the leaves--they were less distinct than the leaves on the floor of the forest, and seemed to be moving back and forth ever so slightly, about ten times a minute.  Max systematically scanned the whole lump in this same fashion.  That’s when he saw them. 
 
    Eyes. 
 
    Max gasped from the jolt of adrenalin that crashed through his system as he saw two yellow-green eyes peering back at him from the suspicious-looking lump.  Even before he could drop the binocs to hang on their neck strap, Max got a glimpse of the animal pulling back its lips to reveal a perfectly enormous set of wickedly sharp teeth set in a brilliantly red mouth.  Max reached for the grip of his boarding cutlass just as the owner of those eyes and teeth sprang into motion straight toward him.   
 
    Apparently, Max’s gasp had telegraphed to the beast, whatever it was, that Max had seen it.  The animal’s response was to charge Max hell-bent-for-leather, its no-longer-camouflaged sharp, yellow teeth bared and led by two gleaming, steak knife sized tusks extending from its lower jaw. The creature’s astonishingly effective camouflage combined with its surprisingly rapid motion made it difficult for Max to focus eyes on it, but it looked to be roughly hog-sized and, in fact, moved in a manner more reminiscent of a hog than of a classic apex predator like a wolf or a big cat.   
 
    This observation did not by any means prompt Max into thinking, “Oh, it’s just a pig.”  In fact, Cyprien Meche, one of Max’s ancestors and one of his homeworld’s pioneers, lost his right leg to a feral hog descended from stock left behind by the terraformers.  Cajuns on Earth and on Nouvelle Acadiana knew the danger of hogs in the woods and treated them with the utmost respect.  Max knew he faced a deadly opponent. 
 
    The pig was low to the ground, and Max had been well trained on how to respond to an attack from that direction.  He waited for the last split second, then stepped deftly to his right while rotating his body slightly to his left to unmask his boarding cutlass which he brought down with all his might a few hands breadths behind the still clearly visible teeth and eyes to slice off the beast’s head at the neck.  Not only had he practiced the move a thousand times, he had twice used it on Krag, and knew exactly what it felt like to cut off a head with a boarding cutlass. 
 
    This didn’t feel like that. 
 
    Not even slightly. 
 
    Instead of the sensation of a steady push as the razor-sharp, friction-reducing polymer-coated advanced-alloy steel blade sliced through the cervical vertebrae, followed by a sudden cessation of resistance as the blade exited the neck, and a swift follow through allowing him to bring the blade back up to deal with any of the now-dead attacker’s buddies, Max felt a solid “thunk” and then a violent, twisting pain as the boarding cutlass was powerfully wrenched from his hand.  He looked around frantically to try to figure out what had just taken place. 
 
    Fucking hell. 
 
    Ten or twelve meters away, Max saw the ill-defined shape of the highly camouflaged greenpig (as Max suddenly found himself calling it) turning back toward him for another charge with a 63.5 centimeter, Union Space Navy standard issue boarding cutlass stuck in its neck.  It looked as though the cutlass had penetrated four or five centimeters into the animal and gotten wedged into its flesh so tightly that the creature’s forward motion had ripped the weapon from Max’s hand.  Max knew better than to run, as there were very few animals of this kind that a man could outrun, especially in the woods.  And as running communicated to the animal that the runner was prey rather than predator, turning tail made it even more likely that the runner would be the predator’s next meal. 
 
    Time for Plan B. 
 
    Max pulled his fighting knife (known, for reasons unknown to him, as a “Ka-Bar”), grasped the flat edge of the blade between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand, cocked it beside his right ear, and with a well-drilled move, threw it at the pig.  Max had something of a gift for hitting what he aimed at, whether with rifle, pistol, arrow, grenade--or a thrown fighting knife.  The knife flew toward its target with Max’s customary accuracy, striking its target dead between the eyes.   
 
    Where it stuck, quivering with the force of its impact for half a second before its weight pulled it free of the pig’s face to slide harmlessly over its snout, landing with a soft crackle on the dry leaves of the forest floor.  The only evidence of Max’s attack:  a small slice in the pig’s forehead that oozed a few drops of blood, and the knife resting on the ground.  The knife looked just as it did when it left Max’s hand, save that the very tip, the last half centimeter or so--all of the knife that penetrated the skin--was tinged with the animal’s blood.  With seeming contempt, the pig flipped the knife a half meter to the side with its snout and prepared to charge, viscous saliva dripping from its bristled jowls as though the beast were some sort of Pavlov’s pig that had just heard its dinner bell.  Max’s instinct to run was nearly overpowering. 
 
    He stood his ground. 
 
    Welcome to the Devil’s Foyer. 
 
    “The Devil’s Foyer” was Max’s name for the handful of seconds leading up to close combat with an enemy who any sane person would bet was about to kill him.  His weapon of choice in those situations was his dirk.  Unfortunately, that old friend was useless to him now.  Even though Max might be able to kill the animal with it, the 330 millimeter long blade wasn’t long enough to keep alien tusks and teeth at bay while he did so, meaning that the animal would most likely tear off a delectable one or two kilo chunk of Max meat and, when Max went down from the shock, charge back in for the bloody kill.   
 
    That leaves just one option.  Plan C:  Close Order Battle. 
 
    Viking style.   
 
    Max reached behind to his pack and pulled out his Model 2197 battle ax, not his favorite weapon, but a truly deadly one, with one side of its head a curved, gleaming blade and the other a long, needle-sharp spike. With a snap, he extended the handle to its full one meter length and secured it with two quick twists to the locking ring.  Taking the weapon in a firm two-handed grip, Max took a stance worthy of Sweyn Forkbeard and Eric Bloodaxe:  feet just over shoulder-width apart perpendicular to the line of attack, left shoulder turned toward the attacker, ax head over the right shoulder. 
 
    Max noticed that his hands were shaking and that there was a distinct weakness in his knees.   
 
    He was scared shitless.  And with good reason. 
 
    There was no Plan D.  
 
    Max stared his own fear in the eye.   
 
    Well, Mr. Ham Hock, this isn’t my first scared shitless visit to the Devil’s Foyer and no camo-clad hunk of drooling pork roast with delusions of grandeur is going to make it my last.   
 
    He gave a gallows chuckle. 
 
    No Plan D?  So. Fucking. What. The Union has fought this whole bloody damn war with no Plan D and WE’RE STILL FIGHTING!  Let’s see how Piggly Wiggly over there handles a large helping of Viking-style melee weapon mayhem seasoned liberally with good old Coonass defiance! 
 
    Max was good at defiance.  In fact, he considered it something of a personal specialty.  If there was a badge for it like ones for Space Warfare or Combat Intelligence, his would be in gold with a silver star showing he finished first in his class.  
 
    “Allo, monsieur le porc,” Max shouted at the animal, “I’ve got a deal for you.  You bring back my boarding cutlass and I’ll give you some of this battle ax!  And, play your cards right and I’ll treat you to some of my dirk as lagniappe.” 
 
    The pig stood its ground, digging the tips of its hooves into the soft forest floor, the better to launch itself at Max for the kill.   
 
    “Come on, you ugly pig bastard.  I ain’t afraid of your sorry fat ass. . . you’re nothing but half a ton of pissed off sausage, boudin, and cracklings on their way to the Boucherie.  So come on, I’ve got cold steel waiting for you . . . plus an envie for some hogs head cheese!”  
 
    As though it knew that only the poor quality pork went into boudin, sausages, and cracklings while the good stuff became chops, roasts, bacon, ham, and spare ribs, the pig appeared to take offense at Max’s taunts, springing suddenly into rapid, furious motion.  Max stood fast as, a few strides short of goring him, the animal dropped his head to put its tusks in the optimum position for ripping into Max’s legs, putting him on the ground where he would be easy meat.    
 
    Having worked the toe of his left boot under a small clump of decomposing leaves, Max kicked dirt and compost in the pig’s face while letting loose with a deafening OORAH! battle cry some Marines had taught him.  Continuing the motion of his left foot, Max took a cross step past his right foot as the pig overshot his mark.  Max then planted his left foot and swung his right wide so that he spun behind the pig’s hindquarters just as it rushed past, continuing the swing until his left shoulder was facing the pig’s right flank.  As soon as he had completed the turn, Max planted his right foot and, as an extension of the same continuous motion, wielded the ax in a broad, sweeping arc that caught the animal just behind the right shoulder and at the height where its belly met its flank.  The cold, hard steel bit deep, slicing back through its abdominal cavity and into the pig’s right rear leg, amputating the limb about 30 centimeters above the ground. 
 
    The pig hit the ground on its right side, rolling to expose its belly, desperately trying to regain its footing even as its entrails spilled from the forearm-long gash Max had carved into its side.  Just as the animal had nearly gotten itself upright, Max took a swing at the other flank.  This time, the blade cut straight into the animal’s left side and struck with so much force that the impact pushed most of the pig’s entrails out of the existing cut on the other side.  Weakened by the first cut, the animal’s intestines burst in three places, spraying the forest floor with blood, partly digested food, and feces.    
 
    Yet, somehow, the animal managed to rise unsteadily to its feet to face its adversary, glaring at Max with fire in its eyes.  Max couldn’t help but feel that the animal knew it was done for and was meeting its end with the same kind of defiance Max had shown only a few moments before.  Max sketched out a quick “present arms” salute with the ax, took two quick steps splitting the difference between going straight toward the pig and sliding off to the right, then stepped directly toward the animal’s flank while swinging the ax with all his strength aimed at mid-abdomen where Max hoped he accurately remembered the porcine aorta to be located.   
 
    Max’s diligent studies of vertebrate anatomy (well, maybe not all that diligent) paid off as the blade sliced through the hog’s liver and right into the aorta.  The largest artery in its body cut in twain, the animal went down in a spray of blood.  A few seconds later, having bled out nearly two thirds of its blood volume, the animal expired with a loud basso profundo death rattle.   
 
    “Jesus, that was hard work.  No wonder humans invented firearms,” Max muttered exhaustedly.  At 16 years old, Max did not yet have the upper body development necessary for protracted battle ax combat.  But, Max knew he couldn’t rest yet.   
 
    He recovered his cutlass from the beast’s neck and the fighting knife from the ground where it fell.  Using the knife, Max made a series of quick cuts along the animal’s neck to see if he could determine what had thwarted his cutlass attack.  He found an articulated bony plate that ran like armor beneath the greenpig’s skin from the base of its skull down the length of its spine.  Most likely, there was a predator on this planet that liked to kill by biting through spinal cords, and this species evolved the plate as a protection from that kind of attack.  Max also examined the skull, and found the forehead to be enormously thick, perhaps because head butting was part of these creatures’ mating ritual.   
 
    Anyway, now I know how to kill the damn things:  attack from the flank. 
 
    Max’s quick look at the greenpig’s internal organs, the similarity of the animal’s anatomy confirming what the Vaaach had told him about planet’s life forms being descended from Earth life transplanted at some time in the distant past.  The greenpig was definitely a pig and, just as the pig could have used Max as food, Max could probably eat the animal’s meat. 
 
    Too bad I don’t have time for a couchon de lait.  Some nice, tender charcoal roasted pork would go down real good right now.  He looked at the pig’s carcass and shook his head. 
 
    “Naa,” he said to the pig.  “You’re probably too old and tough and stringy, anyway. You can just stay here and rot.  The maggots won’t mind that you’re not tender.  I’ve got better things to do.” 
 
    Working quickly, Max cleaned and lubricated his weapons, stowed them in their proper places, and used some waterless field cleanser to clean his hands and some of his clothing of the animal’s blood.  He found a fallen tree on which to sit, ate a few ration bars, and took a long pull from his canteen.  After only ten minutes or so of rest, he shouldered his pack, took a compass bearing, and set out again.  After taking a few steps, he stopped and reversed course. 
 
    That was stupid. 
 
    He pulled out his binocs, pointed them at the greenpig, and keyed for “PEASPEC,” or “peak spectrum.”  The binocs found the infrared frequency at which the greenpig was radiating most strongly, about 25 terahertz.  Using that frequency as a base, Max programmed in a band from 23 to 27 terahertz for the device to highlight for him in future scans.    
 
    Maybe I can spot the next one of these damn things early. 
 
    Max set off, making his way steadily, if more carefully, through the forest.  He stopped every ten minutes or so for a good look around, once with the Mark I eyeball and once with the binocs.  The next seven hours were uneventful, even dull, with Max taking a repeated series of bearings and moving with fair speed through the forest.  Slightly after local solar noon, he came across a clear-running stream and, with the aid of his navy-issued water filtration kit and purification drops, refilled his canteens. 
 
    The afternoon was equally dull, save for a few fleeting glimpses of some squirrel-like animals scampering through the trees as easily as a fast cat dashes across firm ground.  Sight of them caused Max to ask himself the question that occurs to any good Cajun when he encounters an unfamiliar animal in the wild.   
 
    I wonder if it tastes good in gumbo.   
 
    Max suspected that he would never find out. 
 
    As daylight started to fail, Max started looking for a campsite.  Calculating that, no matter what he did, the creatures of the forest would be able to see him long before he could spot them, Max decided to opt in favor of a spot where he had a good view of the surrounding ground, rather than one in which he would find some sort of concealment.  For similar reasons, he opted to start a fire:  failing to start a fire wouldn’t hide him from predators, while Max reasoned that the need to avoid being immolated in a forest fire would instill a healthy fear of fire in most animals of almost any conceivable ecosystem on almost any planet with enough oxygen in the atmosphere to support combustion.  The fire would also cast a circle of light inside which he could clearly see any threat.  Accordingly, he believed himself to be safer with fire, than without.  On top of that belief, he knew he would be more comfortable, especially as he did not plan to sleep that night, or any night before reaching his destination. 
 
    There was no way he could let himself sleep.  If he had been able to do his own packing for this venture, he would have brought along any number of scanners, electronic barriers, and approach surveillance systems that would have been able to detect any impending attack and awakened him to meet the threat, weapon in hand.  But, the Vaaach didn’t pack any of that stuff for him. 
 
    But, they did include the full field medkit, including the pharmapack with its generous supply of stims.  He had enough of those to allow him to make it for three or four days without sleep, although he would feel like shit.  Actually, worse than ordinary shit.  More like the shit that comes out of you after eating borderline spoiled food.  “Horrible” doesn’t even come close.   
 
    On the other hand, “horrible” beats the shit out of “dead.”   
 
    Max gathered a good supply of firewood and built his fire, in time to have a moderate-sized campfire casting a wide circle of light just as the forest became fully dark.  He was feeling pretty pleased with himself in view of his campsite selection and fire-building skills until he took a more careful look at the size of his tiny island of light in a sea of forest darkness and made a few time/motion calculations. 
 
    Sonofabitch. 
 
    While some objects were dimly visible beyond, Max could classify only a ten meter or so radius around the fire as being truly illuminated.  He might be able to see some threats at greater distance, but well-camouflaged ones, such as the erstwhile greenpig, would probably not be visible unless inside the ten meter ring.  A fast animal at a run could cross that distance in well under two seconds, which wasn’t enough time for Max to see the threat, recognize it as such, stand, and draw his weapon.  He needed an extra two seconds, at least.  Even if he were standing, without an extra second’s warning, he’d probably not be prepared in time to defend himself. 
 
    Where’s a wood-craft savvy forest ranger when you need him?  Or . . . maybe I’m thinking of the wrong kind of ranger. 
 
    While Max didn’t know much in the way of forest craft, he had enjoyed considerable exposure to someone who--at least fictitiously--did:  the legendary Ranger Handlebar Simms.  When he got a chance to catch up on TridVid programs, he liked to watch The Adventures of Handlebar Simms, Frontier Ranger.  For the past eleven years, in full LifeKolor and Dimensiovision, every Friday night at 20:00 Zulu Hours, Ranger Simms enforced the law and brought justice to the thinly settled worlds of the Union Frontier, often to a different planet every week.  And, crafty old Handlebar had more woods survival tricks than there were babies in a Krag birthing crèche.   
 
    Max surmised that most of those techniques were probably bullshit, but one seemed to make a lot of sense.  So, just as he had seen Ranger Simms do on at least a dozen episodes, Max gathered as much dry, crackly brush, twigs, and dead vegetation as he could find and arranged it in a ring around his campsite, about a meter and a half deep and half a meter or so high, about five meters beyond the circle illuminated by the fire.  That way, at least, he might have a few seconds’ extra warning if an attacker was creeping up on his perimeter.   
 
    The added security wasn’t much, but Max was going to take what he could get.  Having finished his improvised perimeter alarm, Max folded his sleeping bag into half and laid it on the ground to sit on.  It wasn’t much softer than the ground but, again, Max would take whatever additional comfort he could get, no matter how small.  Then, he made himself a hot supper from his rations, heating the entrée with the ration heater included in every meal pack.  While the entrée was heating, Max dug into the vegetable course, asparagus with “dairy-fresh-flavored buttery sauce,” one of his favorites even though he was sure that the sauce had nothing to do with a dairy, was anything but fresh, and contained nothing even remotely resembling butter.   
 
    In theory, Max was supposed to have put the asparagus into the ration heater with the entrée, but Max had always liked vegetables such as corn, green beans, and asparagus straight from the ration pack.  He certainly didn’t wait until the entrée was done before he started eating his veggies. 
 
    Fighting soldiers, marines, and spacers living on field rations had long debated the right way to go about eating the components that went into their food packs the way the theologians of the Roman and Eastern Orthodox faiths debated each other regarding spiritual validity of the filioque clause going into the Nicene Creed—only without slicing and dicing and burning and pillaging.    
 
    While the nuances of the debates on this point were as subtle as a gloss on a gloss on a gloss on a tiny hint in the Talmud, the basic controversy was pretty straightforward.  As Union ration “blocks” contained three or four separately packaged and sealed courses and some incidental items, all vacuum-packed together in a semi-rigid, plastic shell (the halves of which made pretty decent disposable dishes, mixing bowls, or places to put small machine parts when you were doing maintenance), there were two basic schools of thought about how to eat them.  Many, but not most, spacers tried to eat them as one would eat a multi-course meal in a ship’s mess or at the family dinner table:  by opening all the little packs, setting them out, and taking a bite or two from the entrée, then a bite from the vegetables, and so on.   
 
    Max did not subscribe to this school of thought for what he considered to be a compelling and decidedly non-Talmudic reason.  Simply put, one doesn’t eat field rations in a nice, clean dining room where all courses can be laid out on the table and served up on one’s plate.  One eats field rations in the field, where from the moment of the first break in the first seal in the first package, the entrée or veggies or dessert are exposed to the environment, whatever it may be, along with everything that goes along with that environment:  wind, rain, dust, toxic smoke, alien insects, blowing leaves, anti-personnel shrapnel, radioactive fallout, and whatever otherworldly beasties found themselves the most strongly attracted to the delectable aroma of your cherry apricot spread and melba toast, lime gelatin with fruit bits, or Bravo Mining Camp-styled green beans and corn.   
 
    There was another consideration that strongly influenced Max’s ration consumption technique.  In order to eat all the courses at once, you had to cut open the meal pack, set up the ration heater, insert whatever course or courses required heating, and then twiddle your thumbs through the heating process while the other courses were just sitting there in their respective plastic cups, mini-bowls, and other containers just waiting to be eaten.   
 
    Waiting was never Max’s strong suit.  It was barely a pair of worn out socks.  So, he did what most military personnel have been doing since the introduction of the Navy Standard Field Ration’s distant ancestor, the MRE (Meal, Ready to Eat or, as many soldiers called them, quite unfairly given their general palatability, “Meals Rejected by the Enemy”) by the United States of America on Earth in the late 20th century:  he ate the other courses while the entrée was heating.   
 
    Max was not a patient man.  Not one bit.  Notwithstanding his rank he was, after all, a sixteen year old boy.  But, he was more patient than some (mostly middies), who never even bothered with the ration heaters, eating everything cold right out of the bag while nodding to each other, tossing the heaters over their shoulders into the woods, and saying, “Ration heaters are for pussies.” 
 
    Of course, this practice invariably resulted in some Mother Goose coming along and sending the sheepish mids into the woods to find the heaters so that their presence did not give the party away to the enemy or, more likely, cause a forest fire the next time the heaters got wet. 
 
    Using his pack as a backrest, Max sat in moderate comfort, consuming every bite of his sliced peaches in heavy syrup, asparagus, and four saltine crackers while his “Asian style beef strips with hot and sour sauce and vegetables” was heating.  Even so, Max didn’t allow the entrée to heat for the full prescribed four minutes, which would have made it too hot to be eaten quickly.  Instead, he allowed only two and a half minutes of heating, which left the food just slightly more than lukewarm, a temperature that allowed him to polish it off in under five seconds.   
 
    When he had licked the last of the hot and sour sauce from the inside of its plastic container, Max used water from his canteen and a tiny tube of pale yellow crystals to make some “country style lemonade flavored beverage,” which went down the hatch along with the Nebula Nougat candy bar that accompanied the meal.  Belching loudly and unapologetically, Max broke out the water boiler, a mini-stove designed to do one thing and one thing only--heat 600 milliliters (a quantity that some traditionalists still called “2 1/2 cups”) of water to be mixed with a freeze dried base to make coffee, tea, or soup.  Assembly of the stove took about half a minute.  It took Max another half a minute to find the box containing the stove’s fuel pellets, each just enough to boil 600 ml of water, with a generous margin to account for freezing cold water, wind, and other variables.  Boiling the water took just under five minutes.  Into the boiling water, Max dropped two “freeze dried genuine Colombian flavor dark roast coffee” pellets and two sweetener pellets.  He then waited (not so) patiently for the two minutes specified in the package directions for the liquid in his cup to become something that roughly (very roughly) approximated coffee.   
 
    The pellets came in light, medium, and dark roast; Max always requested the dark roast to be packed in his survival gear because, although it was a bit bitter for his taste, at least it had some flavor, unlike the light and medium roast that tasted like it was made from a mixture of water and food coloring that someone heated and ran through a filter while gazing at a photograph of the Andes mountains of Colombia on Earth (where, according to all the instructional databases, the best coffee was still grown).  Once the two minutes had lapsed, Max poured some of the alleged coffee from the water boiler into the cup from his mess kit and slowly sipped the hot liquid, trying not to grimace at its less than smooth flavor.  Every few minutes, he made a point of carefully scanning the perimeter of his camp with the Mark I eyeball and with the binocs.  He saw nothing, nothing, and more nothing. 
 
    He looked up at the sky, hoping to entertain himself by studying the stars in the sky of this strange, new world.  But, there must have been a light overcast or haze in the air, because Max couldn’t manage to make them out.  What would have been a source of entertainment that would have helped keep him alert was denied to him. 
 
    It was going to be a long night. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER V 
 
    15:34 HOURS ZULU (04:52 LOCAL SOLAR TIME), 21 JULY 2304 
 
      
 
    SNAP! SNAP-CRUNCH! 
 
    Max had been fighting sleep, notwithstanding the stims racing through his bloodstream, when he jerked to full, adrenalin-charged alertness at these distinctive sounds.  He may not have been crafty old Handlebar Simms, but he knew the sound of something stepping on twigs when he heard it.   
 
    Not something, but someone.  There was something to the rhythm of the crunches and the total silence that followed that told Max that there was a sentient mind rather than a mere animal brain directing the feet that made those sounds.   
 
    Max broke into a cold sweat and felt his stomach lurch violently as the feeling of being stalked threatened to reawaken the old terror:  being hunted by the Krag in the interstices of the USS San Jacinto after its capture and before it was retaken by Union forces twenty-six days later.  Forcing the seemingly endless horror of those twenty-six days to the back of his mind, Max turned to face the sound and, seeing nothing, scanned the area with his binocs with the same result.  He damned the Vaaach for not providing him with an electric hand torch.  With the standard issue torch that would ordinarily have been in his pack, Max could have lit up anything lurking out in the darkness up to a kilometer away.  As it was, his range of vision was much, much less. 
 
    His heart beating wildly and his stomach performing gymnastics routines worthy of the Pan Human Olympiad, Max came to his feet and drew his boarding cutlass.  He took a few steps in the direction of the sound, focusing every sense that way to try to determine if there was a threat out there and, if so, what it was.  Try as he might, Max had no sense of anything moving in front of him in the woods.  Suddenly, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up and there was a sudden feeling of wrongness centered right between his shoulder blades.   
 
    Idiot!  You forgot to check your six!   
 
    With a sick feeling of dismay in his gut, Max spun 180 degrees. 
 
    To face four red eyes. 
 
    They shone with a seemingly demonic light in the glow of Max’s campfire.  The four eyes were attached to two Krag scout marines in full battle gear, submachine guns slung, and swords drawn, creeping up on him from behind.  The Krag apparently planned to deal with Max using edged weapons rather than rifles, perhaps out of fear that Max had friends somewhere nearby in the woods who would be alerted by gunfire. 
 
    They must have deployed some kind of mechanical decoy or sent one of their buddies to get me facing in one direction while they sneaked up on me from the other.   
 
    Max barely had time to wonder why Krag were there notwithstanding that the Vaaach had told him otherwise before the brace of Krag warriors leaped three meters through the air and landed just beyond Max’s arms reach. 
 
    I’ll never get used to that fucking damn leaping thing they do.   
 
    While the Krag were sizing Max up and trying to figure out the best way to attack him, Max--as he did whenever possible--struck first.  He made a quick feint toward each of the two Krag.  Judging the one on the left to be the mentally weaker of the two because it had flinched the hardest and pulled back the farthest, Max charged it, shrieking his best imitation of fighting cat sounds at the top of his lungs.  Some old chief had told him that the sounds triggered an instinctual fear reaction in Krag that gave an advantage in a fight.  Max saw no effect, but he kept doing it anyway. 
 
    Rather than raising his cutlass over his head in the classic manner of skirmishers since the dawn of warfare, Max emulated the ancient Romans by keeping his blade low in a stabbing position pointed right at the Krag’s center body mass.  The Krag, on the other hand, held his blade out to his right like a cavalry sabre to slash at Max’s unprotected left side.  Continuing to charge the Krag, Max suddenly lunged left toward the enemy’s sword arm, putting him inside the Krag’s stroke, and slamming into the Krag’s forearm.  The Krag having missed, Max stabbed at its arm, only to miss as the Krag performed a quick drop and roll to put human and Krag once again at sword-fighting distance from one another. 
 
     Max knew that subtle swordplay was not his strength.  So, when the Krag had gotten his feet under him but before he had managed to get into a stable fighting stance, Max used his left hand to cross-draw the trusty dirk he had carried since his first week as a midshipman and hurled himself directly at the enemy’s torso, knocking his rat-like enemy to the ground in a move not unlike a lineman throwing a block in the old-fashioned but still played game of American football.  Being no model of grace and agility, either, Max could not help but fall on top of the rodent while plunging the dirk into the Krag’s heart.  It expired instantly, its final breath a gurgling rattle 
 
    Now, where’s the other one? 
 
    Not having the second enemy in sight, Max’s first move was an instinctual one drawn from space combat--a sudden movement in an unexpected direction to throw off any firing solution the enemy might be developing for a weapons launch.  In this case, Max rolled quickly to his left with the intention of leaping to his feet at the end of the roll. 
 
    It didn’t work out that way. 
 
    The roll and leap maneuver went awry as Max heard a loud crack associated with an intense burning pain penetrating his right bicep causing him to drop his boarding cutlass and fall to the ground again just as he was starting to get up.   
 
    That fucking Krag just shot me. 
 
    Heedless of the bright red blood he was rapidly losing from his brachial artery, Max picked up the sword with his left hand and charged the Krag in an attempt to knock it out of shooting position before it could get off a second shot.  
 
    This play, too, did not develop as expected.  Instead, the Krag’s shot was thrown off by Max falling away from its point of aim as he collapsed from blood loss.  Knowing that he was seconds from blacking out for good, Max desperately tried to regain his footing, but fell to the ground again almost immediately.  Now, he was too weak even to crawl.  He groped for his fighting knife and tried to throw it at the Krag, only to have it drop to the forest floor after traveling less than half a meter.  He managed to get his hand on his dirk and held it tightly so he could use it if the Krag got within arm’s reach.  
 
    Even across the gulf between the species, Max could plainly see the Krag’s conspicuous victor’s swagger as it approached to deliver the coup de grace.  The beady-eyed alien checked his weapon to be sure a round was in the chamber and made certain that the fire selector ring at the top of the weapon’s grip was turned to the SEMI AUTOMATIC position, making the point that it wasn’t going to waste ammunition.  A single bullet would be enough for the hapless human.  If a Krag could smirk, this one would be smirking.   
 
    Just as the Krag was taking aim, an enormous bear-like form dropped almost noiselessly out of the trees directly between it and Max.  With an indolent swipe of its huge, hairy arm, the newcomer sent the Krag flying almost ten meters through the air while somehow stripping it of its weapon.  As the Krag arced across the clearing in a ballistic trajectory, Max’s apparent rescuer used the enormous muscles in its legs--legs that Max estimated to each have the same diameter as a largish manhole cover--to launch itself through the air in a great bound that landed it at the Krag’s side within a half second of the rodent’s striking the ground.  The creature then, in the manner of a mean-spirited brother bent on doing harm to one of his sister’s dolls, used one hand to pick up the Krag by the legs and swing it with a chopping motion into the side of a large tree, each time breaking bones with a shudder-inducing crackle that Max easily heard from halfway across the clearing.  
 
    Its fury apparently exhausted, the newcomer released the obviously dead Krag to fall to the ground like an under-filled burlap sack.   
 
    It took only three strides to bring the hulking form back to Max’s side.  Between the dim light and Max’s fading consciousness, all he could tell about the creature is that it was roughly twice as tall as a man, built like a grizzly bear on steroids, and seemed to have an infinite supply of scimitar-like claws and dagger-like teeth.  The huge animal stared down at Max with obviously intelligent yellow-green eyes as the young naval officer lost consciousness. 
 
     ********** 
 
    Would someone turn out that damn light shining in my eyes? 
 
    Even with his eyes closed, Max could tell that brilliant light was falling on his face.  It took him only a moment to figure out based on the warmth on his forehead and cheeks that he was in direct sunlight.  He opened his eyes gradually, squinting against the glare, only to see clear, blue sky directly above, ringed by tall trees, meaning that he was in a forest clearing.  He quickly sat up, alerted by the pain in his right arm that he had been shot, but also surprised by the degree of mobility he had in the arm after sustaining what he surmised was a pretty serious injury. The wound was unbandaged and the Krag bullet’s path through Max’s body was filled with what looked and felt like artificial skin.  A serious-looking pack of medical supplies lay open on a polymer sheet spread beside him on which rested four infusion bags of what Max suspected to be some kind of plasma or blood substitute.   
 
    Hearing something that sounded like soft growling, Max turned in the direction of the sound to see the huge creature that had killed the Krag sitting calmly on a log near a pot of what smelled like some kind of exotic gumbo cooking on a camp stove and talking into what could only be a comm device.   
 
    Seeing that Max was awake, the being terminated its conversation, came to its feet, and walked around to stand directly in front of him.  Despite its size, it moved with astonishing grace and precision.  If a giant carnivorous cat and a world-class ballerina were merged into a two legged animal built roughly like a greatly overgrown bear, its movements would be a crude echo of this creature’s deadly but refined motion.  Max looked the being up and down and tried to come to grips with the totality of what stood before him:  all four and a half meters of its height, all 750 kilograms of its mass, all eight of its bayonet-long claws (which it was flexing at that very moment), and all fifty or so of its twenty centimeter-long, dagger shaped teeth.  Its powerful muscles rippled its grayish brown fur with each movement.  Its penetrating stare seemed to miss nothing.   
 
    It didn’t wear much in the way of clothing in the conventional sense, but it did wear something that looked like a body armor vest festooned with pockets over which there was a complex-looking harness with places to hang weapons holsters, equipment bags, ammunition magazines, and other equipment that combat personnel typically carried on their persons, supplemented with an equipment belt.   
 
    There were two empty attachment points on the harness, likely one for the medical supply bag Max had already noticed and one for the other bag of what looked to be food, water, and camping supplies lying on the other side of the log on which the creature had been sitting.  There was also a long scabbard on its back that looked as though it held one or more weapons, perhaps a sword, a rifle, or both.  The newcomer’s coloring and the tufting of the fur around its high set ears reminded Max of a Koala bear, except that this creature looked as though it might snack on Koala bears the way a human might snack on Brazil nuts 
 
    It was by far the most formidable sentient being ever seen by anyone in Known Space.   
 
    If I weren’t mentally numb from all the other terrifying shit I’ve been through lately, this thing would scare me absolutely shitless. 
 
    The creature stood silently staring at Max with inscrutable yellow-green eyes, seemingly waiting for something.  Max knew not what.  After about a minute and a half of staring, it grabbed Max by the front of his uniform, set him on his feet, and then, with a backhand stroke from its left hand, sent the startled young officer flying three meters through the air.  As soon as Max landed, the alien strode up to him, grasped each of Max’s upper arms between its forefinger and thumb, hoisted him three meters into the air, and set him down--none too gently--on his feet.   
 
    Stepping back and standing straight upright, it gave off a set of roars, sounding like a pissed off tiger making it clear to the gorillas that they left their stinking, banana-seed-filled primate crap in the wrong part of the jungle.  The electronic module implanted in Max’s head gave a simultaneous translation. 
 
    “ON YOUR FEET, FRUIT EATER!  Hunter meets hunter on his feet.  Warrior meets warrior on his feet.” 
 
    Endless hours of drill kicked in to bring Max to rigid-as-a-bayonet, perfectly upright, parade ground attention, complete with an elbow-cracking salute.  The forest around him swayed only slightly as a surprisingly minimal result of Max’s gunshot wound.  Seconds ticked by, and the creature did nothing but stare at Max with what he believed to be a critical eye.  All this time, Max remained at rock-still attention, continuing to hold the as yet unreturned salute--with his injured arm--and wondering if the creature would return it.  Max was not long in suspense as the angry tiger noises resumed, this time with a few grizzly bears wrestling each other notes thrown in for good measure.  The implant again did its job.  “I am Commander Vllgrhmrr of the Vaaach, reared in the deadly Krlmjrrh Badlands where all that moves on legs, four or two, is hunted by the giant Prnddrssh Cat.  I am Forest Master and Shepherd of the Young.  Before I was old and weak, I was a Bringer of Stealthy Death, ending lives of hundreds of my race’s enemies with nothing but these claws and these teeth.”  
 
    “Old and weak?”  If this fellow is old and weak, I’d hate to run into a Vaaach that’s young and strong! 
 
    Vllgrhmrr continued.  “My sacred duty to you and to your fathers before you is to be your true and faithful Trainer.  Yours is to obey without pause or question.  If you do this, you will learn from me, become a Hunter of Vermin, and live in honor.  If you do not, you will become hunted by the vermin, and die.  Unless I kill you first.  You are to call me ‘Trainer.’” 
 
    “Good morning, class.  My name is Ms. Fontenot and I will be your teacher this year.  I love children and I’m sure that we will have a wonderful second grade together.”  I’d give a million credits to have Ms. Fontenot as my teacher right now. What kind of teacher is this guy?  I bet he marks down for spelling and just loves humans.   
 
    Raw. 
 
    Having spoken his peace, the Vaaach stood stock still staring at Max, as though--once again--waiting for Max to do something that he wasn’t doing.  Not being particularly eager to be knocked across the clearing again, Max racked his brain to figure out what Trainer was waiting for. 
 
    Oh, wait a minute.  He just introduced himself, so he’s waiting for me to do the same.  And, he showed me what to say and how to say it.  I need to give the same information in the same order.   
 
    “I am . . .” Max said, his voice sounding timid and weak to his own ears so he stopped talking.  That’s not going to cut it, Max.  This Trainer guy is one seriously badass motherfucker and he’s not here just to teach me what a warrior does but what a warrior is.  I can’t sound like and act like a 16 year old wet-behind-the-ears naval Lieutenant (JG), thousands of light years from home and beyond any help from my own people, who feels like pissing his pants every time he devotes any serious thought to how dire his situation really is.  I’ve got to sound and act like a young warrior in the rough, hungry for knowledge of warfare and thirsty for the blood of my people’s enemies.  I’m tough as old leather, hard as steel, and I eat raw Krag off the bone for breakfast with a Tabasco sauce chaser.  . 
 
    Pulling himself slightly taller, Max managed to square his shoulders back a little bit more and stick his chest out just a little bit farther.  Then there was the part about filling the space with his commanding voice.  He had actually gotten some help in that department last year from when he sneaked backstage to meet the actors after a performance of Julius Caesar by New Avalon Royal Shakespeare Repertory Company on a morale tour of forward naval bases.  The seasoned actor who played Marullus took a liking to Max and gave him some fairly extensive voice coaching, telling the rest of the cast that “the pushy young lad is certainly going to be an admiral one day so it would be a good thing if everyone could hear and understand his orders.”  Max and the actor worked the same speech over and over for almost two hours.  Now, after a year, Max could remember only the first three sentences:  “Wherefore rejoice?  What conquest brings he home? What tributaries follow him to Rome to grace in captive bonds his chariot wheels?” 
 
    Max might not remember the whole speech, but the vocal skills were now wired into permanent muscle memory.  In a voice worthy of Caesar himself, Max tried to do the whole human race proud as he proclaimed, “I am Maxime Tindall Robichaux of the Union of Earth and Terran Settled Worlds, reared on planet Nouvelle Acadiana, a world of deadly marshes and impenetrable swamps populated by poisonous snakes, flesh eating parasites, blood sucking insects, carnivorous fish, and ferocious hunting reptiles.”  So what if the wetlands are only about 75% of the land area--they’re still pretty damn dangerous. “I am a commissioned officer with the rank of Lieutenant Junior Grade in the Union Space Navy and am the commander/pilot of an SFR-52 reconnaissance fighter, Nightshade class, registry number KMRH-7239, on a mission deep into Krag space to gather military intelligence that my people will use to kill more Krag.”  He grasped his boarding cutlass.  “With this blade, I killed a battle-seasoned Krag warrior when I was only about half my current age, and with either this,” he raised his cutlass, “or this” he drew and held out his dirk, “I have spilled the blood of five more and watched them die at my feet.”  He sheathed his weapons.  “My sacred duty is to learn what you will teach me of the Vaaach warrior and hunter ways, and to return to my people with that knowledge, as well as with the valuable intelligence I gathered on the Krag.  I will become a Hunter of Vermin,” whatever the hell that is, “and live in honor.  I will not die here so far from the trees of my ancestors.”   
 
    Trainer’s nostrils flared briefly.  Approval?  “Unlikely, puny human.  Unlikely.  But possible.  Now, clawless monkeyspawn, your learning begins now.  You honored my rank, in your way.  You are right to do so.  But, thisday you serve the Vaaach and honor your Trainer in our way.  Patient hunter stance!”  
 
    Max had never heard of “patient hunter stance” but he had a weird hunch that the navy’s “parade rest” might be in the ball park, so he stood at parade rest:  feet shoulder width apart, shoulders back, hands tucked into the small of his back. The Vaaach looked him up and down, giving no indication of approval or disapproval.  Max read this as meaning that he had come fairly close, but that the Vaaach was overlooking the deficiencies for now because he had bigger fish to fry.  Or wild pigs to snack on.  Or whatever. 
 
    “That will do.  Learn now how to honor your superiors in the service of the Vaaach.  Become a tree!” 
 
    Become a tree?  What the fuck?  How can I become a Goddamn tree?  I can’t turn green or grow bark for skin or put down roots or make myself a home for squirrels and coons and possums.  Crap.  He’s going to knock me across the fucking clearing again.  I don’t want to get knocked across the fucking clearing.  Think, Max.  THINK! He expects me to know this and there has got to be some reason for that.  Maybe there are some universals to military training and maybe this guy is like a navy Mother Goose with fangs . . . and if this guy were my Mother Goose, the first step here would be to have me stand at attention.  That’s it!  I can’t turn green, but I can stand tall and rigid and still . . .  like a tree. 
 
    Max came to attention.  Trainer’s nostrils flared, almost imperceptibly.   
 
    “Acceptable, primate.  Barely.  Now, you must heed carefully my words.”  The Vaaach took a step to place himself about a meter and a half directly in front of Max, and drew himself to his full (immense) height with what Max interpreted as a degree of formality. 
 
    “Do you swear upon the trees of your home and the bones of your fathers and mothers back to the beginning of days that you will honor any command I shall give to you, be it to fight or not to fight, to kill or not to kill, to gather or to scatter, to go forward or fall back, or even to live or to die?” 
 
    “Yes, Trainer, I do,” Max replied, abashed by the solemnity of the oath. 
 
    “Of the bladeweapons you carry, which is the one for which you would reach first to kill the deadliest of your foes?  Grasp it as to wield it, but do not draw it.”  
 
    Max’s right hand reached for the boarding cutlass hanging in its scabbard at his side, and grasped the hilt.  The weapon had been within his arm’s reach every minute of every day since he killed his first Krag on the USS San Jacinto all those years ago.  It had tasted Krag blood several times since. 
 
    “Your hand on the bladeweapon stands in the place of the swearing you just spoke.  They are the same.  Now, do you also swear upon the soil and the waters from which the Great Maker hand-formed your body and upon the blood which gives that body life that you will be true to the Vaaach Combined Armed Services, never to betray in any way those who lead you, those whom you lead, or those who fight at your side?” 
 
    “Yes, Trainer, I do.” 
 
    “Then make a fist of your other hand and place it over the heart that pumps your life’s blood.” 
 
    Max did so. 
 
    “This act stands in the place of that swearing.”  The Trainer then placed his dinner-plate sized, lightly furred hand on his own weapon’s hilt.  “Your swearing is heard and its words are carved in letters of honor upon my heart.  I accept your order-following, and swear upon the trees of my home and the bones of my fathers and mothers back to the beginning of days to lead you as best I can, to see that you are fed and clothed and sheltered and rested and healed and punished and rewarded as if I were your sire, and that if your blood must be spilled, that it be spilled only at the greatest need and for good cause.  In no event shall your life, your blood, or your limb, or any part of you be thrown away, for these are all precious gifts of the Great Maker.  My hand on this blade stands for this swearing.”  He then placed his fist over a spot just below the center of his chest and slightly to the right.  “I also swear upon the soil and the waters from which the Great Maker hand-formed my body and upon the blood which gives my body life that I will never lead you in any act of betrayal, nor any act more cruel than called for by the hard heart of war to friend and foe alike, nor any act that brings dishonor.  My hand over my bloodmover stands for this oath.” 
 
    He allowed his arms to return to his side and then took a comfortable stance.  Max followed suit. 
 
    “Show me what you have learned, human.” 
 
    Max rendered honors to the Trainer who inspected every detail with a critical eye.  With the extended claw of the little finger of his right hand, he pointed out where feet needed to be closer together, chin dipped slightly, fist over the heart gripped more firmly, or the muscles of the sword arm tensed slightly as though Max was a split second away from drawing his cutlass.  When Trainer was satisfied, he stepped back and returned honors.  As soon as Max had gone back to the parade rest stance, Trainer made a gesture:  a chopping motion with his left arm pointed directly at Max.   
 
    As a wild, hairy ass guess, I’m going to say that this gesture means “again.” 
 
    Max repeated the salute. Vllgrhmrr’s nostrils flared slightly more than before.  He returned Max’s honors without any correction. 
 
    “Your grasp of the Mrrzhrr will do for now,” Vllgrhmrr said.  “I must speak on another matter before the trail of the truth grows cold.  The Vaaach did not plan and did not foresee that you would face the Krag vermin who wounded you.  You will later learn how and why they were here.  Until then, know that we erred and have lost honor.  We do not ask your forgiveness and will not accept it if offered, for this pain is ours to bear for a time.   
 
    “You earned no honor in killing the Krag, for the Krag--at least as their race lives now—are mere vermin.”  The Trainer looked into the distance with what Max read, for some reason, as sadness.  “They were not always thus.  The Krag have lost their way and strayed far from the path of honor.”  He turned back to Max.   
 
    “But, while you earned no honor, neither did you bring shame upon your fathers, which is more than I expected.” 
 
    Was that a compliment? 
 
    “You may now take a short rest.  Take of the food you have brought.  Be ready for further training in 25 minutes.  I will keep watch from upwind at a distance.  I wish neither to see nor hear nor smell the fruit and grasses and leaves and bark you are about to chew like a grazing animal.” 
 
    Moving with great speed but without making a sound, the Vaaach dashed off to one of the nearer trees and leaped just shy of two meters straight into the air, reaching up to get a grip on a substantial lower limb with his claws.  He then easily swung the rest of his body up onto the limb, stood up, and walked to the tree trunk just as easily as Max would walk down a ship’s corridor.  Upon reaching the trunk, the Vaaach sank his claws into the bark and, using them for purchase, launched himself at least a meter and a half straight up, anchored himself to the trunk, and repeated the process until he was about 50 meters above the ground.  He then picked a thick branch, walked about halfway down toward the end, and lay on his belly, wrapping his arms and legs around the trunk.   
 
    And disappeared. 
 
    Well, not actually disappeared in the strict sense of the word.  With his binocs Max could barely make out the Vaaach’s position, but only because he knew exactly where to look.  Vllgrhmrr had picked a spot where the natural outlines of his body and variations in his coloring appeared to be ordinary continuations of the limb’s natural shape and part of the pattern of sunlight and shade cast by the leaves and branches around him, making him almost impossible to see.  There was something else, too.  Even knowing that Vllgrhmrr was there, and even though Max was looking right at him, Max had to practically force his brain to accept that he was looking at was a Vaaach warrior and not foliage.   
 
    If he were hiding from me, I’d never find him.  Not in a million years. 
 
    Max shook his head. 
 
    I’ve got a lot to learn. 
 
    Before he did anything else, Max started a timer on his wrist chrono with an alarm at 21 minutes, so he would be certain to be ready for whatever Trainer had in store for him next.  That done, Max found his own pack beside the log on which Vllgrhmrr was sitting when Max regained consciousness.  Although he was hungry, something told Max that now was not the time to pull out a three or four course meal with a hot entree.  Instead, he pulled out a ration bar, formulated by the navy to serve as handy, “on the go” nutrition.   
 
    These came in two sizes that had the same nutritional value per gram:  “meal,” which supplied 1100 calories and tasted like a granola bar with a little chocolate and caramel mixed in, and “snack,” which supplied 550 calories and tasted like a chocolate and caramel bar with a little granola mixed in.   
 
    That’s the kind of “choice” the navy gives you:  not only are there only two flavors, the two flavors taste almost exactly alike. “Variety is the spice of life.”   
 
    Of course, the navy doesn’t like spice.  
 
    Max had selected a “meal” bar, knowing that if he were still hungry when he finished, he had enough of the “snack” bars that he wouldn’t deplete his supply too much by having one (or even two) as dessert.  He sat down on the Vaaach ground cover on which he had regained consciousness, quietly munching on the meal bar and sipping water from his canteen.  Max had roughly ten thousand, five hundred and fifty-seven questions he would have loved to ask Vllgrhmrr, but thought it was a pretty safe bet that the testy Vaaach wasn’t in the mood for chit chat at this particular juncture.   
 
    Are Vaaach ever in the mood for chit chat?  How do they talk to their mates?  “I greet you most strong, shapely, and honored spouse. I bring fresh-killed prey for our earlydark meal, still warm and dripping blood.  Perhaps even still twitching.  Have our young-Vaaach killed any beasts of note today?”   
 
    All too quickly, the alarm on Max’s wrist chrono went off.  While the break had been too short, the food, water, and few minutes of respite had done Max a great deal of good.  He stashed the ration bar wrapper in his pack, re-holstered his canteen, and got to his feet to await the Vaaach’s return.  Max scanned the trees and listened carefully to give himself some warning of Trainer’s approach. 
 
    To no avail. 
 
    Precisely at the promised minute and second, the Vaaach dropped right in front of Max from somewhere high in the trees.  Max started to render the Vaaach salute, but the alien stopped him by putting a large, furry finger on the hilt of Max’s boarding cutlass.  “You have already given me your Mrrzhrr.  You need not so honor me again until the sun has set and risen again on the world where you stand.  If in the future you stand not on a world or know not the world’s sunmeasure, the Mrrzhrr is given again once the Vaaach’s crecheworld has shown all its trees to our sun:  which is 22.8 of your standard hours.  Until then, you show that you remember that you are bound by your Mrrzhrr by touching the hilt of your bladeweapon with the palm of your hand.” 
 
    Max did so.  Apparently, there was some deficiency in how he performed that observance as well because the Vaaach’s nostrils narrowed to about half of their former diameter before returning to normal.  Vllgrhmrr, however, said nothing.   
 
    “We also greet each other verbally, senior first.  You remain silent until greeted by your superior.  I greet you, human.” 
 
    “I greet you, Trainer,” Max replied in kind.   
 
    Peace be with you.  And also with you.   
 
    “A perfect Mrrzhrr is a matter of form only.  You know so little that I must teach you first that which may save your life before teaching matters of form.  Even you should understand this.” 
 
    Damn straight.  I’ll take being alive over getting high FITREPS in Courtesy and Deportment any day of the week. 
 
    “Yes, Trainer, I do,” Max said. 
 
    The Trainer let loose an inarticulate roar, followed by the most vicious snarling Max had yet heard from the enormous alien.  The translation was not long behind, not to mention entirely unnecessary 
 
    “Silence.  Your frivolous monkey chatter has no place here.  Focus on your training and only your training.  You will speak only when spoken to or under the demands of war.  Do you understand me, primate?” 
 
    “Yes, Trainer.” 
 
    “It is well.” 
 
    Vllgrhmrr then took about ten long strides into the woods, stopping beside a log about a meter in diameter and turning back toward Max.  
 
    “There is a knife-which-does-not-cut in your pack.  When I turn my back to you and sit on this tree-without-life, you are to take the knife in your hand, creep toward me with silence, and strike at me with that knife.  If I hear your approach, you will know. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Trainer.” 
 
    “Then, proceed.”  
 
    The Vaaach turned his back to Max and sat on the log.   
 
    Max hurriedly rooted around in his pack until he found an unfamiliar polymer box that was the right size and shape to hold a fighting knife.  The lid of the box was inscribed with a few words of same type of writing as he had seen back in the medical facility, as well as one line in Standard:  “ROBICHAUX TRAINING KNIFE:  NOT FOR USE IN COMBAT.”  Max had trained with mock blades of various descriptions since he had been a middie.  These training aids were utilitarian at best, and some were even downright crude.  So, Max had clear expectations of what he would see when he opened the box.  Without bothering to think about the matter in depth, Max lifted off the top of the box to find . . . . 
 
    Something exquisite. 
 
    The object had the same dimensions as Max’s K-Bar and the grip was covered with a transparent polymer showing the wood underneath while providing a feel that resembled that of the real weapon.  Max picked it up.  Its weight and balance felt exactly like those of the K-Bar, meaning that some kind of weights and been undetectably inserted into the wood to mimic the heft of the real weapon. 
 
    The implement was carved from the most exquisite, knurled and layered wood that Max had ever seen.  The wood’s finish brought out iridescent layers of almost golden radiance flowing through a sea of café au lait and varying shades of chocolate that glowed and faded, slipping in and out of sight with any movement of wood, light, or eye.  The wood grain ran down the knife lengthwise, not in ruler-straight lines, but in subtle waves and curves.  Like the notes of a brilliantly written instrumental accompaniment, the grain sometimes flowed in the same contours as the curves of the knife, and sometimes went their own way to create here a visual harmony and there a counterpoint, but always the beauty of one accenting the beauty of the other.  Clearly, this simple practice weapon had been hand-fashioned by a master woodworker, who was gifted, not just in the technical skill of carving the wood but also in the arcane art of selecting the wood that suited the object and being able to look at a branch or a log from the outside and visualize the grain within.   
 
    This thing was made with patience and dedication and joy of the craft.  It’s a museum-quality work of art, not something I should be practicing with in an unnamed forest on an unknown world.  
 
    If the Vaaach lavish this much care on their practice weapons, I wonder what their actual weapons are like.   
 
    Max gave a quick shudder, thanking God that the Vaaach were not enemies of the Union pointing those actual weapons at actual humans. 
 
    Suddenly realizing that he had allowed too much time to pass, Max put his K-Bar in the box that had held the training knife, put the box in his pack, set his pack beside some of the other gear in the campsite, and took up the training knife in a combat grip. 
 
    Mock knife in hand, Max crept through the forest, doing his best to be silent.  In fact, he rather impressed himself by how little noise he made.  There were only a few times when he winced at the sound of a trig snapping, or a branch rustling as he moved past it.  After about five minutes of surprisingly silent stalking, Max was in striking distance of the Vaaach, who continued to sit immobile on the log showing no sign of being aware that Max was near.   
 
    Only four steps to go.  Max picked up a foot and set it down in almost perfect silence.   
 
    Vllgrhmrr didn’t move. 
 
    Now, the same with the other foot.  Still no reaction from the Vaaach. 
 
    Another, careful, almost silent step.  Not even a twitch. 
 
    Finally, the last step.  In one fluid motion, as he had been taught on his third full day as a junior midshipman, Max stepped into the same stance he would use when wielding his dirk:  left foot slightly forward, right foot planted hard to push off and provide power, inhaling as he put his weight on the right foot.  Then, exhaling as he moved, he pushed off on his right foot and struck with a savage upward jab aimed for the Vaaach’s spine in an attack designed to paralyze his opponent (if Max had been wielding a real blade) and so timed that the blade would plunge into the enemy just as Max put his left foot down.  Max could almost feel himself smiling at his success as he sensed his whole body move just as he had trained and as he had actually fought against real enemies. 
 
    WHACK! 
 
    Stunned and disoriented, Max lay on the floor of the forest, watching the opening in the trees above him spin counterclockwise and slowly come to a halt as he tried working out why he was lying flat on his back and feeling as though he had been kicked in his chest by a mule.  Before he could get all the pieces put together, the enormous, hairy head of the Vaaach entered his field of view, blocking out more of the sky than the head of any sentient being had any right to block. 
 
    Apparently, the Trainer’s idea of letting Max know his approach had been heard was to swat the young human hard enough to send him flying five or ten meters through the air.   
 
    The Vaaach made an elaborate show of conducting a careful visual survey of the vicinity. “I seek in vain the cattle, sheep, and other herd animals you were driving before you as you came up behind me, for surely no single being, much less a being as puny as you, could have made such a din merely by walking on those two tiny feet.”  Vllgrhmrr used its thumb and forefinger to grasp Max by the collar, lift him effortlessly, and set him on his feet.  “But, as I can find no herd animals, the din of your coming must have some other cause.  I must watch.” 
 
    At the Trainer’s direction, and making every effort to move as silently as possible, Max walked back and forth across the forest floor for several minutes with Vllgrhmrr walking first behind him, and then at his side, bent over nearly double watching Max’s feet.  Then, for several more minutes, he had Max walk through the brush, while walking ahead of him with his back to their direction of travel, turning around only for a few seconds every now and then to check his course, but otherwise focused on how Max moved his upper body.   
 
    After about half an hour of this, the Vaaach gestured for Max to be seated on the ground.  Vllgrhmrr remained standing and spoke. 
 
    “What I have seen and heard thisday would be cause to think that your race cannot move with stealth.”  Long pause.  “But, what I know from the Vaaach’s long study of your people tells me that woodstealth is not beyond the reach of humans.  The Vaaach have seen and heard your kin slip through the forests and stalk across plains of your world with speed in near-silence.  Mohawk, Seneca, Zulu, Kongo, Murri, Anongu, and even sparse and distant fathers in the tree of your own fathers who stalked and hunted as members of the Coushatta, Karankawa, and Comanche, all possessed these skills.”   
 
    When did the Vaaach observe the indigenous hunter-gatherer peoples of North America, Africa, and Australia?  How did they know that some of my Texas and Cajun ancestors had what people used to call “a few drops of Indian blood”?  Great questions, Max, but you’d better not ask them right now. 
 
    “Your long-still fathers and your kin walked this path. Some on worlds of your Union still walk it, as they live the ways of their ancient fathers and mothers.  Thus, some small hope remains that your feet can follow this trail well enough for you to live to become a Hunter of Vermin.  Follow me.” 
 
    Vllgrhmrr led Max back to the campsite and bade him to sit down.  “Remove your boots.” 
 
    Max almost hesitated. He didn’t like being barefoot.  It made him feel unprepared.  Vulnerable.  “Feet without protection are feet that are easily injured,” an old Mother Goose had taught him.  “And injured feet are a handicap that you can’t afford when an entire race of murderous rats is out to kill you.” 
 
    He almost hesitated.  He didn’t think that Trainer would be particularly tolerant of any delay.  So, Max quickly removed the boots. 
 
    At this point, he did hesitate for a few seconds.  He was loathe to ask a question, but he didn’t know how to proceed without more information. 
 
    “Trainer, am I to remove my socks as well?” 
 
    “Yes. Good question,” Vllgrhmrr said.   
 
    Max complied.   
 
    “Now, show me your feet.”  The Vaaach bent over and grasped Max’s feet in his paws, firmly but not painfully pressing his thumbs against the soles, as if to test their resilience.   
 
    “Soft.”  It was merely an observation, not a criticism.  “Soft feet, but large, hard boots that make much sound.”  Vllgrhmrr made a popping sound in the back of his throat that Max was tempted to think of as the Vaaach equivalent of “tsk.”  Whatever the sound meant, Trainer reached into one of his supply packs, pulled out a thick-ish envelope-like package, and tossed it at Max’s feet. 
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    Max did so and regarded the contents with considerable puzzlement. 
 
    Toe socks? 
 
    The pack contained what looked like two toe socks—that is, the kind of socks, often worn indoors and without shoes by people of a certain whimsical disposition, that separately enclosed each toe.  Except that these toe socks were made of tough, stretchy, almost rubbery material that felt something like what wetsuits were made of, but far stronger.  And they were the same dark brownish-green as the forest floor.  The envelope also contained a small tube of what looked like some kind of ointment. 
 
    “Cover your feet with the oil from the tube, then put these on.  They are frrmthrr:  our Bwhoid brothers and sisters call them ‘boots of silence.’  Stones and thorns will not penetrate them.  They are warm when the ground is cold but not hot when the weather is warm.  They move sweat away from your skin but do not let other water in.  Through them you feel the ground but without pain.  With frrmthrr, soft-footed warriors can stalk their enemies in the forest.”  
 
    Max did as he was told, sitting on the ground, covering his right foot with the slippery ointment from the tube, putting on the right frrmthryn and then repeating the process with the left foot.  It did not escape Max’s notice that his implant informed him that frrmthrr was a plural construction applying to the pair while frrmthryn was singular applying to just one of the peculiar-looking boots.   
 
    No time to sit around thinking about Vaaach grammar.  I’m almost afraid to think of what their verb forms must be like.  He stood and moved around a bit.  
 
    Damn.  These things are fucking amazing.   
 
    “Leave your Union Navy issue boots with your other equipment.  You will have no further need of them when you serve the Vaaach.  Be rid of your leggings as well.  Wear these.” 
 
    When Max removed his standard-issue leggings, Vllgrhmrr tossed him another, somewhat larger, package, which Max opened immediately.  It contained a pair of meter-long forest camo pattern sleeves that apparently served the same function as leggings.  He slipped them on over the legs of his uniform from his ankles up to mid-thigh.  They adhered at the bottom to the tops of the frrmthrr and at the top to the legs of his uniform without any visible means of attachment.  Somehow. 
 
    “These are brbrr.  The skin-over-skin you wear is slow-to-burn but quick-to-speak.  The brbrr trap the sounds made by the legs of your skin-over-skin but make little sound of their own as they glide through brush and leaves.  They are also guards that do not sleep—no tooth of any beast in this forest can pierce them, including those of what we call the ‘greenpig.’” 
 
    “Greenpig?”  That’s what I call it too.  Coincidence?  Naaaa.  Great minds, and all that.  
 
    Max put the empty packages back in his pack and put the pack away, after which he stood in front of the Vaaach as though he were presenting himself for inspection.  The Trainer looked him over, then clasped his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Now that what you wear fits what you must do, you shall be a cub again.  I shall teach you how to walk.” 
 
    And, for the next five hours, without a rest, the Vaaach did precisely that.  Max learned to walk in a “stalking crouch,” hunched over with his hands on his knees for support.  He practiced stepping by lifting each foot high so that it did not drag through the underbrush, lowering it slowly, coming down gently on the outside ball of the foot and gently placing more and more weight, stopping at the first sound, until the ball of his foot was resting on the ground, and then slowly lowering his heel.  He also learned to weave and dodge his upper body around branches and, when they could not be avoided, to grasp them gently and then slowly move them out of the way.  Vllgrhmrr also demonstrated how to pick out a path through the woods that was most conducive to silent movement, avoiding dry leaves, crackly vegetation, and fallen limbs festooned with noise-making twigs. 
 
    Once shown these skills and techniques, Max practiced them.  Over and over and over again.  Then he practiced them some more.  When he was done with that, he practiced them again.  And, when he needed to take a leak, the Vaaach showed him how the Vaaach urinate silently:  dig down to the dirt and make a loose pile of soil, then find a stick or plant shoot long enough to extend from the penis to the pile, dig the stick into the soil, and then urinate gently on the stick allowing the liquid to run down into the dirt.   
 
    The silent movement practice continued until it was too dark for Max to see, at which point the Trainer led Max back to his camp, where he directed Max to eat of his own food and drink as much water as he wanted from the Vaaach’s portable water condenser.  Then Vllgrhmrr made a fire, produced some meat from a camouflaged cooler, and roasted it over the fire with a portable rotisserie that was large and sturdy enough to roast several kilos of meat at a time, but that broke down and folded up into a space no larger than a cigar box.  The roasting meat smelled very much like beef.   
 
    When the meat was barely charred, the Vaaach removed it from the flames and dined by cutting off long slices and eating them whole.  The piece of meat had to weigh at least three or four kilograms, but the Vaaach ate every morsel in less than five minutes with a great deal of evident relish.  Apparently, all that ferocity consumed a lot of calories.  
 
    Along with the meat, the Vaaach ate several dark, red cubes which, from his expressions and body language, Max concluded he did not find as tasty.  Max wished he could ask the Vaaach what they were. 
 
    The cubes can’t be sweets, because refined sugar comes from plants and this guy is not only carnivorous by virtue of his evolutionary heritage, but also as a matter of pride.   
 
    Max spent a few minutes running through his mind what his biology lessons had taught him about oblate and facultative carnivores (the Vaaach were very definitely of the oblate variety) and their nutritional requirements, assuming that these things worked much the same for the Vaaach as for Earth organisms.  As it is virtually impossible for a large, complex creature like a Vaaach to live only on muscle meat, which does not supply adequate nutrition, Max came to the conclusion that the cubes would have to be some kind of compressed, processed organ meat (or some kind of synthetic substitute) to supply the nutrients that are found in livers, hearts, and entrails but not in steak, roast, and ham.  The Vaaach ate the cubes rather than the real thing because organ meat spoils more rapidly than muscle meat and is harder to store and transport. 
 
    While surreptitiously watching the Vaaach’s meal preparations, Max pulled out his own rations and made himself a complete meal consisting of Meatballs (or, more likely “meat” balls) and Marinara sauce, garlic mashed potatoes, breadsticks, a vaguely greenish yellow mush called “chopped garden vegetable medley,” and three “chocolate” chip cookies.  While Max regarded the meatballs in this particular ration to be only passable, he was a long-time fan of ration pack garlic mashed potatoes.  There was also electrolyte-rich drink powder, some peanut butter crackers, and a candy bar.   
 
    Max inhaled them all.  Stalking apparently consumed a lot of calories, too. 
 
    Max had hoped that there might be some low-key conversation around the camp fire after supper where he could learn more about the Vaaach, what they expected of him, how there happened to be Krag on this planet, whether the Vaaach had been trying to kill him during his atmosphere entry and landing or whether it had just been an extremely difficult test that he almost failed, and a few of the other half million questions careening through his fertile, teenaged mind. 
 
    No such luck.  The Trainer confined his after-dinner remarks to telling Max where to put his sleeping bag and advising him to bed soon because he would be awakened before first light.   
 
    There was one bright note, however.  Immediately after Max was done brushing his teeth and was using one of his pre-moistened cleaning towels to wipe the worst of the sweat and grime off of his face and hands before bed, the Vaaach set up what was clearly a highly sophisticated perimeter alarm and said in tones that sounded almost gentle:  “Young primate.  I urge you to take your rest with neither eye nor ear nor nose alert to any danger.  You sleep under my protection.  Any being who comes here seeking to do you harm shall find only his own swift death.”  
 
    Vllgrhmrr extended his wickedly long, sharp claws and bared his dagger-like teeth, thereby quietly but convincingly displaying the deadliness of the weapons with which evolution had equipped his species.  Briefly, Max theorized about the ecosystem in which the Vaaach evolved.  For teeth and claws as well as the strength and speed and the Vaaach’s other fighting qualities to have been natural adaptations to their environment, that environment must have been singularly lethal.  Any world that produced sentient beings so equipped would also be so dangerous that their mindset would give them a natural aptitude for combat.  Certainly, Max wouldn’t attempt to fight the Vaaach with any weapon less formidable than a shoulder-fired anti-tank missile launcher or maybe a nitrox-boosted flame thrower.  Or both.   
 
    Both.  Definitely, both.  
 
    Max thought of the last few lines of Ogden Nash’s poem, “The Wombat.”   
 
    “His distant habit precludes  
 
    Conclusive knowledge of his moods. 
 
    But, I would not engage the wombat 
 
    In any form of mortal combat.”   
 
    Max crawled into his sleeping bag.  Notwithstanding the Vaaach’s most convincing warning, he held true to years of habit by placing his boarding cutlass at his right hand and his dirk, inside its scabbard, in the sleeping bag at his side.   
 
    NOW, I’m supposed to go to sleep.  How the flying fuck and I supposed to do that?  In a strange forest, with the various ways I have almost died in the last few weeks ricocheting around inside my head, BING . . . BANG . . . BOING . . . BING . . . BANG . . . BOING!!  There’s no way I’m going to fall asleep.  I’ll, just try to get comfortable and relax.  Maybe if I look at the stars for a few minutes.  Crap.  Some kind of funny cloud cover so I can’t see the constellations but only a few of the brightest stars.   
 
    There.  I’ll focus on that star--the one with the reddish tint.  Probably a red giant, like Betelgeuse.  “Betelgeuse.” What a ridiculous name for a star. Over here is Betelgeuse and over there is Antares.  Beetle juice and Ant ares! The sky is full of bugs. I was a midshipman first class before I figured out that “Beatle Juice” and “Betelgeuse” were the same star.  It’s like old Paw Paw Arceneaux’s story about how it wasn’t until he joined the navy and shipped out on his first cruise that he learned that “bob wahr” and “barbed wire” were the same thing.  Before that, he thought that “bob wahr” was used to fence in cattle while barbed wire was for military and security use.   
 
    I wonder what happened to old Paw Paw.  The navy was so desperate for experienced personnel that they let him re-enlist at age 57, just before the Gynophage attack . . . the last we heard of him he was a machinists’ mate on a transport.  What was its name?  Oh, yeah, the USS General M. L. Hersey.  Disappeared without a trace returning from dropping off a load of combat materiel for the 424th Marine Division in a dirtfight with the Krag on Brewster VI.  A lot of things could have happened to her.  Her last transmission contained a garbled set of coordinates that I’ve never been able to make sense of.  Maybe if I swap around the digits for the third coordinate, and then bump the second and third digits of the first coordinate down one integer . . . .  
 
    “Do you hear me, human?  Are you deaf as well as weak, dim-witted, and lazy?”  Trainer’s roars thundered in the forest as the translator module streamed his angry words into Max’s mind.  He sat up quickly and looked around.  The Vaaach’s fire had burned down and the barest hint of pre-dawn light was filtering through the trees.   
 
    So much for not being able to sleep. 
 
    “On your feet, pink puny monkeyspawn.”  Max scrambled to attention. Vllgrhmrr gave him a quick look up and down and shuddered in apparent disgust.  “Hydrate.  Wash.  Eliminate.  Eat.  Prepare for the day. We start in one hour.  Beforeday, was the stretch before the run.  Thisday will call for the heart of a hunter, perhaps too much for a puny fruit eater.  So, hydrate and eat as well as you are able.”   
 
    Just a stretch before the run?  Crap, crap, CRAP.  If today is much worse than yesterday, you can call me Lieutenant (JG) Maxime Tindall Toast. 
 
    Max didn’t need to be told twice to devote his time to fortifying himself for what would certainly be an extremely difficult day ahead.  He took the Vaaach’s advice, drinking a liter and a half of water mixed with black cherry flavored electrolyte drink mix, and half a liter of caffeine-boosted instant coffee made in a self-heating “insta pot,” as well as downing a hot breakfast consisting of an egg, bacon, and cheese breakfast burrito, hash brown potato disk (known to generations of spacers as a “spud puck”), two  “Southern style fluffy buttermilk biscuits” (which were about as “fluffy” as a doorknob) with “butter flavored vegetable spread” and “home-style apple flavored jelly,” of which the less said about the “flavor” and the “style,” the better.   
 
    The meal might not have been particularly tasty, but it had about 1600 calories, was loaded to the gunwales with carbs for energy and protein to keep Max going, packed enough sugar and caffeine to spur him into motion by giving him a hard boot in the butt, and contained enough substantial, solid, stick-to-your-ribs food weight to keep him from feeling hungry for several hours.  The navy might not be too swift when it came to providing field rations the measured up to even the most mediocre civilian food in terms of flavor and variety, but it knew how to provide its personnel with a meal containing the kind of solid nourishment that, for five or six hours, would keep them on their feet and in the fight. 
 
    Max finished his breakfast, disposed of his food packaging in a receptacle as indicated by the Trainer (where he also disposed of his trash from the last few days), donned his frmmthrr and brbrr, and presented himself for inspection.  As it was a new day, he saluted his Trainer in the Vaaach fashion, and received the return salute.   
 
    “Greetings, young primate.  Are you prepared to receive further training thisday?” 
 
    “Greetings, Trainer.  Yes, I am prepared.” 
 
    “Very well.  Beforeday you learned to walk.  Thisday you will learn to make yourself invisible.” 
 
    If Max was going to learn to make himself invisible “thisday,” he was going to have to expend a great deal of sweat to do it.  For the first two days after Max was evicted from the medical facility, a weak easterly wind had puffed moderately cool air through the forest, providing weather that reminded Max of late spring or early fall on his home world.  But, overnight, the wind had shifted.  Now, a strong south wind exhaled its humid breath across the landscape, making the forest feel more like jungle than woods.  The temperature had to be crowding 38 degrees Celsius or, as some of the old folks on Nouvelle Acadiana still insisted on saying, cent chaud, meaning “100 [degrees Fahrenheit] hot.”  
 
    In the task of making Max sweat as he trained, the heat had the able assistance of the humidity which went far beyond the dampness Max had felt while a child on Nouvelle Acadiana and was more in the range of Earth’s Louisiana Gulf Coast, where most of Nouvelle Acadiana’s original settlers came from.  Just the exertion involved in boiling water for his coffee and cleaning up after himself upon completing his breakfast left Max dripping wet.   
 
    This is gonna be fun! 
 
     It was under these sweltering conditions that Max did, indeed, learn to make himself invisible.  Well, if not truly invisible, then he mastered the art of being so hard to see in the forest that true invisibility wouldn’t have been much of an improvement.  Max learned to find shadows of the right size and shape and darkness to conceal his presence, how to stand or crouch or kneel or lie or huddle near trees and shrubs while twisting his body and limbs like a circus side show contortionist so that his contours blended in with the natural bends and shadows of the flora, how to spot visual “dead areas” and how to slip from one to another when the motion of the trees caused by the wind masked his own movement, how to move slowly while altering the shape and direction of each movement to prevent his adversary’s brain pattern recognition capabilities from classifying the motion as something to which the conscious mind needs to pay attention, and which parts of the body must never be oriented toward where you believe your adversary might be (face, and believe it or not, the part of the body running from the navel to the upper thighs).  The Trainer showed him how to vary the speed of his movements so that he would never be crossing an enemy’s field of view at a steady rate, something that the mind automatically recognizes as the movement of a possible threat.   
 
    He learned to use the “artificial claws” that the Vaaach gave him to climb trees and, once high aloft, to stand on large branches close to the trunk or lie flat on limbs, using shadows and leaves to break up his outlines.  He also learned to make himself even harder to see by finding the right kind of pattern and density of limbs to make it almost impossible for the brain/eye combination to pick out a thin-ish Union naval Lieutenant clinging to a tree branch like some sort of gigantic but emaciated tree sloth.  
 
    Some of the Vaaach’s teachings seemed peculiar and were things that no human or, at least, that Max himself would never have guessed or figured out without the Trainer’s instruction in a thousand years, such as the occasions when, instead of clinging to a branch or trunk trying to make himself small and difficult to see, it was necessary to extend an arm or a leg or sometimes even fingers and hold them almost endlessly at an angle that mimicked the other branches to prevent the brain from interpreting that lump in the branch as a sentient being instead of as an abnormal but natural part of the tree’s growth.  Or, how concealment sometimes meant not remaining still, but moving the body along with the rustle of the underbrush or the sway of a tree and its branches in the breeze.   
 
    And, he practiced putting this knowledge into use, while also moving silently as he learned the day before, seemingly without end, until every muscle screamed for rest and his very mind rebelled against the close attention to the detail of every movement and stance required to implement the Vaaach’s techniques.  Finally, as the light was failing, the Vaaach directed Max to climb down from the tree in which he was practicing mimicking the slow waving of tree branches in the breeze and, by gesturing toward Max’s canteen, indicated that he should drink some water and rest for a moment. 
 
    “Now we return to camp.  You will need rest.  Nextday will be a harder trail than was thisday, but perhaps not too hard for you.  You have not done as poorly as expected.” 
 
    No one spoke during the short walk back to camp.  With a significant look at Max’s gear, the Vllgrhmrr communicated to Max that he was to feed and hydrate himself, and then go to sleep.  Wanting to get to sleep as soon as possible, Max wolfed down his supper which consisted of “Thirza IV style roast chicken,” with creamed corn, New Hawaiian dinner roll, and a chocolate-chip brownie.  When Max was finishing off a “dessert” ration bar, he saw the Vaaach jerk his head and then touch his left ear.  Max guessed that there has been some kind of alert signal from a device in the Vaaach’s ear canal.  Vllgrhmrr moved quickly but without haste to a small but powerful-looking comms module and put on a headset.  There was a brief spoken exchange, none of which Max’s implant translated.  He suspected that the Vaaach disabled it so that he could talk in private.   
 
    The conversation lasted no more than half a minute.  When it was over, the Trainer shut down the module, folded up the antenna grid, stowed the device in its case, and turned to Max.  Max did not consider himself any judge of Vaaach body language but, if he were, he would think that the Vaaach was agitated. 
 
    “Young Human, the river of war floods many days sooner than we thought.  The current is now very swift. Pack your things.  We break camp now.”  Max stared at the Trainer for a few seconds, taken aback both by the Trainer’s demeanor and by the unexpected development.  Max hoped for further explanation. 
 
    And received none. 
 
    The Vaaach simply turned toward his area of the camp and went to work packing up his gear quickly and efficiently.  It took Max less than three minutes to gather what few items he had while Vllgrhmrr packed his considerably greater quantity of gear in even less time.  He had assembled a small cart just large enough for his gear along with Max’s and gestured toward it, indicating that Max should put his pack on it with the Vaaach’s equipment.  That done, the Vaaach quickly donned a harness, connected it to the cart, and took off through the forest pulling the cart behind  him, heedless of noise and disturbing the vegetation, moving so rapidly that Max had to run to keep up. 
 
    In a few minutes, they reached a large clearing on top of a small hill.  The Trainer stood at the tree line and looked skyward.  Within a minute, Max could see that something was silently blotting out the stars.  As the void in the sky became rapidly larger, Max could make out the object’s shape:  a long, sharp spear point, just like the immense ship that had swallowed up Max’s fighter and transported him far across the galaxy. 
 
    The void in the sky continued to grow, and then settled to the ground.  As far as Max could tell, it reflected not so much as a single photon of light.  It just sat there, a twenty-five meter long hole in reality.  The Vaaach barked in his own language.  Even without the translation from his implant, there was no doubting what he said. 
 
    “Command.  Hatch open.” 
 
    A large rectangle opened in the side of the vessel from which Max could discern a dim, red light.  As soon as the hatch was fully open, an accommodation ladder deployed itself from inside the dark hull immediately beneath the opening.  Small but clearly visible red lights illuminated the steps in the darkness.  As soon as the lowest step touched the ground, the Vaaach bounded into the vehicle.  Max followed as best he could, having difficulty negotiating the steps which, made for Vaaach legs, were just shy of a meter high.  Before Max could wonder whether they were going to leave their gear behind, Vllgrhmrr touched a control pad just to the left of the inside of the hatch.  A small crane deployed from behind a sliding panel in the hull, hooked onto a matching hook on top of the cart, and pulled it inside what appeared to be a hold beneath the ship’s main deck where Max now found himself. 
 
    As soon as the cart landed inside the hold, the alien hit a few more keys on the same pad and swiftly moved to the front of the ship, dropped into what was clearly the pilot’s seat, pulled up a large combination display and control input screen on the console in front of him, and--without so much as a glance at Max--got to work entering what appeared to be a complex series of commands. 
 
    The cabin was about three meters long and two meters wide, coming to a point in the front just in front of the pilot’s station.  There were two other stations behind and on either side of the pilot.  Max couldn’t read a word of the language in which the controls and displays were labeled, but there was something about the way the two stations were laid out that made Max think “weapons” when he looked at the one on the port side and “sensors” when he looked at the one to starboard. There were also eight seats, four running from fore to aft along each side of the ship.  There were no consoles for these seats, merely small displays set in the arms.  Max surmised that these seats were for passengers, and that the screens were merely for communications or entertainment--if the Vaaach ever sought entertainment. 
 
    Vllgrhmrr didn’t give Max any indication of where he was supposed to sit.  Max scarcely gave the passenger seats a glance--he was a commissioned officer in the Union Space Navy and the duly appointed liaison between that navy and the Vaaach Sovereignty, so he was certainly not going to sit like an ordinary passenger back in the cheap seats.  His first instinct was to sit at the presumptive Weapons Station, but he wanted to communicate to the Trainer that he understood that knowledge of the enemy is as potent a weapon as a pulse cannon or thermonuclear warheads.   
 
    So, Max sat at the presumptive Sensors station, earning a slight grunt from the Vaaach that Max interpreted as mild approval.   
 
    The seat immediately changed shape to conform to Max’s much-smaller-than-a-Vaaach form and presented a set of safety straps.  As soon as the seat completed this process and Max strapped himself in, the Vaaach hit a large greenish-yellow soft key in the center of his console.  The ship immediately leaped into the air and began accelerating rapidly.  Given that there was almost certainly some kind of inertial compensation system at work, Max couldn’t guess how many g’s the ship was pulling, but the sound of air rushing past the hull and the rate at which the sound diminished as the ship moved through ever-thinner air into space told Max that the Vaaach vessel would have left even the fastest Union ship far behind.   
 
    Perhaps at Vllgrhmrr’s bidding, one display at Max’s console changed to show a graphic of what must be the planet they had just left, as well as a long curved line beginning on one side of the planet, arcing high into space over the pole, and descending to a point almost precisely 180 degrees away in both longitude and latitude from the start.  A tiny dot, moving along the curve far more rapidly than it would in a pure unpowered ballistic trajectory, showed the ship’s position, already nearly half way along the curve. 
 
    The Vaaach reached under his seat, pulled on a lever, rotated his seat to face Max, and released the lever.  Max found a similar lever on his seat, pulled straight out which unlocked the seat, turned to face the Vaaach, and released it. 
 
    “Young Human, in a few beats of the hunter’s heart, you become your own Trainer.  We land.  I leave and you remain.  There will be no thinking foes closer than 5 kilometers.”  He opened a small compartment under his console and withdrew a Union Space Navy regulation padcomp, or at least a damn good copy of one, and handed it to Max.  “When I leave, this awakens.  It holds the data you will need.  You are at a fork of the trail.  Choose well.  I will say no more of what is to come.” 
 
    The Vaaach rotated his seat to face his console once again.  Max turned his to face his console, his stomach a sour pit of churning acid.  He hated not knowing things, being left in the dark, or kept in suspense.   
 
    Not only did he hate it, he wasn’t good at it.  He didn’t handle it well.  It was all he could do to keep from stomping his feet in frustration.  Actually, he wasn’t entirely successful in doing so, as he found himself periodically lifting one foot and then the other off the deck and them pressing them down in turn with a grinding motion, almost as though he were killing invisible cockroaches.  Each time he noticed it, he stopped, only to find himself doing it again a few moments later when his attention wandered.   
 
    After what seemed like a series of eternities strung end to end separated every now and then by breaks to let the occasional millennium or the odd eon crawl past, Max could feel the slight deceleration and tiny bumps indicating that the ship was meeting the tenuous wisps of the planet’s upper atmosphere.  Less than five minutes later, the ship was on the ground and the Vaaach had opened the hatch.  As Max stood to get out of the ship, the Vaaach turned to him and grasped his forearm. 
 
    “Lieutenant Robichaux,” he said, startling Max as the Trainer had never addressed him in that fashion before, “Your skills are limited and your small, soft body is weak.  But you and your kin are defiant.  You refuse to be conquered.  This pleases the Vaaach.  Go with our good wishes.  May the spirits of your ancestors watch over you and give you strength.” 
 
    He let go of Max’s arm, then—almost as an afterthought—grasped it again and said softly, “May mine do so as well.” 
 
    Max nodded.  Speaking with difficulty around the lump in his throat, he managed to croak, “And may the spirits of your ancestors give you honor and long life.  May mine help you find joy and peace.” 
 
    Where the hell did that come from? 
 
    Max descended the accommodation ladder and, finding his pack on the ground to the left, shouldered it and walked away from the ship without looking back.  A silent rush of air told him that the ship had lifted off.  Max turned just in time to see the ship, its color now exactly matching that of the cloudless blue sky, clear the trees and vanish from sight.   
 
    Max knew his first order of business, as always, was to clear the datum in case the landing was somehow observed by someone.  The ship had landed in a hilltop clearing, still shaded from the early morning sun by the surrounding trees.  Max walked quickly to the tree line and then, making use of the skills he learned over the past few days, did his best to vanish into the forest.   
 
    A few moments later, when the sun cleared the trees and began to shed its golden light onto the green grass of the hilltop, there were only the sounds of the occasional bird and the trees rustling in the brisk westerly wind.  Save for a few impressions in the grass left by spacecraft landing pads and human feet, soon to be erased by the freshening breeze, there was no sign that the place had been visited by either Vaaach or human. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter VI-A 
 
    04:19 Zulu Hours, 24 July 2304 
 
      
 
    Max spent 54 minutes slipping through the forest away from the landing site, stopping periodically to listen to the sounds of the forest and check his surroundings for any danger, from a sentient being or otherwise.  Estimating that he was about three klicks from his starting point, Max picked a tall, strong tree, donned his artificial claws, and climbed quickly (well, quickly for a human carrying 30 kilos on his back) to a huge horizontal branch about 25 meters from the ground.  There, he arranged himself and his belongings to make himself as hard to see as possible and pulled out the padcomp Trainer had given him.  He powered it up and was greeted with a screen that was totally blank, except for a white square labeled, “PLACE RIGHT INDEX FINGER HERE.”   
 
    Max did so, and was rewarded with a screen full of text.  It read: 
 
      
 
    TO:  MAXIME TINDALL ROBICHAUX, TRAINEE, THE HUNTERS OF VERMIN 
 
    FROM:  DRRMGRTMN, SUPREME PLANNER OF TRAINING HUNTS, WARRIORS OF HONOR WHO GUIDE THE HUNTERS OF VERMIN [WORD-WOVEN BY OCSABAT OF YREVA, SPEAKER TO PROLIX ALIENS] 
 
    Greetings Young Human.  Heed well these words of teaching and command. 
 
    Since our Starspear left your ship near this world, you have believed yourself to be in what your people call the Crux-Centaurus branch of this starswarm, many, many light years from your own people.  We neither encouraged nor disputed this belief. 
 
    This belief is in error. 
 
    Instead, the Starspear left you in the Orion-Cygnus branch where the Union and the Krag Hegemony are located.  We disabled your navigation systems and slightly compromised your vision to prevent you from determining your position or seeing familiar constellations.  You are now on the world your people have named Drageus-Hayakawa IV, less than ten light years from the current Forward Edge of Battle Area between the Union and the Krag Hegemony. 
 
    You may return to your people now, if you so desire. By engaging the time logic override on your wristchron and setting it to 25:00 hours Zulu time, you will signal your ship to execute an autopilot landing in the clearing in which we left you. It is fully fueled and provisioned and, once you board, it will take you directly to Milunka Savic station, which is 76 light years from this location.  Your vessel will follow a locked course and will maintain strict EMCON to prevent you from notifying Union forces of what you are now about to learn. 
 
    The Vaaach offer you a choice.  You may return to the Union now, or you may undertake a mission that will do your race a great service and make you a Hunter of Vermin.   
 
      
 
    What the hell are the “Hunters of Vermin”? 
 
      
 
    Your small but busy primate brain is at this moment wishing to know more of the Hunters of Vermin.  What you need to know for present purposes follows. 
 
    A mature Vaaach may hunt or fight only prey or foes worthy of him--large dangerous beasts or formidable hunter/warriors like himself.  Creatures such as the Krag, who fight without honor, who possess inferior technology, and who attack only when they can swarm their enemy with superior numbers, are not worthy opponents.  Neither are the Zakif.  Neither are the Nuuuususo.  Neither are Species 22, 73, 113, 115, 215, or 308.  No mature Vaaach with intact honor may seek battle with these beings, absent a large scale invasion such as the battle station construction and live fire exercise that brought you to our attention. 
 
    Yet, these loathsome beings invade our territory, raid our shipping, harass our colonies, steal our satellites, hijack our automated ore carriers, and leave other marks of their foul infestation of our space.  They must be hunted and killed. 
 
    For this reason, there are the Hunters of Vermin:  young Vaaach warriors to be, Vaaach who have dishonored themselves and require an opportunity to restore honor to their names, and members of other species--both allied and others--who volunteer to serve the Vaaach in this capacity.   
 
    In order to become a Hunter of Vermin, a Trainee must complete a Blood Mission--he must face a Vermin force in battle.  Because Vermin are inferior to the Vaaach or to any being who would serve them, the trainee must face a force of Vermin who both outnumber him and have several other tactical advantages.  Further, he must face them alone.   
 
    There are as many different Blood Missions as there are Trainees.  Here is yours. 
 
    At approximately 15:00 Zulu, 27 July 2304, nineteen ships of a fast task force built around the light battleship USS Eugene F. McDonald, Jr., under the command of Commodore Louis Guillaume Hornmeyer, will jump into this system through its Charlie jump point, engage their compression drives, and cross from here into Krag space to destroy the fuel, spare parts, salvage vessels, and support ships your occasionally adequate intelligence service has determined the Krag are stockpiling in major quantities in orbit near Lichtenberg III for a major offensive to take place in approximately 45 days somewhere in your Navy’s Battle Area Orange.   
 
    If successful, Commodore Hornmeyer’s attack will spoil the Krag plans, and will prevent the Krag vermin from engaging in new major offensive operations in this sector for at least 184 days.  Despite the Vaaach’s low regard for Commodore Hornmeyer’s honor based on his ill treatment of you, we find his battle plan to be very well conceived, and even highly inventive.  It has, however, one major flaw.   
 
    Your navy conducted a reconnaissance sweep of this system six days ago.  Three days ago, as Vaaach intelligence had predicted shortly before you came to be in our care, the Krag covertly infiltrated this system and installed a high resolution metaspacial interferometric scanning orbital warning network sensitive enough to detect any ship coming through any jump point in the system.  If it is functioning properly at the time, the system will alert the Krag immediately when Commodore Hornmeyer’s ships jump into the system.  Because the installation is highly stealthed, the Union fleet will very likely not detect it. 
 
    Predicted outcome:  unless you prevent the Krag from detecting Commodore Hornmeyer’s battle group, a vastly superior task force will ambush the Union force en route, most likely at Ferguson-Hovdal II.  Even with Commodore Hornmeyer’s admitted tactical gifts, the most likely outcome is the prompt destruction of all nineteen Union ships and their crews, numbering more than twelve thousand hands. 
 
      
 
    Twelve thousand lives.  Twelve THOUSAND lives. 
 
    The enormity of the predicted death toll hit Max right in the gut.  The knowledge that the casualty roster would be full of people who were the only family he had known for half of his life made that blow harder than any punch he ever felt in any fight he ever fought.  It was almost more than he could bear without breaking.  For a full thirty seconds, he struggled to breathe, fighting to make his lungs move air in and out of his body.  When he got control of his breathing, he lost control of his stomach. 
 
    To put it bluntly, Lieutenant (JG) Maxime T. Robichaux, USN, puked his guts out.  He heaved violently for a good five minutes, leaving him feeling like a tube of toothpaste near the end of its useful life.  It was a good thing that the Krag weren’t nearby, because they would have heard the loud, painful retching.  Fortunately, Max had the presence of mind to lean out over the edge of the limb on which he was perched, so that his stomach contents fell to the ground out of sight and too far away to smell.   
 
    Much. 
 
    Panic--pure, blind panic--threatened to overwhelm him.  His harrowing experiences on various warships, as well as after being taken captive by the Vaaach, had taught him well how to deal with the terror associated with losing his own life.  It had, however, done little to prepare him for the terror associated with being responsible for the life or death of more than 12,000 of his brothers in arms.    
 
    The tiny furred primeval mammal that lived deep in the structure of his brain wanted to crawl into some deep, dark hole, curl into a tiny shivering ball, and remain quietly hidden until the huge reptiles finished lumbering past.  From the way that small insectivore shivered in his dark, damp hole, that might take a long time.  
 
    Somehow, Max managed to stay on the branch.  When his stomach was truly empty and the heaving stopped, Max concentrated on his breathing, releasing his fear into the air to be scattered by the winds, and drawing in calm from the peaceful woods and harmony of the living things that surrounded him.  Slowly, over ten minutes or so, the technique worked.  Max could feel his pulse slowing down, his racing mind slowing to a more sustainable pace, and the sick, dizzy feeling that threatened to overwhelm him receding into the background.  This breathing exercise had saved him from abject panic more than once.  Max even smiled, knowing that most people who practice that kind of exercise learned it in a yoga class or from a similar source. 
 
    Max, however, learned it from one of the most efficient killers ever sired by the human race:  Admiral Charles Lake Middleton.  Not for the first time, Max thanked God that the young Cajun and the now past middle-aged New Stratfordian lived in the same galaxy at the same time.  And, more important, he thanked God that Middleton had taken the time to put much of what he knew into a series of books. 
 
    The most famous of these was the borderline-legendary Advice to a New Warship Commander, written when Middleton was a Commodore.  Less famous, but more useful to Max at the current stage of his career was Lead, Follow, or Get Out of the Way:  Paths to Success for Junior Naval Officers.  The title of each chapter was a principle that junior officers should follow, followed by an in-depth explanation of what to do and how to do it.  Max had learned how to use his breathing to calm himself in Chapter Three, entitled “Master Your Fears, Or They Will Master You.”  It was, at least so far for Max, the most useful chapter. 
 
    His favorite, though, was Chapter One, “An Officer’s Wartime Priorities:  Directly or Indirectly 1.  Bring the War to the Enemy; 2.  Kill Him; 3.  Come home alive; 4.  There is no Four.” 
 
    Well, now that we’ve worked on Chapter Three, it’s time to get back to Chapter One. 
 
    Max quickly rinsed his mouth out with water from his canteen, ate a “snack” ration bar in three bites to settle his now empty stomach, and popped a few of the mints he always carried to help with “combat mouth,” the foul-tasting dry mouth he always got when he was in harm’s way. 
 
    Thus fortified, he read on.   
 
      
 
    The warning system’s FTL transmitter and its power supply are large and radiate much heat and magnetic flux.  Even primitive human sensor technology would detect them easily if they were placed in space.  For this reason, the Krag placed them on the surface of this planet.  You were landed 7.24 kilometers from the relay station.  It is guarded by four Krag garrison/security spacers. 
 
    Your mission, should you decide to accept it, is to prevent the Krag from being warned of Commodore Hornmeyer’s passage through the Drageus-Hayakawa system.  
 
    This padcomp contains the complete plans and technical specifications of the relay station, as well as other information you may find useful.  You have also been provided with equipment specifically selected to be useful in this situation.  Be aware that you should not “take hints” from what is and is not included in your pack as there is equipment provided that we do not anticipate you will need, to prevent you from deducing the best tactical solution to your problem by analyzing your equipment list. 
 
    If you are successful, your ship will come to you automatically with control of all of its systems restored to you. At that point, you will have yet another choice to make. 
 
    It is our hope that you survive to make it. 
 
    We do not, however, think this to be likely. 
 
    END OF DOCUMENT 
 
      
 
    Holy. Fucking. Shit.  
 
    Although he knew it to be perfectly stationary, Max felt the tree in which he was perched sway sickeningly.  He sank his artificial claws into the branch on which he sat to keep his balance.  Simple breathing stopped being an automatic function handled by the brainstem and became a consciously directed, voluntary movement controlled by Max’s cerebral cortex.  Max had to return to his breathing exercises to chase from his vision the dark particles that suddenly swarmed through his vision.  As he focused on his breathing and on not falling out of the tree, which at this height would probably kill him, he felt something else that he had never felt before or, at least, had never felt so strongly. 
 
    Responsibility. 
 
    Of course, as a commissioned officer in the Union Space Navy, Max had exercised responsibility before.  He had even wielded significant responsibility over enlisted personnel and midshipmen in which his and their lives had hung in the balance.  But, Max had done so as part of a command structure in which he benefitted from the support of other officers, even if that support was only advice or the availability of advice spoken over a comm system.  Now, responsibility for survival of an entire task force had been laid in his lap and he had no senior officers to whom he could turn.  Here he was, a sixteen year old Lieutenant (JG), and an entire naval attack force would live or die based on what he did.  That’s the kind of responsibility that belonged in the capable and experienced hands of people like Commodore Hornmeyer or Admiral Middleton, not held in the fumbling teenage grasp of Maxime Tindall Robichaux.   
 
    He had heard people speaking many times about the “weight of responsibility.”  Max thought it was just a metaphor--a figure of speech describing in physical terms a purely emotional experience.  He was certain that there was no such thing as any kind of real “weight of responsibility” that the body had to carry.   
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    High in a tree in an alien forest on an alien world, the burden of great responsibility found Max Robichaux.  It arrived, not as a mere emotional or mental construct, but as an actual, physical weight that Max felt settle about his neck and shoulders, like an already heavy woolen cloak saturated with rainfall from a sudden storm.  He felt as though its heaviness would break the branch beneath him or that the weight would snap his bones and crush his shattered body into the forest floor beneath. 
 
    He felt too young, too small, too inexperienced, too weak to shoulder the load.  Max was certain that he wasn’t ready for so much responsibility at so young an age.   
 
    It’s not fair.  I didn’t sign up for this. 
 
    Something inside him answered, “Yes, you did.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Yes, you did.  Remember?” 
 
    Max remembered.  The day before he was first commissioned as an officer in the Union Space Navy, he had had the mandatory one-on-one conference with a command level officer as his last test of fitness to wear the dark blue of a naval officer.  Max’s meeting was with one Captain Taylor Hopkins Dickenson whose toughness was legendary and who, on that morning, looked as he could bite off steel rivets, chew them up like popcorn, and spit out cabinet nails. Dickenson had gone over with Max word for word and then had him sign with a real pen and real ink on real paper a document entitled “Fundamentals of Naval Leadership.”   
 
    The “Fundamentals” had a long history, extending through the navy’s various incarnations, and--according to long-standing naval legend—to even before the UESF, all the way back to the old American Apollo Program where none other than Gene “General Savage” Kranz drafted the first version.   
 
    The part that stood out in Max’s memory was “I will conduct my duties at all times with the awareness that, suddenly and unexpectedly, I may find myself in a role where my performance has the ultimate consequences.” 
 
    Yes, I did sign up for this.  Literally.   
 
    But . . . I’m not qualified.  I don’t have the necessary experience.  I’m probably the last human being in the galaxy that any sane person would put in this position. 
 
    But . . . . 
 
    I’m the one who actually is in this position.  I may be only LTJG Max Robichaux, but I’m the only player on the field and the bench is empty.   
 
    I have to step up to the plate, or all those people die.  
 
    I’m all they have.   
 
    Suddenly, sitting high in the branches of the alien tree, he spoke aloud, in a whisper, the words from the book he treasured as a boy—words of another inexperienced, insignificant being who suddenly and unexpectedly found that his performance had the ultimate consequences:  
 
    “I will take the Ring, though I do not know the way.” 
 
    He grabbed the padcomp and started paging through the data provided to him by the Vaaach.  No Wizard.  No Ranger with a legendary sword.  No great warrior from the South.  No Elf prince.  No cousins.  No gardener.  No Fellowship.  All I have is this padcomp. 
 
    I think I’d prefer a Wizard.  
 
    He reached into the left breast pocket of his uniform to pull out the padcomp stylus that belonged there.  As he struggled for a second or two to pull the pocket open against the resistance of the Velcro closure he glanced down and for the first time in months, paid attention to his unit patch sewn there.  Or, at least, the patch of the unit he was assigned to until recently:  Intelligence, Reconnaissance, and Surveillance Squadron FRS-1885.  It bore the Latin motto proudly of the Union Space Navy Reconnaissance Forces:  “Inveniam viam aut faciam.”  
 
    “I shall find a way or make one.”   
 
    Max gritted his teeth and said quietly, “I shall find a way, or make one.”  Then, incongruously, he smiled. 
 
    That motto needs one more word to make it fit my situation:  “cursim.” 
 
    Rapidly. 
 
    Max got to work, doing one of the things he did best:  working his way through a large body of information, finding and assimilating the relevant data and then using that information to formulate a plan of action.  There was a lot of information there—the layout of the relay station, how to operate the controls, schematics of alarm and defensive systems, and even the Krag work shift schedules for the next several days.  The Vaaach had helpfully provided to Max all the information he needed, except for one thing:  how to kill four members of an armed garrison without alerting whichever of the four Krag happened to be at the controls that the installation was under attack prompting him to trigger an alarm. 
 
    It was absorbing work and it was only after three hours of study and planning that something suddenly occurred to Max:   
 
    Not even for a second had he had even considered summoning his ship and running away to Milunka Savic station. 
 
    Perhaps this puny pink clawless fruit eater has some grit in his gizzard after all. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter VI-B 
 
    12:14 Zulu Hours, 27 July 2304 
 
      
 
    Max had drawn heavily on his limited—very limited—supply of patience over the last three days.  It had taken everything he had to keep from just charging down to the Krag relay station, shooting off the lock with his sidearm that the Vaaach had so graciously returned to him, and using the same weapon to kill all the Krag therein.  Of course, it hadn’t taken him long to figure out that if he shot off the lock—if that were even possible in light of that particular lock’s design--whatever Krag were in the relay station control room would seal themselves off so that Max could never get to them and hit the key that automatically alerted sector command that the station was under attack.  The Krag would then follow their SOP by performing a high resolution scan of the system from their side of the battle planes, or by sending in some kind of recon mission, either of which would likely mean the end of Commodore Hornmeyer and his task force.   
 
    So, Max had spent all but the last few hours of the time allotted to him studying the Vaaach data and surveilling the Krag.  He was focused:  planning, and getting ready to execute what he hoped would be a more patiently-executed and ultimately effective plan.   
 
    Not only had Max studied the plans for the relay station provided on the padcomp, he had studied the Krag themselves, using what Trainer had taught him to remain unobserved while keeping the site under careful surveillance from several different tree tops giving him views of the station from several different angles.  He was even able to creep up to within meters of the station while one or more Krag were outside, stalking them as they went about their business, and learning everything they did when they ventured from inside the building.  He was able to follow the enemy silent and nearly invisible, like a moon shadow on a cloudy night.   
 
    Here is where the knowledge of the great military philosopher Sun Tzu drilled into Max by Admiral Middleton paid off.  Middleton’s favorite Sun Tzu quotation was:  “Know the enemy and know yourself, and in a thousand battles you will never be in peril.”   
 
    After three days, Max knew his enemies and their routines quite well, and was prepared to exploit that knowledge to the fullest.  Fortunately for Max, these Krag were garrison troops, who—as in most military forces—were not the cream of the litter.  Not only that, these were garrison troops who had no idea that there was any enemy within five light years.   
 
    Vllgrhmrr had helped him in this regard, as well, making sure that the Krag he had killed appeared to have been eaten by green pigs—one of the advantages to killing with tooth and claw. 
 
    But, there were four of them, which meant that Max had to whittle down the numbers to even the odds a little. Fortunately for Max, Krag were creatures of habit to such a fanatical degree as to make German efficiency experts with obsessive compulsive personalities look like eight year old frontier planet school boys with attention deficit disorder by comparison.   
 
    And, now it was time to start whittling. 
 
    Max had given each of the Krag names.  The one he called “Whippersnapper,” from his habit of whipping his tail back and forth, was emerging from the station, just long enough after his shift to have relieved himself and gotten a few bites to eat.  As he did every day, Whippersnapper left through the main door, walked up the trail leading to the woods where the Krag sometimes went for walks, and took a sharp left turn as soon as he was far enough into the trees as to be unobserved.   
 
    Walking carefully so as to not leave a trail, the Krag made his way between the trees and through the underbrush for a few hundred meters.  Max followed close behind, using the techniques he had learned over the past few days to glide behind his quarry in near-total silence.  Even so, twice during his walk, Whippersnapper acted as though he felt that he was being followed or watched, turning around to search the woods behind him, and—on one occasion, darting from his path in an unexpected direction and leaping down where he suspected his pursuer to be.  The Krag landed only two meters from Max, but did not see him crouched in the underbrush, holding his body in one of the contorted positions he learned from Trainer. 
 
    Finally, Whippersnapper came to a shallow depression in the ground—deep enough that every part was in shadow all day or for all but a few hours, but not so deep that he had difficulty climbing the meter and a half or so between the surrounding ground and the bottom. He had to get down on all fours, though, to keep from sliding.  
 
    Max stopped a few meters from the hole, concealing himself behind a short, broad sapling clothed in branches laced with a dense network of vines.   
 
    Once at the bottom, the Krag brushed aside some leaves that covered a few rotting logs to reveal various growths, brownish-green semicircles clinging to the decomposing wood.  The Krag chose one of these carefully, cut it from the tree with a small knife, and sniffed it with obvious relish.  It then proceeded to use its knife to cut slices off the perimeter which it promptly gobbled down.  Tossing the rest of the fungus into the woods, Whippersnapper selected a few other of the fungi and did the same.  The Krag took its time, spending about half an hour indulging itself.   
 
    Hearing a tiny “peep,” presumably a timer tucked somewhere in its equipment belt, the Krag then started to climb out of the hole.  Just as when climbing to the bottom, Whippersnapper had to get on all fours to negotiate the slope.  This time, however, its movements were a bit unsteady, likely due to some natural drug occurring in the fungus—the whole reason for the daily trip into the woods.   
 
    As soon as the Krag dropped its head so that it could climb using both arms and legs, Max slipped from his hiding place to stand just a meter from the rim, his back against a tree, boarding cutlass in hand.  The Krag soon reached the lip of the depression, pressed its arms into the forest floor to help lift itself out of the hole, and looked up. 
 
    Because Max was standing against a tree while wearing woods camouflage, Whippersnapper’s brain took about half a second longer than it would otherwise have required to determine that a human was almost within arm’s reach.  Max took advantage of that time to take a quick step closer to the Krag and put himself in position to use his weapon.  There, for the briefest of moments, Whippersnapper saw his doom standing before him in the form of 63.5 centimeters of cold steel guided by the arm of a young Union Space Navy officer.  The aforementioned steel and officer promptly separated the Krag’s head from the rest of its body, each of which fell separately into the depression from which they had together so recently emerged.   
 
    Max stepped up to the edge of the depression, looked down at the head and still-twitching body, and spat on them.  He said with quiet fury: 
 
    “That’s for the midshipmen of the USS San Jacinto.” 
 
    Max had good reason to spit.  The Krag captured the old San Jan on 10 September 2296 and held her for 26 days until she was retaken by Union forces on October 6.  During that period, the Krag killed all but 24 of the ship’s compliment.  Max was the only midshipman who survived.   
 
    Very little of the enormous quantity of blood lost by the Krag actually wound up on Max’s blade.  He used a handful of leaves to wipe off what little was there, and tossed the leaves into the hole on top of the Krag.  He stared down for a moment at the cold, dead, terrified eyes of the Krag. 
 
    “Let that be a lesson to you, ratface,” Max said.  “‘A combat cruise is no time to take a trip.’”  Max smirked, having never found the Navy anti-drug slogan so amusing before.  
 
    He turned his back on the dead Krag, made his way to his next destination, and settled down to wait.  Krag (and, for that matter, Union) forces on this kind of duty had a specific drill to implement when one of their number did not report back when expected which, in the case of these Krag, was 57 minutes from when he went out the door.   
 
    What was supposed to happen was that the installation was to go to high security alert, notify the nearest headquarters of the possibility of an impending attack, and either to wait for reinforcements or to send at most one noncom out to look for the missing individual.   
 
    These Krag, with the complacency that only garrison troops who believe they are at no risk are capable, sent out two of their number, which is exactly what Max was expecting.  When Whippersnapper had gotten so stoned that he lost track of time yesterday, that is what they had done.  Max supposed that their actions made sense, if you assumed the primary danger your comrade faced was being attacked by a green pig or getting lost in the woods rather than the relay station being under attack by Union forces. 
 
    While worried about green pigs, these two (whom Max named “Olaf and Gustaf”—after the famous network TridVid comedy team comprised of the tall, slender “straight man” Olaf and the short, rotund “gag man,” Gustaf) undoubtedly thought that Whippersnapper had over shroomed himself again and so weren’t particularly alert.   
 
    Yesterday, they had found their errant comrade when he had almost made it to the edge of the woods, so they had no idea where he had been gathering fungi.  Accordingly, this time, they followed the main trail into the woods, as a beginning to their search.  Again, using the Vaaach stalking techniques, Max followed them, totally unheard. 
 
    Soon, Olaf and Gustaf were chittering and squeaking amiably between themselves.  Between their lack of vigilance and the gloom of the forest, neither of them saw the ankle-high dark green double strand of dental floss (or, more precisely, Type 2288 Floss, Dental, Field Pack Issue) strung across the trail between two trees.   
 
    The Krag were proceeding down the narrow trail in line ahead formation, with Olaf leading the way.  He hit the floss and fell forward, with Gustaf—who was following too closely—tripping over his taller comrade.   
 
    While both were in a tangle on the ground, Max decapitated Gustaf with a quick swipe of his boarding cutlass.  Olaf, however, managed to grab Gustaf’s sidearm and was trying to bring it to bear, hampered in these efforts by Gustaf’s dead weight on top him.  Before the Krag could aim, Max took off its arm at the elbow.  When Gustaf fell backward in pain and shock, Max plunged his blade right into the Krag’s solar plexus and up into the heart.  But for a few muscle spasms, Gustaf moved no more.   
 
    Max spat on these Krag as well.  “That’s for the enlisted men of the USS San Jacinto.” 
 
    And for hunting me in her air ducts, machinery spaces, and other hidden places in her for 26 nightmarish days.  That’s “nightmarish,” literally, as I still have dreams about it from which I wake up screaming and drenched in sweat.    
 
    There was only one Krag left, the one Max called Napoleon not just because it was small for a Krag and had a weak or deformed right arm that it kept tucked in its over-shoulder equipment belt, but because it was obviously the leader of the group, not just in rank but in intelligence and strength of will.  Napoleon easily and completely dominated the other three.  Max was pretty sure that the only reason this particular rat face wasn’t an officer in their regular navy was its small size and physical deformity. 
 
    But, small and weak or not, Napoleon was inside the relay station—a facility with an electronically dead bolted steel door, reinforced concrete walls, a particulate and toxin filtering ventilation system, and thousands of liters of fuel for the generator (not to mention solar panels on the roof), plus a twenty day supply of fresh water and food for its four occupants.  A lone Krag could hold out without reinforcements or resupply for nearly three months. 
 
    Max didn’t have three months. 
 
    He didn’t have three hours. 
 
    What he did have was three days of training under the best concealment and infiltration instructor that Max had ever seen or even heard of.  What he had learned was amazing and beyond anything he had ever expected. 
 
    He figured that it upped his odds of success from one in a million to just about 50%. Fifty-fifty didn’t sound very good in an operation where the consequences of failure were Union casualties in the five figure range. 
 
    It would have to do. 
 
    Max took his boarding cutlass and chopped off the left hands of both Krag, stuffing them inside his uniform next to his chest.  The feel of the warm and still oozing Krag flesh next to his skin was more than disgusting, but he knew of no other way of keeping the amputated appendages at body temperature. 
 
    That nauseating task accomplished, Max used his K-Bar to cut the right eye out of each of the two Krag, being careful to extract each eyeball whole and without damage to the retina.  Those, he put in one of the small plastic bags tucked away in standard navy field packs very wisely issued to hold small screws and fasteners removed from broken equipment but that can be used for something else later, samples of unknown substances collected on a Krag ship or in a battle zone to be brought back for analysis, or even the carcass of an alien insect that just stung some unfortunate spacer and that he needs to bring back to the casualty station for analysis of any venom it might contain.  Max slipped the bag into a pocket and simply walked out of the woods toward the station, which had no windows and no external video surveillance.   
 
    When he got to the door, he fished out one of the Krag hands and placed it on the biometric scanner on the left side of the door.  The scanner recognized the hand and, determining that the hand was still at or near body temperature and—therefore—was not a dead, severed limb—unlocked the door.  Apparently, this planet was deemed to be of such low risk that a biometric scanner and an armed Krag inside were enough security that no access code was necessary.  Once inside, Max threw both hands (the second was in case the scanner rejected the first) on the floor.   
 
    Neither he, nor their now-dead owners, would have any further need of them. 
 
    Max turned left into one of the facility’s main corridors and stopped in front of the first door on his right.  This door, according to the Vaaach data, led to the secure part of the station.   
 
    Max reached into a pocket and pulled out the plastic bag containing the eyes, removing one and holding it up to the retina scanner.  The lock clicked open.   
 
    Max tossed the bag on the floor, drew his sidearm with his right hand and his boarding cutlass with his left, and stepped inside.  He crept down the corridor to the control room, which was only a few meters ahead on his left.  The door was open, as the Vaaach data indicated was standard practice.   
 
    Before he got to the door, he heard some loud squeaking and chittering, presumably Napoleon shouting to his comrades in the Krag language, which no human could understand without computer assistance.   
 
    I wish I knew what the Krag bastard was saying. 
 
    Unbidden, the translation presented itself to Max’s mind, thanks to the Vaaach implant. 
 
    Damn, those little suckers are handy.  I wonder if mine will keep working when I get back to the Union. 
 
    Of more immediate interest, however, was what Napoleon was saying: 
 
    “It’s about time you late-sleeping eaters of last year’s seeds returned.  Did you find Doesn’t Look at You or has he slipped away to that secret place in the woods he’s always going to?” 
 
    There was no way Max could answer.  Neither he nor any other human could so much as say “Good morning” in Krag, as human speech organs were simply incapable of duplicating the sounds.  Max’s only option was to speed up to engage Napoleon before the Krag figured out something was wrong.   
 
    Quickly but in dead silence, Max slipped toward the open door.  Max’s observations showed that Napoleon wasn’t anybody’s fool, so it would not be long before he deduced that something wasn’t right. 
 
    “Who is there?  Identify yourselves!” 
 
    Max figured he had about five seconds before Napoleon hit the General Alarm, alerting the Krag sector command that something was going on in this system that required further investigation—and twelve thousand Union spacers died.   
 
    This is no time for finesse.   
 
    Max burst through the door, sidearm pointed at his best estimate, based on the Vaaach blueprints, of where the control console was.   
 
    Max quickly brought the sights of his M-62 10 millimeter pistol to bear on . . . . 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Honed by days of stalking through the forest attuned to the rustle of every leaf, Max’s senses alerted him to movement to his right, so he was looking in the right direction even before Napoleon, leaping over a two meter high bank of signal processing equipment, cleared the cabinets and came into view.   
 
    As a result, Max had about a quarter of a second more time to react than he would have had a few days ago, and managed to start turning toward his attacker before the Krag was on him, a wicked-looking serpentine bladed dagger in its hand and murder in its eyes.  The Krag’s momentum knocked Max to the ground and sent his sidearm flying. Max reflexively reached for where the Krag’s sidearm would be and saw that he wasn’t carrying.  Inside facilities such as this one, lazy Krag garrison troops often left their sidearms in the armory.   
 
    Max still had a grip on the cutlass with his other hand, but it was too long to be much good to him with the Krag close enough for Max to smell the grass seeds on its breath.  He grabbed the Krag’s knife arm just as it started a stabbing motion toward Max’s heart.  The Krag had the advantage of leverage but, while in general Krag could run faster, leap higher, and kick harder than humans, their upper body strength was somewhat less than that of their distant primate relatives.   
 
    So, even though at a mechanical disadvantage, Max was able to stop the Krag’s arm and hold it in place, the dagger quivering with the extreme exertion of both human and rodent.  They lay there, Krag on top of Max, both panting, both breathing each other’s air, the Krag’s viscous saliva dripping onto Max’s cheek.   
 
    While Max’s right hand was engaged in holding the Krag’s left—the one with the dagger, Max grabbed wildly for the Krag’s throat with his own left.  The Krag easily batted his hand away.  In batting Max’s hand away with its right hand, the Krag pushed down harder with his left, creating a slight imbalance. 
 
    That imbalance was all that Max needed.  Although Max did not stand out from his peers in terms of his hand to hand combat skills, all Union naval personnel--midshipmen, recruits, and even officers all the way up to Grand Admiral, unless excused for medical reasons--wrestled and received other hand to hand combat training every day that they had access to an instructor.   
 
    “All” meant “all. 
 
    And, “every day” meant “every day.”   
 
    Not every week day.  Not every working day.  Not every day on which it is convenient.  
 
    Every.  Fucking.  Day. 
 
    So, Max instinctively sensed the imbalance and—as taught in the navy’s hybrid fighting style—moved toward the enemy’s weakness which, in this case, was the Krag’s right side.  This motion quickly flipped the two fighters, but not before the Krag was able to reach across and stab deeply into Max’s right bicep. 
 
    Something wet and warm immediately splashed onto Max’s face, but he was too busy to notice as he pinned the Krag’s knife arm to its chest, drew his own dirk, and plunged it into the Krag’s heart, giving the weapon a vicious twist.  Max felt the Krag’s last two heartbeats transmitted to his hand as two slight twitches of the dirk’s smooth, well-worn grip as he watched the life in the Krag’s eyes quickly dim and then go out.   
 
    Never before had he experienced so intimately the death of another thinking being.  The experience filled him with grim satisfaction. 
 
    “That is for the officers of the USS San Jacinto.”  He stood and gave the body two swift kicks.  “And that is for pissing on their bodies before you spaced them.  Burn in hell you rat.  [Kick.]  Fucking. [Kick]  Bastard.  [Kick].”    
 
    Those three kicks were interest on your account earned since those men died.   
 
    They were family. 
 
    Now, I gotta move fast. 
 
    Max knew that the station had a “dead man” switch that, if not manually operated every six minutes or so, would automatically trigger an alarm signal to sector command.  If that signal were to be received, the nearest three Krag monitoring stations on their side of the FEBA would retarget their long-range metaspacial scanners on the system and, with their combined power, would be easily able to detect anything unusual.   
 
    Like a Union task force jumping in. 
 
    So he stepped over to the panel, located the switch, and pressed it.  Only then did he notice he was dizzy and that his right arm hurt.  He looked.   
 
    Mother.  Fucker. 
 
    The arm was sliced open from elbow almost to the armpit.  While the brachial artery wasn’t cut, several middling sized veins were sliced open such that Max was bleeding heavily.  He judged the blood loss rate to be enough that, if he didn’t do something, he would be dead in half an hour or less.   
 
    Union junior officers might be a little weak on their knowledge of philosophy, or economics, or the history of the First Age of Interstellar Exploration, but—like practically everyone in the fighting arms of the navy—they were well drilled in combat trauma treatment.  And, more often than not, had a fair share of practical experience under field conditions thrown in for good measure. 
 
    As a result, Max had a good idea what he was trying to do when he pulled the first aid kit off of his web belt and did the best he could with what he had—spraying the inside of the wound with antibiotic, squeezing a whole tube of Coag-U-Seal into the wound, and then wrapping it as tightly as he could.   
 
    He was still bleeding, albeit more slowly. 
 
    Too bad.  More work to do. 
 
    Having prevented an alarm, Max had another task ahead of him.  Unfortunately, Max’s mission wasn’t like the typical TridVid drama where all he had to do was get inside the relay station, plant a few explosive charges, set the timers, and run like hell.  In fact, following that plan of action would be a good way to get everyone in the task force killed. 
 
    If the relay installation was destroyed, the warning system would drop off line, alerting sector command that something was amiss, and the game would be up in the same way as if time ran out on the dead man switch.   
 
    So, the station had to remain up and running, sending valid signals back to sector command.  The trick was to see that those signals continued to be sent, but that they showed no sign of the task force.  This was accomplished by plugging the padcomp the Vaaach had given him into an outlet on the console using an adaptor provided by the Vaaach.  Thus connected, software in the pad overrode the signal coming from the station’s sensors and supplied it with a signal showing that no enemy ships were in the area.   
 
    That’s great.  Except that if I keel over before the task force has passed, the dead man alarm will go off and the task force is screwed. 
 
    The next hour was torture.  Max shot himself up with vasoconstrictors to keep his blood pressure up so that he didn’t pass out from blood loss, but he still felt himself fading.  He needed to stay awake only another forty-five minutes or so, but he could tell that he wasn’t going to make it unless he did something and there was nothing he could do.  Without intravenous fluids, Max was going to keel over from hypovolemic shock, and a lot of people would die.  Max knew that If the dead man switch was triggered after the task force passed, and the Krag long range scanners swept the system and found nothing, they would assume that something happened to the station, not that an invasion was underway.  So, all he had to do was stay conscious until the task force cleared the system.   
 
    It wasn’t very much to do.  Yet, it might well be more than Max could manage. 
 
    If I had plasma or even saline I could get my fluid volume up high enough to keep from going into shock long enough to get the job done, but I don’t have plasma and I don’t have saline.  I’ve got syringes and a few drugs, but that’s not going to cut it. 
 
    Max’s mind started to wander.  Odd things kept surfacing in his mind.  Bitch out sessions by Commodore Hornmeyer.  Fatherly advice from Admiral Middleton.  His mother singing him to sleep.  His baby sisters’ laughter.  His father’s enveloping bear hugs and the scent of his old-fashioned after shave.   
 
    And, hundreds and hundreds of Star Ranger tips from old Handlebar Simms.  One kept repeating in his mind: 
 
    “Other than courage, the two things a ranger needs most are tenacity and resourcefulness.  Tenacity means that the ranger never gives up.  Resourcefulness means that the ranger is able to apply the things that he knows to the things he has on hand to make the things that he needs.” 
 
    A lot of fucking good that does to me, Handlebar.  What do I have that I can use to give myself a saline infusion?  Jack squat, that’s what. 
 
    Max’s stomach grumbled.  A snack might go well right about now, but this was just about the worst time in human history for a snack, or . . . . 
 
    Maybe not. 
 
    Hungry teenage boy that he was, Max never went far without rations, even if it was a few packages of cheese crackers stuffed in some pockets.  He pulled a few tiny salt packs from his vest.  Max liked salt on his food.  Lots of salt.  He always kept dozens of single serving salt packs in his pack, in his pockets, in his quarters, and anywhere else he could think of.  The Vaaach had left his supply of salt packs in Max’s pack, and he had transferred a handful (or two) into the pockets of his uniform.   
 
    Now, it’s time for some math.  Just what I need. 
 
    He had two canteens of water on him, one of which was full.  It contained exactly one liter of water.  He also had a pocketful of salt (and pepper packets, and even a few miniature bottles of hot sauce, truth be told).  The math was actually straightforward.  After putting two pieces of chewing gum in his mouth, Max poured 18 of the 0.5 gram salt packets into the liter canteen, giving it a salinity of 0.9%, the same as human blood.  He closed the canteen, and gave it several vigorous shakes.  Then took one of the pre-loaded medkit syringes containing an antibiotic.  He administered the antibiotic to himself by shooting it into his thigh muscle (what he was about to do was less than sterile, so the antibiotic was not a bad idea) and cut the pressure ampule off the end leaving the shaft and the needle. 
 
    He then took out the plastic tubing that was supposed to allow him to drink from his canteen in a toxic environment while wearing his filter mask.  He flipped open the cap within a cap on his canteen made for the tubing and screwed it into place.  He then took the other end, shoved the shaft of the needle into it, and sealed it in place with the chewing gum. 
 
    Talk about not sterile!  Plus, that salt is iodized and has some kind of anti-caking agent, so I don’t know what that’s going to do to me in the long run.  But, as long as I survive the next few minutes, it won’t matter. 
 
    He inverted the canteen, allowing the water to force the air out of the tube and the syringe, after which he stuck the needle in a vein in his arm, an act that required seven painful trials because the vasoconstrictors had shrunk his veins to the point that his amateurish aim was not good enough to hit the mark on the first six tries.   
 
    Having nothing to hang the canteen on, Max just held it in the air with his arm, which was decidedly less than comfortable.   
 
    Max could still feel himself fading, but much more slowly now.  He heard the Krag timer go off so he hit the dead man switch again, just as he saw the local monitor screens—the ones showing the incoming signals from the detector array but before being relayed to sector command—displaying the first ships from Hornmeyer’s task force jumping into the system.  It took about twenty minutes for the whole task force to jump in and get into a widely dispersed formation, at which point the ships kicked in their compression drives and vanished from the system.   
 
    Max needed to keep it together for just a few more minutes, to be sure that when his failure to hit the switch triggered the alarm, the Krag scans from their side of the FEBA wouldn’t pick up any compression wakes indicating that the task force had come through the system.  Even with his makeshift fluid infusion, it took every ounce of will for Max to remain conscious with his arm in the air holding the canteen.   
 
    But, as hard as he fought, he still felt things slipping away from him.  The room dimmed and he heard the canteen hit the floor.  He allowed himself to fall to the floor, hoping that being horizontal would give him an extra few minutes of consciousness so that he could hit the switch one more time and buy just a few more minutes of safety for his comrades.   
 
    Just after he hit the floor, and before he could get up to check the timer so that he would hit the switch when due, he heard some odd footsteps and then saw a narrow, furry face peek over the console while a skinny, equally furry arm slapped the switch. 
 
    “There you go again, impulsive young monkeyspawn doing the most creative and yet the most impulsive and foolhardy things.  Because we have nanomonitors all through this facility, I was forced to watch you violate virtually every precept of sterile infusion procedure.  Every precept, without exception, and in the most astonishingly risk-seeking manner. But, there you went, impulsive and foolhardy in everything you do.  If your species gave names to beings based on personality traits instead of whatever it is you people name each other after, which I cannot at the moment manage to call to mind, that would be your name:  Impulsive and Foolhardy.  Only the Great Maker can begin to know how many dangerous and perhaps even lethal microorganisms you have introduced into your body with this ridiculous, improvised intravenous infusion device.  I’ve never seen any more dangerous, cobbled together, haphazard, and irregular medical instrumentality used on a sentient being in over 200 cycles of practicing medicine on more than twenty species.  I dare not even begin to contemplate the probably astronomical number of toxins, impurities, and other deleterious materials coursing through your primate circulatory system even as we speak.  More work for me to do, as if any being can even begin to keep up with the damage that one borderline psychotic young Union naval officer can do to his body when left without proper supervision by those with more age and greater sense.  What’s a poor, overworked Bwhoid to do?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    12:47 Zulu Hours, 31 July 2304 
 
      
 
    “Unidentified Union vessel, please provide a valid transponder code or verbal recognition.  Failure to do so will result in your being fired upon!  Unidentified Union vessel—“ 
 
    Max killed the audio while keying to reply on the same frequency.  He noted that the signal was in Clear.  Looking back on it, Max was getting the feeling that maybe he shouldn’t have used the Nightshade’s stealth capabilities in combination with his own innate sneakiness to slip into the heart of the formation and turn on his “I am here” transponder signal a scant 200 kilometers from the flagship.   
 
    Note to self:  sneaking up on the flagship, in a highly stealthed vessel, in a war zone, right after a battle . . . bad idea.   
 
    “This is Union Reconnaissance Fighter Kilo Mike Romeo Hotel Seven Two Three Niner, Lieutenant (JG) Maxime T. Robichaux commanding.  I don’t have a valid transponder code or a current code word.  [Pause.]  I’ve been away for a while.” 
 
    Let’s see what they have to say about that. 
 
    “Not an acceptable response, vessel purporting to be KMRH-7239.”  How these guys managed to sound offended, officious, and condescending at the same time was a source of continual wonder to Max.  “Please stand by while we run your registry and attempt a transmitter subcode ID match.  This may take a few minutes, so null your drives, lower your deflectors, and do not arm any weapons or you will be fired—“ 
 
    “Who in the bloody blue bleeding blazes is that?”  A gravelly, unmistakable voice thundered in the far background, cutting off the bored, bureaucratic drone of the flag comms officer with enough sound energy to rattle the wardroom coffee cups in their saucers.  The poor man on comms in Flag Plot was so rattled by Zeus’s thunder and by the undoubted stormy approach of the sky god himself that he forgot to cut his mike.  “C-c-c-commodore, sir, it’s an unidentified ship, sir” the comms officer said.  “Its transponder is broadcasting an old ID saying it’s a Union SFR-52, but that class is so stealthy that even with its countermeasures disabled Sensors isn’t getting enough of a return for a POSIDENT.  Besides, OPS says that there are no vessels of that class anywhere near here.” 
 
    “Well, then,” the Commodore said in a didactic tone, “establish visual comms and check the pixel subcode sums and products to verify the ID.  Do I have to think of every . . . Woah, Nellie!  Vasquez, did you say the transponder ID was for an SFR-52?” 
 
    It did not surprise Max at all that Hornmeyer knew the name of the clearly greener than new-cut grass junior comms officer working that watch in Flag Plot. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  It reads as registry number KMRH-7239.” 
 
    “Goddamn, son,” the Commodore said with mixed relief and astonishment. “Did I hear you right:  7, 2, 3, 9?” 
 
    “Yes, Commodore, sir.  KMRH-7239. 
 
    “And, pray tell, did the pilot of this supposed SFR-52 happen, by chance, to identify himself or did he decide to just leave us guessing?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  He said his name was Maxwell T. Robinson.  Or . . . something.” 
 
    “Something?  Something!  I expect my fucking flag comms officers, even if they are only Goddamn shiny little nuggets, to do better than to retain an approximate rough-ass in the fucking ball park recollection of the identities of the personnel they are using all this fancy-ass commo gear to talk to.  This is serious fucking business, boy.  You are in the Flag Plot of a Union Task Force within spitting distance of the enemy, using the most sophisticated communications equipment ever devised by the human race, to communicate with another warship, not in your mommy’s Goddamn kitchen talking on the Viddyterm taking a message from your bloody Aunt Emma! The Union didn’t invest half a billion—that’s billion, with a ‘b’ as in ‘bonehead’—credits on all this signal equipment so you could carry on casual God-damned conversations with other naval personnel without bothering to be certain of their names.  Might this ‘something’ have been, oh, I don’t know . . . ‘Robichaux,’ perhaps?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Commodore, sir.  I think so, sir.”  Max could hear the poor fellow’s sphincters puckering.  Hard. 
 
    “Then open a fucking channel.  [Pause]  Or, as I see from the little red blinking light right there as plain as the boil on my planet-sized ass that a channel is open and I’m already talking to him.  Good thing it’s probably just an adolescent fuck-up Coonass out there rather than someone of any importance.  So, that you, [pregnant pause] Robichaux?”  Hornmeyer said “Robichaux” so loudly and emphatically that Max was sure everyone in Flag Plot could hear it.  “It’s been a long time since your last contact.  [Pregnant pause.]  Just about everyone here but me thought you were dead.”  Again, Max had the impression that the last bit was for the benefit of others in the compartment.  It wasn’t too hard to imagine the legendarily ferocious Hornmeyer looking pointedly at people in that compartment who had been firmly of the opinion that Max was at that very moment eating seafood gumbo with his long departed ancestors.   
 
    Max keyed the mike.  “Not dead yet, sir.  Came a bit closer to it than I’d like, but yes, sir, it’s me.  But, I don’t have the current ID codes, sir.” 
 
    “Fuck the codes, son.  I’ll validate your identity right now.  What’s the Holy Trinity?  I’m not talking about the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.” 
 
    “Onions, bell pepper, and celery.”  Pause.  “You think the Krag don’t know that, sir?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s probably in some goddamn rat database somewhere.”  Hornmeyer chuckled.  “But there’s no way the ratfaces could derive a context for the question and find the answer in a second and a half like you did.  Besides, when you said ‘onions, bell pepper, and celery,’ some of your Cajun accent leaked through.  So, it’s a good enough ID for me. Now that we’ve established that you are, indeed, Lieutenant (JG) Max Robichaux, by all rights I should give you the ass chewing of five or six lifetimes, but since you just brought my Nightshade back, and made me more than 40,000 credits richer, I’m inclined to be merciful.” 
 
    “Regardez donc!” Max exclaimed.  “That’s some serious money.  How’d I make that kind of lettuce for you?” 
 
     “Bets, son, bets.  When word of your capture leaked out on board the flagship—where we have kept it pretty well contained—there were lots of people who were willing to bet that you wouldn’t make it back to the Union alive within a year.  So, Robichaux, think about this . . . there were nearly fifteen hundred people on this ship who were willing to bet against you, while just a handful, like yours truly, let their money ride on your screwy Coonass luck.  Looks like I’m the one who made the smart bet.  As usual.” 
 
    “I suppose you did,” Max said quietly.  This was going to take a while to process. 
 
    “Anyway, God damn, son, how the hell did you make it back?  Middleton is going to want to hear the news and all the details as soon as I can get them to him.” 
 
    “I’ll make a full report as soon as you like, Commodore but, with your permission, I won’t be staying long.” 
 
    “You ‘won’t be staying long’?”  The Commodore’s voice rapidly cooled to the temperature of liquid helium on a cold day.  “Did you have some other pressing fucking engagement?  Since when do wet-behind-the-ears junior officers in this man’s navy just come and go as they please, like they’re members of the Goddamn Core Systems Consolidated Interstellar Fucking Yacht Club?” 
 
    “It’s the Vaaach, sir,” Max said, struggling to suppress a smile.  It was hard not to admire Hornmeyer’s amazing virtuosity in the music of profanity and invective.  “They’ve given me a chance to train with them further and fight as one of the Hunters of Vermin.” 
 
    Long pause.  Max could visualize the Commodore salivating at the prospect of having one of his subordinates learn tactics from the Vaaach, while weighing that prospect against the hazards of sending Max back among them.  “Did you ever figure out what the hell ‘Hunters of Vermin’ means?  I’m really not all that fucking enthusiastic about having one of my officers running around the galaxy killing exotic alien cockroaches, termites, and attic squirrels.”   
 
    Max managed to suppress a chuckle.  “Well, sir, I think it’s kind of like their version of the French Foreign Legion, but without the boudin.  The Hunters of Vermin fight the Krag and other ‘inferior and honor-less races’ that are beneath the dignity of being fought by mature Vaaach warriors.  I’m thinking that it would be a good idea for me to take them up on it.  I’d be killing Krag, sir.” 
 
     “Never join the Foreign Legion for their boudin.  It’s not like they make it in Lafayette or Lake Charles, Louisiana or in Ville Pionniére down the road from where you grew up.  But, as much as I hate to say it, an outfit like the Foreign Legion might be just the thing for an off the bulkhead, impulsive damn Coonass like you.  That business in their marching song about being crafty, rogues, and no ordinary guys sounds almost like an engraved invitation with the name ‘Max Fucking Robichaux’ on the envelope.  As much as I hate the idea of one of my officers continuing to be at the mercy of powerful aliens we don’t know jack shit about, there is something to be said for the idea.  OK, son, I’ll see if someone on this immense tub knows how to give hangar deck approach and landing instructions to a fighter, get you on board, and we’ll talk about it.  But, right off the top of my head, I’m thinking that if the Vaaach are crazy enough to want you pulling your Coonass stunts as part of their operations, I’m just crazy enough to let them have you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I was thinking the same thing.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Appendix: 
 
    Fundamentals of Naval Leadership 
 
      
 
    Version adopted 19 June 2292. 
 
      
 
    As an officer of the Union Space Navy, I will strive to instill within myself these qualities which are essential for excellence: 
 
    
    	 Discipline.  Officers follow as well as lead, knowing that they must master themselves before they can command others.  Officers obey their superiors as they would have their subordinates obey them. 
 
    	 Competence.  There is no substitute for total preparation and complete dedication, for the rigors of naval operations in space will not tolerate the careless or indifferent.  The costs of incompetence are high—and human lives are the currency in which they are paid.     
 
    	 Confidence.  Officers believe in themselves and in those with whom they serve.  They master their own fear and hesitation, communicating clearly and acting decisively.   
 
    	 Responsibility.  In victory and defeat, in triumph or disaster, officers take responsibility for what they do and for what they fail to do—and the results thereof--without shifting blame to others.  The buck stops here. 
 
    	 Toughness.  Officers make the hard decisions and do the difficult things.  They stand for what they believe to be right, even if that belief is unpopular, or casts themselves or others in a bad light.   
 
    	 Tenaciousness.  Officers try and try again, even if that means they must walk the lonely and more difficult path.   
 
    	 Honesty.  Officers tell the truth to the greatest extent allowed by the exigencies of military secrecy.  Honesty is more than just not telling lies, absent secrecy requirements, it means NEVER misleading naval personnel in ANY WAY—by statement or omission--that pertains to any operational matter.  Officers fulfill their promises and meet their commitments. Their word is their bond. 
 
    	 Loyalty.  Officers are scrupulously loyal to the Union, to the Navy, to their units/ships, and to their shipmates.  They breach one of these loyalties only when absolutely necessary to fulfill a higher one and would choose death before disloyalty. 
 
    	 Example.  An officer exemplifies to those junior to him every quality that he would wish them to possess.  He must not expect his men to manifest any trait that he does not conspicuously demonstrate to them to the highest degree every hour of every day.   
 
    	 Fairness.  An officer is always scrupulously fair and impartial to those under his command, showing neither favoritism nor undeserved reprimand.  He gives praise when warranted and punishments when necessary, and never punishes more harshly than justice requires.  He never takes any action against any subordinate out of anger or malice.   
 
   
 
    I will conduct my duties at all times with the awareness that suddenly and unexpectedly, I may find myself in a role where my performance has the ultimate consequences. 
 
    I will never forget that the greatest error is not to try and fail, but that I did not give my very best to the effort.  When I fail in anything, large or small, I will learn from my failure and try again. 
 
    I will never yield to despair, fear, or defeatism, but will continue to lead my men and command myself, as best I am able, to stay in the fight unto the very end.   
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    Author’s Note 
 
    A few words are in order regarding one historical reference in this volume.   
 
    Max’s grandfather is depicted in this book as having served as a Machinist’s Mate on a naval transport, the USS General M.L. Hersey.  The name of this vessel is taken from the name of an actual General G.O. Squier Class transport (Registry Number AP-148) that carried United States troops to and from many of the pivotal battles in the Pacific Theater, particularly the Leyte landings, where she came under heavy fire from Japanese aircraft.  My maternal grandfather, John Simon (“Sam”) Arceneaux (1916-1971) served as a Fireman 2nd Class (later promoted to 1st Class) on that ship from when she was launched in July 1944 until after the end of the war.   
 
    Little is known about what he experienced during that time.  What is known is that the man who came back from the war was not the man who went to war only a few years before.  He became an abusive alcoholic resulting in my devout Roman Catholic grandmother divorcing him when such things simply “were not done.”  He died in August 1971, only 55 years old, his death almost certainly brought about by his heavy drinking.  I remember meeting him only once, when I was about ten years old.   
 
    Perhaps he was an “ordinary alcoholic” or, as most of those who knew him believe given his lack of any drinking problem before the war, perhaps he suffered from some sort of psychological issues resulting from his war service, such as PTSD or a related malady.  War has many casualties who don’t show up on the official lists.  I regard “Paw Paw Sam” as being a probable delayed casualty of World War II.  That war, as do all wars, continued to hurt and maim and kill long after the ink dried on the peace treaties.  I cannot say whether he was a good man.  I can say that he served his country when called to do so and for that, at least, he deserves to be remembered. 
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