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Prologue

 


 


October 2, 2056

Saturn Space

Titan Complex

 


A lone figure emerged from a side corridor
and rushed across the dimly lit warehouse where the miners stored
their heavy equipment. Her rubber-soled shoes squeaked on the
concrete floor as she hurried past giant digging machines and
equally large mobile drilling platforms. Like everything else, the
materials used to construct the machines had come all the way from
Earth and had been assembled there on Titan. Janet Washington,
Science Advisor, was glad to be part of the end product of all that
work. At the moment, she was immersed in her own duties.

She glanced at her watch. It would be hours
before the regular shift was up and around. That was fine, it would
take awhile to make an analysis of whatever Murdoc had found.

At the far end of the warehouse, she opened
a sliding hatch and stepped into a hallway. Blaring music forced
its way from the open door of the lab.

Janet found Murdoc in a high state of
activity, running from one console to another, tapping his feet in
time with the music.

"So," she said in a commanding voice,
scaring Murdoc in the process, "what have you got for me?"

For a second, the smile dropped from the
young man's face, "You practically scared the pee out of me, Janet!
But look what I found!" He moved toward a console, motioning for
her to follow.

"I was doing the series scan as
usual..."

"What sequence?"

"The three-niner something or other, I don't
know, it's in the log. Anyway, just look at this." He pointed at a
digital display board.

The window which showed the radar glide path
for optimal entry into Titan space had a large blip in the middle.
Next to it were the identifying characters. In this case, the
letters UNKNOWN.

"What is it?"

"Well, I don't know. We're not scheduled for
another visit this year. It's not one of ours, that's for sure. And
it's not an asteroid. It checks out. It's a vehicle of some kind,
self-propelled, but almost big enough to be an asteroid."

"There's only one thing it can be. This is
the object the deep space observers told us about. But it's way far
away from where it was headed." Janet looked at Murdoc.

"Turn the music down so I can think."

"Then I can't think."

"Do it anyway."

With a shrug, Murdoc slouched to where the
music blared from a portable player and lowered the volume to a
tolerable level.

"Who else have you told about this?"

"Nobody."

"Not even the watch superintendent?"

"Nobody. I was waiting for you."

"Good, that gives me a little time
to..."

"Hello," a voice interrupted from the door.
Janet turned around. Two young women stood at the entrance to the
lab dressed in party clothes as if they'd just come from one of the
after hours' lounges. The young woman who'd spoken looked uneasy.
"We just wanted to see the UFO, that's all."

Janet turned back to Murdoc. He looked from
her to the young women.

"I told you to keep it to yourself."

"Thanks a lot, Murdoc," said Janet just as
the phone rang.

#

News traveled quickly. By dawn, the lab was
full of people speculating as to the significance of the events
unfolding before them. Janet had given up and retired to her desk,
where she monitored the vessel from her data console. The head of
Admin, an African man named Joseph Al-kohab, sat across from her
desk. He bit his fingernails as he looked from Janet to Chet
Holcomb, the lead engineer. Holcomb looked even more worried than
Joseph.

"If it's manned," said Holcomb, "why haven't
they answered our calls?"

No one answered.

"And nobody has said anything about how
close it's getting. What is it now?" He called across the lab,
"Murdoc, how close is it now?"

Janet rapped on her desktop. "Never mind,
Chet. I can tell you. Essentially, it's here. It looks like it's
moving into a parking orbit."

"We need to do something."

"We don't have any procedures for this."

Joseph's deep voice commanded attention.
"All right. Look, this could be the biggest thing in human history
and we've got to handle it accordingly. What if this is it? You
know, where we make contact with another species?"

"Now that's really getting ahead of
ourselves..."

"Maybe not. In any case, it makes sense to
send the shuttle up to take a look. Can we at least all agree on
that?"

The others concurred and arrangements were
made. Two hours later, the shuttle was on its way.

Like the others, Janet sat before a monitor,
watching the momentous occasion in real time. There was a festive
atmosphere in the room, excitement was etched on everyone's face as
the small craft from the Titan colony approached the UFO.

The shuttle's video feed showed a huge,
odd-looking ship, its rough hull pitted with holes and burn marks.
Like conventional spacecraft, it was longer than it was wide, but
unlike craft from Earth, its exterior was not uniform; rather, it
was like a crookedly grown tree trunk, tapered at one end and blunt
at the other. It looked organic, as if it had been grown instead of
constructed.

When the shuttle closed to within three
hundred meters, something ominous was detected. A telescoping
gangway emerged from the darkened alien hull and began to worm its
way across the expanse of space toward the shuttle.

Alarmed, the shuttle pilot requested
permission to move away and continue observation from a greater
distance. Joseph, sensing a chance for first contact with an alien
species, decided against such action. He instructed the ground
controllers to advise the shuttle pilot to maintain his position
and continue to transmit greetings via radio channels. Expressing
his misgivings, the pilot reluctantly agreed.

The gangway stretched across the gap between
the two ships and gingerly attached itself to the shuttle. Upon
contact, massive electromagnetic impulses coursed through the small
ship. Before the controllers lost contact, the pilot dryly
commented that it appeared the shuttle was being assimilated by the
alien craft. That was his last message.

In the hours that followed, ground
controllers on Titan vainly continued to send their communications
skyward both in an attempt to express offerings of friendship and
to raise the shuttle again. Someone suggested military action, but
the idea was quickly rejected.

"It makes no sense, " Janet argued, "for
them to come millions of miles from God knows where only to start a
hostile action. A military response? Don't be ridiculous."

By the time the aliens ejected the first
node and sent it on its way toward a landing on Titan, the colony
leadership was in gridlock.

"I've done all I can do," said Joseph. "I've
drafted a recommendation that procedures for handling this sort of
thing should be drawn up by the proper authorities."

"Who are the proper authorities, Joe? This
has never happened before."

"That's not our problem."

"Well, what are we going to do now? We've
got something on radar that's about to land within kilometers of
the complex!"

"Now, calm down! I suppose we should send
out a greeting party. Chet, do you want to lead it?"

Chet shook his head. "It's not my place
to..."

"I'll lead it," volunteered Janet.

#

Janet shook her head inside her helmet as
she thought about the political indecisiveness of her co-workers.
They were cowards, she thought, passing up a chance to mold
themselves into historical heroes, not to mention the thrill of
being involved with the first face to face alien encounter.

Accompanied by a science team of three
technicians, she sat in the back of the tractor as it bounced along
the rough terrain toward the spot where the alien shuttle had
landed. When they drove over the rise that hid the ship from sight,
the driver reported a visual sighting.

"It blends in well, like camouflage.
Funny-looking thing, too. There's steam coming off of it. Jan, you
want to come up here and take a look?"

In seconds, Janet was squeezing into the
seat beside the driver. "It's big, but it really doesn't look like
much, does it? I mean, I was expecting something a little more
high-tech."

They pulled up to within two hundred yards
of the steaming hulk. Using sensors, they determined the amount of
heat coming from its exterior as well as a cursory determination of
its dimensions. When she was finished recording the data, Janet
turned to her team of technicians.

"Anybody want to go for a walk?"

"We're ready when you are."

"Well, let's go take a look. Remember
everybody, stay together and follow my commands. Bring your
instruments and don't forget to record everything! Got it?"

"Got it," they said in unison.

Even though they were in a hurry, it took an
additional twenty minutes to don their environment suits. Once
outside, they walked over frozen ground toward the alien craft.

Janet stopped. "It doesn't look the same as
it did."

"What?"

"It doesn't look like it did when we first
got here. Look along the top edge, it looks like it's... sagging,
almost as if it's deflating or something."

"I see what you mean," one of the techies
responded.

"Some of you go around to the opposite side
and take pictures. I want to get a little closer." She started
walking toward it again, not stopping until she was only fifty
yards away. Only one technician accompanied her and he was
noticeably ill at ease.

"I don't feel right about this."

"It's all right."

"I'm not even sure it's a ship. It looks
like it's organic, maybe it's alive."

Janet shrugged. The possibility had already
occurred to her. She called into her intercom to see what the
others had found on the opposite side. Static filled her earpieces.
She called again, but no one answered. The static was strong and
Janet immediately surmised it was coming from the object.

She signaled to her techie. "Let's walk
around to the other side."

Although the radio transmission was broken
up, he'd understood enough of it. He signaled his agreement by
touching a gloved forefinger and thumb together.

They'd only gone a few feet when the techie
stopped Janet. She turned to him and he pointed at a spot on the
side of the thing. In a small area perhaps six feet across, the
hull rippled like water when a pebble is tossed into a pond.
Forming in the center were what looked much like a pair of puckered
lips bulging outward.

"What the hell is that?"

As they watched, the lips expanded as if
pushed from the inside, giving the appearance of something being
born. Subconsciously, Janet took a step backward. The techie warily
remained where he was and watched as a blob of indistinct
protoplasm squeezed from the aperture and fell to the ground. As
soon as it hit, it started to move toward them.

Janet was transfixed. This was it, the
pay-off, first encounter with an alien being. It was thrilling and
not a little scary. She took another step backward as she realized
that the thing was considerably larger than a full-grown man. It
crawled along the ground in an undulating fashion, much as a giant
slug might. When it came to within ten yards of the techie, it
stopped and raised itself up. Now Janet could see that it had
haunches to walk upon, although she had never seen anything like
it. It was hard to tell what its features were or what they did.
There was an arm, or a tentacle, Janet couldn't tell which, that
projected itself from the thing's body.

It seemed tentative at first, as if it were
as unsure of itself as the humans were.

Janet noticed more of the puckering
apertures forming on the alien hull. She was about to point it out
when the creature casually reached out and slapped Janet's techie
across the helmet. It knocked him to the ground where he sat upon
his knees and struggled with his helmet. Janet started toward him
but the beast turned to her and she saw an eye at the end of a
stalk protruding from what could only be termed its forehead. It
looked at her and began coming toward her. The techie, hands on
either side of his helmet, fell to the ground. She then saw that
the helmet seal had been cracked from the blow. The technician was
dead.

She staggered backward as it came for her.
The static from her radio had grown in volume. She called for help,
but there was no answer. She threw a glance over her shoulder and
saw the driver of the tractor through the window. He frantically
motioned for her to return.

Forgetting about the others, she turned and
ran in the awkward environment suit. It was slow going but she made
it to the tractor, falling into the airlock and shutting the door
just as the creature lunged for her. It banged against the titanium
alloy and hammered its frustration. When she climbed back into the
seat next to the driver, she saw that dozens of the things were out
and some of them were headed her way.

"Where are the others?"

The driver shook his head. "I don't
know."

"Drive around to the other side."

He put the tractor in gear and they started
to move, getting the attention of even more of the creatures. They
drove to the far side and found that the remainder of their team
had disappeared.

"Where are they?"

"I don't know. Maybe we better get out of
here." Panic had crept into the driver's voice.

"Call the complex, they need to know what's
happening!"

"I tried already. There's too much radio
interference."

"Where's it coming from?"

"I'll give you one guess."

The tractor hit something and dipped to one
side. Its engine strained against a load as it tried to torque its
way out of the hole it had partially fallen into.

"Get this thing turned around!"

"I'm trying!"

For a moment, the tread caught and re-gained
its traction. The tractor moved forward a few feet, almost righted
itself, then fell back.

The hammering at the hull renewed
itself.

"Try reverse!"

"I am. We're stuck!"

Janet looked from the control panel to the
driver and back out the window again. More of the things were
coming. One was under the window and pulling itself up to their
level. Janet had never felt so helpless in her life. She couldn't
think, her mind raced as she fought the rising panic. The driver
shouted into the radio, calling for help.

When the windshield cracked, Janet was on
the floorboard, praying for help to whatever god might be
listening.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


May 4, 2059

Marine Training Facility, Twenty-Nine Palms,
California

 


The exercise was simple enough: drop into
the zone, advance silently, set up fire lanes, and on cue, sanitize
the area. The troopers were confident, well trained and prepared,
even primed for their final training mission.

The wind ran over the airfoils, screaming at
the occupants of the rapidly descending assault craft. Without the
helmet intercoms, conversation was impossible. The soldiers made
last minute equipment checks and talked among themselves; those
with less experience displayed more bravado than the sparse
veterans in the platoon. Had it been a real drop, under actual
battle conditions, there would have been less chatter.

Top Sergeant Frank Tulley inspected his men
and handed out encouragement. "This is a bad looking bunch of
killers; ready to go to work, Georgi? That's good, looking
mean."

Tulley was good at his work: preparing men
for battle. To his credit, he had four trips to the asteroid belt
and had lived long enough to pass his experience along to the
recruits.

The officer in charge, Major Robert Briggs,
had one prior drop and had established himself in that one mission
by bringing off a surprising victory against overwhelming odds.

The pilot's voice buzzed in the major's ear,
"90 seconds. Standby."

Briggs turned to his XO. "Pass the command,
Mister Tulley."

"Aye, aye, sir." Tulley switched his
intercom to the broadcast frequency.

"Standby. We are ready to rock." Tulley
punched a button on the bulkhead and the secondary airlock door
slid open.

"All right, line up by team count, Team
Alpha first. Jump with your team, land with your team. Alpha will
secure the zone and Bravo will take the perimeter. All right now
ladies and gentlemen, silent as falling spiders, here we go."

Tulley unlocked the outer door and it opened
up like a great set of jaws. The wind ripped into the small space
of the airlock and swirled around the men.

Above the open door, the jump light flashed
red and Tulley signaled to the Alpha team leader.

"Away we go," the team leader said as he led
his group of five out of the aircraft. As the last soldier
disappeared into the darkness, the men of Bravo team quickly filled
the space.

Tulley looked into the bottomless eyes of
the Bravo team leader, Sergeant John Moody. Moody's battle-scarred
face showed no emotion.

"Ready, John?"

Moody nodded and flashed the jump command to
his team. In a tight group they leaped from the door into the
rushing air.

The wind tore at Moody as he plunged
earthbound at over one hundred miles an hour. He checked his
altimeter readout displayed on the faceplate of his helmet and
glanced at his team. They were all there, free-falling in a loose
circle with Moody at the center. He looked below and caught sight
of Alpha Team just as they hit altitude and released their chutes.
Each parachute billowed out perfectly. Moody's sheet trailed out
behind and jerked him up. His feet dangled and swayed in the air,
and it was suddenly quiet. He checked his men and floated to the
ground.

Trailing the first team by seconds, Moody's
squad landed quietly and spread to the perimeter, weapons held at
ready. With John in the lead, they moved forward into the rough
desert terrain. After a brief wait, Moody received Tulley's command
to move out.

No more communication was required. They'd
rehearsed and drilled for months. By now, each soldier knew the
procedures forwards and backwards. This exercise, like all the
others, was going by the numbers.

John Moody knew he had a good team. Strong,
alert, and professional, they consistently out-performed the other
teams and had earned a reputation as outstanding hunters and
killers. Picked from an ever-increasing crop of twenty-first
century social malcontents, the four men in Moody's charge were no
more than twenty-six years of age but each had already spent
several years training in the deadly arts of war.

Without a sound, Moody stood and motioned
for his men to follow. Like ghosts, they slipped through the night
and walked point for the platoon.

Half a kilometer from the dropzone, Moody's
sensors picked up tell-tale light beams from the enemy's motion
detectors. They were getting close to their destination.

A slight odor of ammonia drifted on the air.
Moody froze and watched for movement. Making a slight course
correction, he stealthily made his way to the cover of an
embankment along a dried creek bed. Crouching, he keyed his
communications button once. His men heard the click over their own
headsets. In response, they altered their paths and fanned out on
either side in ten yard intervals. Five minutes later, the entire
target area was surrounded.

At the commander's discretion, a small
explosive device was launched toward the middle of the target area.
Had it not been a training exercise, a neutron explosion would have
killed everything on, above, and below the ground within the limits
of a giant circle measuring one hundred yards in circumference.

In his experience, Moody had been
illuminated by the fireball twice. Each time he thought he was
about to die.

Sergeant Moody had patiently explained to
his men that on actual missions where a neutron blast was involved,
some of the enemy always managed to survive by being thrown from
the target area. It was the marines' job to dispatch any survivors.
Stunned by the blast, resistance was usually minimal. At least, in
theory.

For training purposes, dummies were used for
that purpose. Standard operating procedures dictated that the
soldiers hit their targets with thermiton grenades thereupon
incinerating the enemy completely.

There was no surprise: they all knew the
explosion was coming. Moody watched in satisfaction as his men
calmly allowed the shock waves to pass harmlessly over their
heads.

Moments after the blast, a dummy came
crashing down directly in front of Private Wilson, the trooper on
Moody's right. Startled, the young marine leapt to his feet and
fired at point blank range, far too close to the resulting thermite
incineration. Not only did the young trooper succeed in burning the
dummy to cinders but also the entire front of his own body. By the
time Moody reached him, the horribly burned soldier had taken his
last breath.

Moody grimaced. Training accidents were bad
news. The loss of lives at this stage of training was critical. As
it was, there was a shortage of available recruits. Even with a
skilled replacement, assimilation into a team could take weeks.

Shaking his head in disgust, Moody turned
away from the remains of the trooper and went back to the job at
hand.

 


 


May 7, 2059

U.S.S. Bridgeport, CV-222, docked at NAS
Alameda, California

 


On the surface, Moody's team was not solemn
about the loss of one of their number. Occasionally, Moody noted
forced jocularity among them, but he knew it only masked their
fears. The team's communications expert, Wes, better known as
Little Hoss because he had to carry so much equipment, asked Moody
how they would remember their fallen comrade.

The other troopers looked at one another and
laughed.

"What's the joke?" Wes asked.

Moody, with dawning understanding, stared at
Wes. "You haven't been through the drill, have you, Lil' Hoss?"

"What drill is that?"

"Well," Moody drawled as he stretched to his
full height, "as soon as you hear liberty call, you can go with us
and find out."

Wes shrugged and nodded.

"Everybody, listen up. Stow your gear,
shower down, and chill out for awhile. Murphy, fold 'em before you
shovel 'em into your locker."

Murphy, a muscle-bound Samoan, pulled a
wadded pair of skivvies back out of his locker. The shorts were
large enough for two men but the Samoan's huge hands neatly folded
them into a size no larger than a handkerchief. When he finished,
he looked at Moody and smiled.

"That's real good, Murph."

The bulkhead intercom buzzed. Sandoval, a
lean, young black from inner-city Chicago, was closest to the
phone. "Bravo headquarters, Private Sandoval speaking, may I help
you? He's right here." Sandoval handed the phone to Moody.

"Moody here." The receiver buzzed as Moody
listened. "All right, c'mon down. I'll meet you in the corridor."
He hung up the phone and faced his soldiers. "Let's double-time on
this cleanup job. Tulley's coming down with Wilson's
replacement."

Moody grabbed his hat and made for the main
corridor. As usual, before exiting, he quickly looked over at the
rack upon which hung Bravo team's most essential pieces of gear,
their Harsh Environment Battle Suits, or HEBS for short.

The suits were designed to withstand extreme
pressures and temperatures while allowing for maximum mobility.
When properly fitted, they could sustain a trooper for days. You
could always drop your weapon and run, but you could never drop
your suit and live long enough to run away.

Exiting the compartment, Moody made his way
up the passageway. Soldiers lingered along the corridor. Some of
them knew Moody from previous campaigns and acknowledged him as he
passed.

One scarred veteran leaned close as Moody
passed. "It's coming up... soon."

"I know," Moody replied, "jump and die,
semper fi." He held out a fist and the battle-scarred vet pounded
on it with his own.

"Semper fi! But you'll never die, Moody.
You're too damned lucky!"

Moody bowed to his fellow marine. "Carpe
diem, gentlemen, carpe diem!" At that he turned on his heel and
walked directly into Sergeant Tulley.

"Carpy Deen? That some ball player?"

"What? Oh no, Sergeant, he's a standup
comic, like you."

"All right now, belay that, I've got your
recruit here." Tulley stepped aside to reveal Moody's new
trooper.

For a moment, all Moody could think was that
his new soldier was impossibly small. Then it sunk in that she was
female. Moody's expression remained unchanged and noncommittal, but
his mind raced through all the problems a female could bring into a
combat group.

"Alvarez, this is Top Sergeant Moody. He's
the man you work for, and the one you go to when you've got a
problem. We want to get you situated and in line with the program
as soon as possible. Moody's the man who'll do that. Any
questions?"

"No, sir," Alvarez snapped.

"She have drop experience?"

Tulley shook his head.

"Well, she's at least jump-certified, isn't
she?"

"Of course she is, otherwise she wouldn't be
here."

"Mister Moody?" said Alvarez.

"Yes?"

"I am certified in chutes, gliders,
hovercraft, floaters..."

Tulley interrupted, "Everything we got to
get down. Sergeant, make sure Alvarez gets situated. See you
later." Tulley turned to leave, but Moody gripped him by the elbow
and led him away from the recruit.

In a low voice, he said, "She's kind of
small, isn't she?"

"Moody, you know how it is. If they can pass
the requirements, we got to let 'em in. Look, she's smart. She did
well on all the tests and she's real good with numbers."

"What am I gonna do, give her a field
computer instead of a weapon? I need strong, nasty, snarling
killers, not a girl who's still wet behind the ears."

"You need a replacement and she's the one
who came up. Besides, other teams have women."

"And they die. And sometimes they end up
taking the whole team with them. C'mon Tulley, give me a break on
this one."

"Sorry, Moody, it's a done deal. Nothin' I
can do about it." Tulley walked back up the main corridor.

Moody stared at Alvarez, still unable to
believe his bad luck.

"Alvarez?"

"Yes sir?"

"You got a first name? And can the sir,
sergeant'll do.

"Aye, aye."

"Well?"

"Well what, sir?"

"Your name, Alvarez."

"Oh yes sir, I mean, sergeant. It's
Maria."

"Maria, huh? Well, Maria, let's go meet the
other men, er, that is, your team."

It didn't come as a surprise to Moody that
the team didn't take kindly to Maria. She was met with an aloofness
that bordered on frigid. They'd trained with women before and
didn't need to be reminded that pure physical strength was the most
important asset required for a trooper's survival. It was true,
other teams regularly trained with female members, sometimes two or
more, but the statistics still bore the facts: fatality rates for
combat teams with female marines were three times as high as those
with all-male marines.

By the time liberty call was passed, the
shock of the new trooper had settled somewhat. Bravo team, dressed
in rigidly starched fatigues and highly polished jump boots, filed
out of the compartment. Moody herded his men out and noticed
Alvarez lying in her bunk.

"Alvarez!"

She jumped to her feet.

"What do you think you're doing?"

"Why, uh, nothing sir."

"Don't lie in your rack with your boots on,
didn't they teach you anything in recruit training?"

"Yes sir, sorry sir."

"Well, as long as you've got 'em on, you may
as well come along with the rest of us."

"If you don't mind, I'd prefer to stay here
and..."

"Wash your hair?"

For the first time, John took an
unprejudiced look at the woman. She was small, even petite, but
moved like an athlete. Hell, she had to have something to pass the
rigorous combat training. Her dark eyes and hair reflected her
Hispanic background.

Without a word, she stared back at Moody. He
realized she was looking at the battle scars on his face and hands,
and at once he felt uncomfortable.

"C'mon, you're part of the team now. We move
as a group on and off the dropzone."

She shrugged and averted her eyes. "All
right. Where are we going, sir?"

"A wake, Alvarez. A good old-fashioned wake
for the trooper you're replacing. And knock off that 'sir' shit.
How many times do I have to tell you?"

"Yes sir, that is, sergeant."

Moody shook his head and led the latest
addition out of the compartment.

#

A host of hoots and applause from fellow
platoon troopers greeted Bravo team as they entered Tiger
Lily's.

Moody grinned. "Gentlemen, the marines have
landed."

Tiger Lily's was owned and operated by the
widow of a marine who'd disappeared while defending one of the
mining colonies. Lily carried on and preferred to believe that one
day her husband would be found and returned to her. She greeted
Moody like a long-lost friend, throwing her arms around him and
hugging him tightly.

"John Moody! Where have you been? It's been
a month of Sundays since you've been in here!"

"You know how it is, Lily. Work always gets
in the way of life's more serious pursuits."

"I heard about Wilson. Such a shame, he was
a nice boy."

"Yes, he was..." Moody's voice trailed
off.

Lily attempted to wave off the thought.
"Well, you boys... and girls," she added after seeing Alvarez, "can
relax here. I've saved a place in the back for you."

Moody winked. "Thanks, Lily."

Popular rock music blared from loudspeakers.
Soldiers talked loudly over the music as they used alcohol to
desensitize themselves to the fear of death. Couples swayed on the
dance floor doing their own thing, some frenetically working up a
sweat while others clung to one another grinding their hips in time
with the music.

Bravo team made their way around the bar and
jammed themselves into a booth. They ordered beer, except for
Alvarez, who ordered a soft drink. Her choice of beverage didn't go
over well with the men. They didn't even try to hide their disgust.
She shrank, making her already tiny form look even smaller.

In thirty seconds the beer was gone. The
next round was whiskey with beer chasers: segregated boilermakers.
Again, to the men's consternation, Alvarez declined to drink.

Wes watched Murphy drain a mug after tossing
back a shot of caramel-colored whiskey.

"Hey, Alvarez," Wes intoned. "How come you
don't drink? All troopers drink."

"It... makes me sick," she said in a low
voice.

Uncomprehending, Wes just stared. "So?"

"Now, she don't have to drink and become a
disgusting drunk like you, Lil' Hoss," said Moody.

"Well, she ought to have at least one for
old Wilson. He was a good marine and she's taking his place."

Silence fell over the group and Alvarez
uncomfortably shifted in her seat.

"All right," she said, "I'll have one."

"That's the spirit," replied Wes. He pushed
a mug of beer and a whiskey shot in front of her. "Let's go to
town." He held his whiskey aloft and the group hoisted theirs in
return.

"To Wilson," Moody intoned, "a good man,
he'll be sorely missed."

"To Wilson," each solemnly repeated the name
of their fallen comrade and drained their glasses.

Alvarez choked the harsh liquor down as she
held her breath. Even so, she came up coughing. Murphy pushed a mug
toward her. "Cool it with this, little one."

She took the mug and sipped the beer. It
washed the hard whiskey taste from her mouth but it did nothing to
soothe the burning in her chest.

"So, Alvarez, how in the world did you ever
end up drinking juice with a bunch of marines?"

The whiskey quickly coursed its way through
the slight woman and she began to feel less guarded. After all,
this was her team. She could trust any one of them with her life,
at least after she had somehow proved her own worth.

"My brother," she replied.

Sandoval cocked his head. "How's that? Wait.
Don't tell me. He was a marine recruiter and he got a bonus for
signing you! Right?" Sandoval showed two rows of gleaming white
teeth.

Maria looked at the table top, bisecting wet
circles with a fingertip.

"He was a miner. He got killed in the
fighting on Titan."

Sandoval's smile dropped from his face.
"Yep, that was a bad one."

Wes piped in. "Well, we got 'em after that,
didn't we? Pushed 'em right off Titan, hell, in fact, killed 'em
all."

"No survivors on either side. The complex
was just a burned-out hull. You were there afterwards, weren't you,
sergeant?"

Moody nodded. "It was a nasty operation.
When we finally broke the hatch, it was too late. We found some
colonists, but they were partially assimilated..." Realizing he
broached a subject that was probably sensitive to his new recruit,
he let his story trail off.

A burly marine appeared, face red from
drinking. He leaned on the table and stared at Alvarez. "Howdy
gents," he said, eyes never moving from the young woman.

"How's about a dance, honey?"

Maria nervously looked at the hulkish man.
Sweat ran down his face as he grinned at her.

"No thanks. I, uh, don't know how."

"Well hell, I'll teach ya." He reached
across and encircled her wrist with a hamlike hand.

Instantly, Moody's hand shot out and gripped
his meaty forearm.

The marine sized up Moody. "What? You want
to dance with me?"

"The trooper said she doesn't want to
dance."

Unsmiling, the big man lowered his face to
Moody's. Moody sat impassively. The big marine's breath smelled
bad.

"I think the trooper can make up her own
mind, sergeant."

"All right, all right," Maria interjected,
"I'll dance. C'mon." Moody released his grip and Maria squeezed out
of the booth.

Once on the dance floor, the drunk pulled
Alvarez close and began swaying to the music. She struggled free
and broke into a bored frug. The big marine shrugged and settled
for pelvic thrusts thrown in his dance partner's general
direction.

Sandoval was the first to speak up. "What's
the deal with Wilson's replacement? Tulley stickin' it to us or
what?"

"Yeah, sarge," Wes echoed. "She's too
little. Besides, you know the odds."

Moody watched Maria dance and took a sip
before speaking.

"In the first place, Tulley didn't stick it
to us. He had no choice, the numbers just came up that way.
Besides, would you rather try maneuvers with four instead of five?
Everything works off the team."

He paused and took another pull from his
beer.

"Tell you guys what. The best thing we can
do is make sure she knows what to do. We're stuck with her
so..."

Wes interrupted. "Level with us, John. When
are we gonna be dropped? How long have we got to train this broad
so she won't get the rest of us killed?"

"I don't know when or where we're gonna
drop. But I give us about three weeks until we ship out."

"Three weeks?" Wes and Sandoval
simultaneously asked.

Moody made no reply. With nothing to say,
the four men turned their gazes to the dance floor.

The over-sized trooper, grown weary of
merely suggesting his sexual prowess, stepped closer to Maria and
put a hand on each of her buttocks. Pulling her close, he pushed
one leg between her two. He towered over her so that he ended up
grinding his crotch into her stomach. That was enough for Private
Alvarez. She shifted her head and rested the point of her chin
directly on the sternum of the hyperthyroidal trooper, then
encircled him with her arms until he relaxed. When she felt him go
loose, she grabbed the back of his shirt in both hands and pulled
him into her chin as hard as she could.

"Jesus Christ!" The marine jumped away,
hands at his chest.

"What're you doing to me?" He tried to cuff
her with an open hand but she deftly ducked under the blow. The
other dancers stopped and backed away. The two marines squared
off.

Bravo team stood and Murphy made a move
toward the dance floor. Moody held out a hand and stopped him.

The big man circled his prey. Once, then
twice, he tried to cuff Maria with a mittlike hand. Both times she
skillfully avoided the blows.

She danced around him, staying just out of
his reach. Finally, enraged, he rushed at her. She sidestepped the
charge and easily pushed him away. He whipped around, red cheeks
filled with alcohol-injected anger. Standing upright, he gained
control over himself, and again, but more slowly this time,
approached the female trooper.

Alvarez waited until he was in range. She
noticed that, like other large men in a fight, he carried his hands
too low, he didn't protect his face. Without another moment's
hesitation and so fast that it was difficult to see, she swung her
right foot in a high arc that ended at the big trooper's chin.
Smack! The sound of her boot heel crashing into the marine was like
a small caliber pistol being fired.

He stood there, hand on his chin, clearly
dazed but not fallen. For an instant, she stared at him, assessing
the damage, then she jumped straight up and kicked him full in the
chest. Unable to absorb the blow, the marine staggered backward and
fell backside first into a chair. There his buddies commiserated
with him. Maria, looking embarrassed, walked off the dance
floor.

The men of Bravo team stared at one another
with amused expressions.
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The next three weeks passed quickly. Moody
ran Bravo team through their battle plans first in isolation, then
in coordinated exercises with the entire platoon, all the while
keeping a close watch on the new female trooper. She held her own
and when the orders came to move out, Maria went as part of the
team.

No one was sure where they were headed, only
that the intention was to take the fight to the aliens, most likely
to one of the outer colonies. The marines were shuttled off-world
to the recently issued transport ship, the USNSS Perot, which was
docked exactly halfway between the Earth and the moon, at the
LaGrange Station.

Originally, the Perot was designed to take
supplies to colonists and ferry the results of their mining labors
back to earth. Now refitted, the ship carried up to three platoons
of marines and a small contingent of technical support
personnel.

#

Murphy sat in the weapons locker dressed in
his regulation issue sleeper as he meticulously reassembled a
semi-automatic 50-gauge shotgun with attached 250 round revolving
drum magazine. Wes and Alvarez inspected their environment suits
while Sandoval read aloud from an operations manual.

"...resulting in traumatic exposure to
vacuum environment. Traumatic exposure. Get that, Alvarez? I think
they're telling us to check the seals every time we get dressed,
otherwise you end up dancing with Mr. D."

"Anything else?"

"Yeah, don't forget to check the clasps
too."

Maria bent over and inspected the titanium
clasps at the ankles of the environment suit. Her shapely bottom
pressed against the light material of her sleepsuit causing Wes and
Sandoval to pass approving looks at each other. Straightening up,
Maria reported that the clasps were in perfect condition.

"Not only the clasps," muttered Sandoval.
Wes laughed.

Maria sighed. "Does that mean I can't even
turn my back on my own team?"

"Now don't get all uppity. I promise I will
protect all sides of you with equal prejudice. I hope you feel the
same about me."

Moody stuck his head in the compartment. "Yo
troops!" He stepped through the hatch wearing a sleepsuit and
dragging a battered seabag behind. "Evening, roomies. It's gettin'
close to sleep time. Where's Murphy?"

Wes jerked a thumb toward the weapons
locker. "In there, cleaning his piece."

"Put the sweeper away, Murph, time to take a
nap."

Murphy's reply echoed back, "Aye."

None of them relished the idea of forced
sleep for months on end, except for Murphy, who seemed to think he
wouldn't have to sleep for a long time afterward. Moody tried to
explain that it didn't work that way, but Murphy insisted.

"After this, I won't have to sleep for
weeks, maybe months. They say you can lose sleep but you can't ever
make up for it again. It works the other way too. You can store it
up."

Moody opened his mouth to reply but, as he
did, two doctors stepped into the compartment. Murphy smugly waited
in his somatic chamber.

Sandoval stared at the ceiling and bravely
waited for the attendants. Wes and Alvarez climbed into racks
across from Moody. Maria's bunk was opposite Moody's. He watched as
the doctors attached monitors and tubes to first Sandoval, then
Little Hoss, Wes, and finally to Alvarez. Just before she drifted
off to sleep, she turned her head and looked at John. Their eyes
met and Maria shyly smiled. Her dark eyes closed and Moody briefly
thought about how pretty his young trooper was.

He tried to smile back but the corners of
his mouth had become too heavy. Sleep overtook him and his
nightmares soon passed into dreams about the new trooper in his
charge.
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When Moody awoke, his first thought was how
his team had fared. He hoped all had been brought safely back to
consciousness. He'd allowed himself to be anesthetized and
comatized too many times already, and he knew it. Sometimes,
thankfully not often anymore, a recruit would fail to regain
consciousness after the hibernation and, if particularly unlucky,
he would wind up as a shriveled vegetable occupying a bed in a VA
hospital. Even on a good day, successfully awakening from forced
hibernation was no picnic.

When Moody could bring himself to sit up, he
shook the cobwebs from his head and looked over his troopers. They
similarly shook off the effects of induced sleep. Except for
Murphy. The big Samoan sat on the edge of his bunk chewing a candy
bar he'd stashed away nearly thirteen months before.

Tulley appeared at the hatch and stepped
into the compartment.

"Rise and shine, all! Drop your cocks and
grab your socks!" He looked at Maria. "Well, I guess that doesn't
quite apply to all of you. So just get the hell up, we've got work
to do! Sergeant Moody, your presence is requested in the briefing
room."

Moody gave Tulley a shriveling glance.

"Take an aspirin, pull on your pants, and
let's go."

Wordlessly, John did as he was told.

The briefing room was a tribute to military
spending. Imitation teak panels lined the walls. High-backed
leather chairs were arranged around a conference table that looked
like mahogany. A small computer was attached to each chair so that
battle briefings could be held in the same manner as high tech
corporation meetings.

Commander Briggs wore a serious expression
as he stood before the group leaders. "There's been a new
development," he said, "something's happened since we took our
snooze."

Images were fed to each man's display as the
commander provided the narration.

"What you see are battle scenes provided by
Europan colonists."

Onscreen, a man fired a flare down a long
corridor illuminating the darkness in a huge warehouse. As the
magnesium burned, it exposed a large, strange creature.

A thick appendage emerged from its abdomen
like a knuckled tentacle. The end of the appendage held three claws
which in turn clutched the shoulder of an unfortunate colonist. An
area just under the claws undulated and appeared to suck at the
man's chest. The alien, holding the colonist aloft at least three
feet off the floor, froze in the light. Another colonist fired an
explosive round at it but only succeeded in killing the captive
human. The flare burned out and the scene faded to black.

After a pause, Briggs continued. "The aliens
have taken Europa. It was a drawn-out affair, six weeks, and,
unfortunately, there's no longer any contact. We must assume there
are no survivors and on that assumption proceed with a sanitization
approach." The commander strolled over to a grid map of the Europa
complex.

A group leader raised his hand. "That's a
pretty big assumption, isn't it, sir?"

Briggs frowned. "Yes, well, High Command
decided that expediency would be our highest regard. You see, I
haven't told you the other spot of bad news. There are two alien
craft in orbit around Earth. Another was annihilated while still in
lunar orbit. Unfortunately, it was a dirty explosion and fallout
forced the evacuation of both military and colonial personnel."

The monitors now displayed a shot of the
moon at an angle that showed a specific piece of horizon. There was
a great flash that briefly lit all of space and then the light
slowly faded away.

The men were silent, shocked by news of
events that had happened more than eight months before.

"Due to the imminent danger to Earth, we
have been instructed to sanitize the site at Europa, at no little
haste I might add."

The marines turned to one another with
pleased expressions. Mistakenly, they assumed there would be no
drop. Once on station above Europa, a missile could be launched,
and in a matter of seconds, no more colony, only a great, burned
hole in the ice.

Briggs continued. "Therefore, the drop will
be executed in accordance with standard sanitation procedures. We
will probe prior to execution. I repeat, we will probe prior to
device detonation."

His audience, just recovering from
staggeringly bad news, now had a newer, more immediate concern.
They were to sanitize the area all right, but not from orbit, they
had to go in and do it by the book. But the worst news was that
they had to take a look around first. This could be real hairy,
Moody thought as he exchanged a glance with Tulley.
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Moody, along with the rest of Bravo Team,
sat in the rear of the 'dragonfly' assault craft, holding onto
grips that dangled from the low ceiling. He looked over his team as
they waited for the drop. Murphy was first, standing head and
shoulders over the rest while Wes and Sandoval flanked Alvarez. All
were attired for the drop, dressed in their armor-enhanced HEBS and
carrying an assorted, deadly arsenal.

The dragonfly skimmed over an expanse of ice
fields enroute to the great complex that housed all the inhabitants
of Europa. A close watch was kept for any sign of the aliens.
Oddly, besides the Perot, there was nothing in orbit and, so far,
no sightings on Europa's frozen surface.

Moody stood and walked up the line to where
Tulley sat with the platoon adjunct. The adjunct carried a comm
console which housed, among a wide assortment of compact
instruments, two monitors. One of the displays showed the colonial
complex standing over the plains like a monument to humanity. The
dragonfly reduced speed and passed low over the single, enormous
structure.

Things appeared to be as orbital
surveillance had shown. Nothing moved, but the building was intact
and the airlock doors appeared to be sealed. Moody assumed his
superiors were satisfied with what they saw because the assault
craft turned away and flew towards the dropzone.

Yellow light filled the compartment. It was
time to go.

Moody walked back to Bravo team and waited
for the command to take to the floaters. Floaters were flying
platforms manually controlled by compressed air jets. The devices
were large enough to carry one trooper and his equipment safely to
the ground. Drogue chutes helped to slow the apparatus. Before
touching down, the chutes were automatically ejected and the
trooper had the option of applying more thrust and maintaining a
hovering attitude just above ground level. Before the supply of
compressed air was exhausted, the floater could transport a trooper
and his supplies for twenty kilometers.

In the open airlock, technicians worked with
jump teams, strapping team members into separate floaters and
ejecting them out into the cold Europan environment.

When Bravo team's turn arrived, Moody
watched as his team was ejected, two at a time, out of the
dragonfly and into the cold, unforgiving semi-atmosphere of
Europa.

Finally, Moody climbed aboard his floater
and strapped himself in. He nodded to the technician and gripped
the crash bars. With a stomach-wrenching jolt, both Moody and the
floater were jettisoned. After a harrowing three seconds of free
fall, he floated to the icy ground and landed without a hitch. His
ejected drogue chutes billowed in the thin, brittle air and were
carried away by breezes out of the dropzone.

Murphy, Sandoval, and Little Hoss were
already on the ground and radioed their success to Moody.

John keyed his transmitter. "Alvarez?"

"I'm here."

"Where?"

Sandoval's voice came over the air. "There
she is. Something's wrong."

"I'm okay, I'm okay," she said. "One of my
chutes won't separate, so when I hit the ice, I was blown over. Now
I'm all tangled up and the floater's on top of me."

Moody could see for himself and started over
to help her.

Meanwhile, the attached chute tugged at the
floater and began to pull Maria and the apparatus along the icy
ground. She calmly radioed for assistance as her chute dragged her
toward a jagged crevice.

Moody and the others couldn't reach her fast
enough and watched helplessly as Maria and her floater were dragged
to the lip of the abyss where they teetered on the brink and, after
an instant of inanimate musing, tumbled down into the fissure.

Before the chute disappeared over the ledge,
the fabric snagged on an outcropping of ice. Alvarez dangled below.
In less than a minute, Moody stood at the ledge, looking down at
his trapped marine.

The lines of the chute twisted around her
body. Although she was uncomfortable, she was safe as long as the
fabric held.

Moody radioed from above, "You all right
down there?"

"I'm fine. The floater's pretty busted up,
though."

"Don't worry about that. Hang tight, we'll
get you out."

The other team members joined Moody at the
precipice and quickly worked to secure the chute to the ice.

Moody called Tulley and Tulley fumed.

"Where the hell are you?"

"Got a little problem."

"Well, get it worked out, Sergeant Moody. I
need you and your people up here. Briggs is fit to be tied and he
wants me to tell you to get your ass in gear, unquote. You'll have
to double-time it because we're not waiting. We've got a schedule
to keep."

"Aye-aye."

John looked over the edge again and motioned
for the others to help. Bravo team worked hastily. Like Alpine
skiers rescuing a fallen comrade, they pulled at the chute until
the floater was nearly level with the ice ledge. Moody lay on his
stomach and worked to unwrap Maria from the twisted lines
encircling her HEBS. When she was free, he hoisted her up.

The men released the chute and the floater
tumbled down into the crevasse.

Bravo team gathered itself and began to
march to the primary rallying point.

The rest of the platoon had a good fifteen
minutes' head start and Moody didn't want to waste any effort in
catching up. In their haste, they marched over a shadow lying
beneath the ice. Minutes later, they detected motion from the
area.

Moody immediately radioed Tulley. "Looks
like we got movers behind us."

"Roger that."

After consulting with Briggs, Tulley
switched to his platoon-wide frequency and issued orders to his
team leaders. "Let's form up here."

Ten minutes later, Bravo team caught up and
joined the defensive formation.

Five teams of five surrounded the command
team. Fire lanes were set up and mines were laid one hundred yards
out between the platoon and the approaching enemy. As the form
closed the distance, its motion was monitored by the command team.
For an instant, a trooper reported he had visual contact at four
hundred yards but whatever it was disappear into the ice.

"What now?" Tulley asked Briggs.

Briggs looked toward the colony. "We're only
two hundred meters away. Could be they're setting up an ambush.
That's what I'd do. Maintain the formation, but let's move closer
to the western airlock."

Tulley issued the orders and the platoon
moved out while maintaining its defensive formation. As an
afterthought, Briggs ordered that the mines be detonated remotely
after the platoon was safely out of the way.

The explosions lifted great chunks of ice
that showered frost like snow into the Europan sky. The sound did
not travel well in the thin air and only a muted pop issued from
each explosion.

As the platoon approached the airlock,
Briggs ordered Fox team to inspect the exterior. Moody's team was
ordered to face the ice plain. Whatever had tripped the motion
sensors had vanished.

The Fox team leader reported that the
airlock was operational.

Briggs looked out over the ice, concerned
about being surprised from the rear. Making up his mind, he radioed
Tulley, "We won't wait for an ambush. Tell Fox to open the door and
secure the entrance."

Tulley issued the order and the airlock
doors were opened. The marines of Fox team entered warily. The team
leader, a grizzled veteran of fourteen years' service, waited
outside as he alternately watched the progress of his team inside
the airlock and the arrayed platoon outside.

A young soldier in Charlie team lay prone on
the cold ground. Between his splayed legs, ice began to melt. In
seconds, a small hole appeared and, unseen by the surrounding
soldiers, it grew larger until at last a thick tentacle snaked out
and wrapped itself around the unsuspecting trooper's leg.

In alarm, the soldier screamed. He tried to
twist away from the thing's grip but his strength failed and he was
pulled into the melting hole of ice. In seconds, two more men were
similarly pulled down.

John ordered his troopers to maintain their
positions, but then the ice cracked under him. The edges split and
melted and water ran into the rapidly widening hole. Moody pulled
away just as a yellowish tentacle slapped itself up out of the hole
and groped for his body. The hole widened and the tentacle
stretched closer to Moody's legs. At the end of the appendage were
three claws. Two smaller claws, no less than six inches in length,
surrounded a larger third. Just below was what appeared to be a
mouth complete with pointed canine incisors. One large, rounded lip
helped to animate the mouth by puckering and stretching, searching
for something to latch onto.

Moody sighted down the barrel of his
scattergun and fired a round at the tentacle. It splattered into a
thousand pieces, yellow fluid gushed from the stump. As quickly as
it had come, it vanished under the ice.

At the airlock, the leader of Fox team was
distracted by the battle. Behind him, the airlock doors clanked
shut, trapping his team inside.

The other marines continued to fire but the
creatures retreated, leaving only a few stained yellow spots where
hits had been made.

"Everybody all right? Any damage done?"
Moody asked.

"I think I got one, no, I know I did. The
blood was yellow." That was Sandoval.

"Anybody else?"

Wes shrugged inside his suit. "I couldn't be
sure. I was blowing grenades at the ice, but I don't know."

Tulley's voice cracked into Moody's ear.
"Bravo, Apex." Apex was a codeword meaning take a head count and
report.

"Five." Moody replied.

"Roger, Bravo. Proceed to point."

Moody quickly processed what he was being
told to do. Fox team had previously been assigned to point, now
Bravo was ordered up. What had happened to Fox?

"Acknowledged."

Moody switched channels and spoke to his
team. "Bravo, move up."

In unison, they fanned out on either side of
John and walked through the smooth patch of ice that had been the
center of the formation, taking a good look at the other teams as
they passed.

None of the teams had more than four
troopers remaining. The platoon already appeared to be seriously
depleted of men, but it was hard to calculate because there were no
bodies. It looked like they'd lost eight troopers. Eight troopers
out of twenty-eight.

The remainder waited until Bravo team
cleared the formation and then they too advanced toward the
complex, carefully watching both rear and flanks. Moody led his
team around the refrozen holes in the ice.

They covered the distance to the complex
without further incident and as Moody approached the airlock, he
saw the leader of Fox team on his knees outside the airlock, busily
rewiring the control circuitry.

The man looked up and recognized Moody.
"They're in there, John. My men are trapped in there."
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Wes caught up with Moody while the rest of
the team lingered at the edge of the ice field.

The leader of Fox team kneeled before the
control panel and twisted the ends of two wires together. "Just
about got it. There."

He stood up and backed away as did both Wes
and Moody. The airlock responded immediately, silently sliding open
to reveal an empty interior. The inner door was shut. Fox team was
conspicuously absent.

Moody stepped forward and attached a
listening device to the inner door. After a moment, he removed the
plug from his ear and shook his head. "Nothing." he said to
Wes.

Commander Briggs stepped into the airlock.
"Anything?" he asked in a shaky voice.

"No, sir."

Briggs looked from one team leader to the
other. "Suggestions?"

Briggs was scared and Moody knew it. A
frightened man made bad decisions.

"Let's keep moving," Moody suggested. "Leave
three sentries here and the rest of us crowd into the airlock in
volley formation, one row standing behind one row kneeling."

Moody could see Briggs' worried eyes through
his faceplate. "All right," Briggs said finally, "make it so."

On order, the men crowded into the airlock.
As the exterior doors closed, darkness fell over the group as they
waited for the airlock to pressurize. Briggs consulted with his
adjunct who coordinated communications and sensor readings for the
platoon.

"How many atmospheres we got?"

"Feels like earth."

"OK, let's go. Sergeant Tulley, open the
inner doors."

The men tensely aimed their weapons. The
doors parted horizontally to reveal another door that split and
opened vertically.

They shined lights into the empty corridor
and saw signs of thermite detonation; fires still burned at spots.
Briggs, through a radio signal suddenly filled with static, asked
for sensor readings. The adjunct replied that a quick scan showed
nothing. Nothing in infrared, nothing in motion.

Static now flooded both primary and backup
channels and suddenly, the platoon had no radio communications.

It was cold inside the building, but above
freezing. The air was manufactured; the troopers could have removed
their helmets and turned off their personal oxygen supplies but
Briggs didn't consider it for a second.

Forty meters ahead, the end of the corridor
opened up into a large warehouse area. To the immediate right was a
smaller equipment room. At Tulley's signal, two troopers ran out of
the airlock and took positions on either side of the wide
passageway.

Murphy and Alvarez took point. Even inside
the bulky HEBS, the big Samoan moved like a cat, quiet and sure of
foot. Alvarez stayed three steps behind and a little to one side.
Murphy switched on a halogen lantern and shined it on the debris
scattered through the corridor.

When the light went on, Briggs stepped out
of the airlock, past Maria, and put a hand on Murphy's shoulder.
Murphy was about to turn into the side room when he was halted by
Briggs. Using signs, the commander told Murphy to proceed into the
warehouse. Briggs faced Private Alvarez and pointed to the side
room. She nodded in understanding.

Maria stepped to the open door and scanned
the room with her flashlight. As far as she could tell, the room
was twenty meters deep by ten or so meters wide. Environmental
suits lay strewn and broken on the floor. Quickly, she stepped
through the door and moved to one side. The clutter was deep.
Apparently, there'd been quite a struggle. She took another step
forward and shined her light into the shadows.

As she squatted to look under a table,
something tapped her on the shoulder. She jumped straight up,
twisting and striking backward as she did so. Moody dodged the blow
and gave her a disgusted look. Maria took a deep breath and forced
her heart to slow.

Murphy and Briggs moved past the open door.
Murphy's light revealed more debris and finally, a body. The dead
man's back was certainly broken. One leg splayed crazily to the
east while the other went west. The gaping wound in his chest was
covered with a filmy material that seeped mucous.

Murphy walked past the body to the warehouse
entrance and waited for his team. Briggs signaled for the next two
men to come forward and then he retreated back to the side room.
Wes and Sandoval moved forward.

Briggs stood in the open door and motioned
for Moody and Alvarez to come out.

Moody signaled to Alvarez with his
flashlight. Together, they left the room and rejoined the others.
As they stepped through the open hatch, the room once again plunged
into darkness. Unnoticed by the troopers, something shifted under a
pile of debris at the rear.

The motion was sensed by the adjunct's
detection devices, but the adjunct mistakenly attributed it to the
presence of the troopers.

The marines proceeded up the corridor toward
the darkened warehouse.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


The warehouse was filled with equipment and
terrain-moving vehicles. Tools and crates filled racks that reached
towards the ceiling. In the darkness, the sweeping lights of the
troopers made moving shadows that appeared as grotesque, over-sized
figures. Bravo team divided into pairs and moved into the
warehouse.

Moody and Sandoval took the center while
Murphy and Wes went to the right. Tulley matched up with Alvarez
and they moved warily to the left. Briggs waited at the entrance
with the rest of the platoon.

The six marines weaved their way through
heavy equipment and stacks of crates.

Moody and Sandoval were the first to reach
the opposite side of the warehouse where another corridor led in
one direction to the operations center and in the other direction
to a maze of rooms that comprised the colonists' living quarters.
Moody placed Sandoval at the crossroads and then turned his
attention back to the warehouse.

#

Alvarez and Tulley moved quickly and
professionally, checking each shadow and peering into every hiding
place as they moved through the warehouse. Nothing was taken for
granted. The smallest mistake could result in death.

Their path was blocked by a large, mobile
drilling platform. Tulley motioned for Maria to search one side
while he took the other. Maria moved past gigantic tires and
shifted her light from the crates stacked on her right to beneath
the large vehicle. Nothing showed save for small puddles of fluid
and seeping oil. From the other side, she saw Tulley's light
reflected off the warehouse floor.

At the front of the vehicle, she found her
path blocked by more crates. Hesitating, she considered ducking
under the mobile platform and rejoining Tulley, but then her light,
playing on the stack of crates, revealed a narrow passageway that
appeared to twist around to where she thought Tulley would emerge
from the other side. Taking care, she followed the passageway and
stepped forward, losing sight of Tulley's flashlight beam as she
did so.

#

Tulley stopped beneath the cab to inspect a
yellowish slime oozing from the cab door. He pulled himself up a
metallic ladder and paused. The door handle wasn't locked. He held
his weapon in one hand while pulling upon the latch with the other.
The door swung open.

In the instant before he died, Tulley saw a
dark form taking up most of the cab. As a thick tentacle lashed out
and attached itself to Tulley's faceplate, the marine managed to
get off a single shot which, in the silence of the warehouse,
reverberated loudly.

Because radio static filled the soldiers'
helmets, no one heard the shot. That is, no one besides Moody. When
radio communications went bad, Moody had simply turned his off.

Moody swiveled toward the sound of the blast
and slipped into the shadows among the stacks of crates.

Another shot rang out from the other side of
the warehouse followed by a thermiton explosion.

A shadow moved behind a stack of equipment
and Moody brought his grenade launcher to bear upon the closing
figure. Whatever it was, it was headed his way. He backed deeper
into the darkness and positioned himself for an ambush.

Light flickered giving the shadows an
animated quality. Moody stood still as he heard more shots. Showing
discipline, he managed to hold his fire when Maria stepped from
between two crates. He recognized her small frame immediately and
hailed her.

A glimpse at Maria's face told Moody what
had happened -- separated from her partner, the green trooper had
became lost. Thinking of Sandoval alone at his position, he
motioned for Maria to follow. More shots rang out.

He hoped Tulley was all right but didn't
linger. His team was his first concern.

Sandoval was still at his position but his
posture indicated alarm. He pointed down the corridor that led to
the operations center. Moody peered into the darkness but saw
nothing. Sandoval slapped the side of his helmet indicating his
frustration in hearing.

Moody reached up to his own helmet and felt
for his faceplate release clamps. Air hissed as he broke the seal.
He smelled smoke then heard the nearby discharge of shotgun
blasts.

He gave a thumbs-up signal to Alvarez and
Sandoval and the two troopers opened their faceplates as well.

At that moment, Murphy appeared. Backing out
between two stacks of crates, he held his weapon in one hand while
the other dragged his unconscious partner. Wes had a gaping wound
in his back. Moody saw that the wound was fatal and helped to drag
Wes to the door. As Alvarez and Sandoval covered their retreat,
Murphy opened his faceplate.

The usually silent Samoan began to whisper
hoarsely as soon as his faceplate was out of the way.

"They're big," he said. "Caught a glimpse of
the one that did this to Wes; fired at it while it had a hold of
him but the shot just bounced off its back."

"Where's Briggs?"

"Don't know, but I saw scattergun flashes.
They must be busy."

The plan was to move forward, securing areas
as they proceeded. Upon reaching the point where the team was
presently located, Moody was to lead his troopers into the living
quarters while Briggs and Tulley led their men to the operations
center. No one expected so much would go so wrong. Moody wondered
how many casualties the platoon had taken already.

Sandoval hissed from the doorway.
"Movers!"

John peered down the corridor and saw a
figure rise from behind a pile of debris. It moved swiftly to
another hiding place. Moody loaded a flare, adjusted the gun for
distance, aimed, and squeezed off the shot. The flare arced down
the passageway and lit the dark corridor precisely where Moody had
aimed exposing a man trying to hide behind a mass of broken piping
and air ducts.

Moody signaled to his troopers. Murphy
picked up Wes and they cautiously moved up the corridor while
Sandoval watched their rear.

The colonist was in shock. His face was
white and his eyes were wide with terror. He held his wounded left
arm and looked at Moody with a mixture of fear and relief.

"Finally you came. We held out as long as we
could, but those things just kept coming..."

"Take it easy," Moody said. "Is the
operations center still intact?"

"They came in when we pulled the drilling
platform back inside. We didn't know they were hiding on the
platform too. How could we have known?" He looked at Moody and the
others as if they could forgive him for surviving. "How could we
have known?" he repeated.

"Is there anybody left?" Moody asked. "Where
are the others?"

The survivor, at first uncomprehending,
stared at Moody and then the question sank in.

"They're all dead, I think. Those... things
took them all away down into the sleeping compartments. They even
took the dead. God, it was horrible." He buried his face in his
hands and began to sob.

The sounds of battle had ceased and all was
ominously silent. Moody wanted to proceed according to plan, but
without support he knew they could easily become trapped and suffer
the same fate as the colonists. Where was Briggs? They couldn't
remain where they were but to move forward without support was too
risky.

"Is the operations center safe?" Moody
repeated.

The colonist answered in a daze, "Yes, I
think so. But nothing works. I suppose they destroyed everything
except the life support systems."

Moody turned to Murphy and instructed him to
proceed to the op center. Heaving Wes upon his shoulder like a
broken toy, Murphy moved off up the corridor and took the dazed
colonist with him.

The rest of the team cautiously moved back
the same way they'd come. When they reached the crossroads again
and saw that they were still alone, Moody had no choice other than
to proceed with the original assault plan.

The corridor leading to the crew's quarters
was quiet. Like the rest of the complex, debris littered the floor.
Here and there, scorched spots indicated a battle had taken place.
There were no bodies, but a tinge of ammonia wafted on the air,
alerting Moody that invaders were nearby. Down the passageway, he
heard a scraping sound. He loaded another flare and fired it into
the darkened hall. It illuminated the far reaches of the corridor,
exposing an open hatchway that led into the colonists' living
quarters.

In better times, space miners, technicians,
and scientists had passed their off hours in this part of the
colony. They had lived and breathed and enjoyed themselves in the
knowledge that they were making huge profits from their work. In a
short tour of duty on Europa, a person could make enough to live
comfortably for the remainder of his life and bequeath a fortune to
his family upon his death. It didn't matter now. None of the
colonists would ever get the opportunity to enjoy the benefits of
their labor.

The odor of ammonia grew stronger as the
team reached the hatch. The heavy steel door was bent inward as if
pushed by a giant hand until it had given way, providing a
permanent entrance to any who were bold enough to enter. Expecting
the worst, Moody stepped through.

He snapped his faceplate down and used the
infrared sensors to scan the corridor beyond. Nothing registered,
human or otherwise.

He stood in a lunchroom with a kitchen off
to one side. Tables and chairs lay upended upon the floor and, as
in other areas of the colony, burned areas attested to a previous
conflict.

A large air duct hung from the ceiling,
apparently disengaged by an explosive blast. Moody squeezed by and
pivoted, pointing his weapon up and inside the tube. Nothing was
there. He moved on toward an open door that led to the sleeping
quarters. Alvarez lingered at his right, her thermiton grenade
launcher at the ready. Sandoval brought up the rear.

The door led into a short passage with
equipment lockers lining both walls. On one side, off the hallway,
another door led into a bunkroom. The lockers were labeled with the
names of the colonists and while most stood open, a few were
shut.

Moody tugged on the first locker and the
door swung open, allowing the body of an unfortunate miner to fall
upon the startled sergeant. He caught the man and lowered him to
the floor. A wound, similar to the one found on the first dead
colonist, leaked the same yellowish substance. The man's eyes
opened and, as he tried to speak, yellow bile poured forth. No
words came from his mouth, but Moody recognized what he tried to
say: "Help me." The man closed his eyes and lapsed back into
unconsciousness.

Moody's motion sensors registered multiple
movements in the bunkroom. He motioned for Alvarez and Sandoval to
cover him while he gained entry.

The door was partially open but nothing
showed.

Pushing the door open, Moody cautiously
poked his helmeted head into the room. What he saw was a scene
straight out of hell.

The bodies of the colonists had been dragged
inside and haphazardly stacked. The dead were thrown on top of the
living and appeared to convulsively move while those not mortally
wounded attempted to push their way out from underneath. Here were
also the bodies of the missing troopers of Fox team. At the rear of
the room, the hulking mass of an alien creature sucked at the
exposed abdomen of a female miner. Her eyes were open and Moody
could see she was still alive as she clutched the huge tentacle
that had attached itself to her.

Sensing Moody's presence, the creature
turned in his direction. The slitted eye was situated at the end of
a stalk that protruded from what passed as the thing's head. The
mouth at the end of the tentacle fidgeted in annoyance as it
dropped its prey and emitted a hissing scream. Moody aimed at a
point at the base of the stalked eye and at the same time his
peripheral vision caught another form rising from a blood-soaked
corner. He fired at the first creature but the shot merely bounced
off its armored cranium. The monster charged and Moody aimed at the
tentacle now stretching out to embrace him. He squeezed the trigger
of his thirty gauge and the tentacle disappeared in a shower of
split membranes. The creature paused in its charge but did not
fall.

Another hissing scream filled the room as
two more creatures dropped from their hiding places amid the piping
that crisscrossed the ceiling. Moody backed out while repeatedly
firing his scattergun. A tentacle grazed his helmet, leaving a
yellowish smear along the side.

Outside the door, Moody took Alvarez's
thermiton launcher. Without hesitation, he discharged a grenade
into the room. In the close confines, the grenade exploded with the
fury of a firestorm. Flames leapt from the partially opened door
and seared Moody's battle armor. The light from the blast
momentarily blinded him and he groped toward Alvarez.

Out of the midst of the fire in what had
been the bunkroom, another tentacle snaked out and reached for
Moody. Maria grabbed John and half-led, half-dragged her team
leader away from the door. Sandoval held his fire for fear of
hitting his team members, but as soon as they passed, he leveled
his weapon at an emerging creature and fired a thermiton grenade
directly at the monster. He ducked and rolled as heat from the
explosion washed over him.

Back in the lunchroom, Moody's vision began
to return. He instructed Maria to take the lead and ordered
Sandoval to empty the remainder of his grenades into the hallway
leading into the bunkroom. Maria scampered across the strewn floor
and peered into the main corridor. It was clear and she signaled to
Moody. He squeezed past the broken air duct and joined the small
marine.

Sandoval had only two charges left and of
those, one turned out to be a dud. The other exploded in the
lockered hallway with a roar. Carefully watching the burning
hallway, he backed into the lunchroom. Moody and Alvarez waited at
the exit.

Sandoval paid strict attention to the fire
in the hallway. He'd just seen one creature survive a thermite
detonation and emerge enraged from the conflagration, he would be
ready if another managed to get this far. Because he paid so much
attention to where he'd been and not so much to where he was going,
he failed to notice the creature that dropped silently from behind
out of the ruptured air duct.

Moody did see it and shouted a warning.
Sandoval pivoted and found himself mere inches from the
creature.

Sandoval blinked in surprise and tried to
raise his shotgun, but it was too late. The monster wrapped its
thick tentacle around Sandoval's body, attaching its groping mouth
onto the top and side of Sandy's helmet. With a swift, twisting
motion, it pulled his helmet off as easily as opening a jar of
pickles. The trooper's head went with it. The alien tossed the
helmeted head to one side and looked directly at Moody, who stood
transfixed by the hellish sight. Still holding Sandoval's body, the
end of the tentacle pointed itself in Moody's direction. A dry,
throaty hiss issued forth.

Moody began firing and when his magazine was
empty, he pumped a thermiton grenade at the still-standing
creature. It disappeared at the center of the exploding fire. Moody
ducked into the exit as flames licked the walls of the
lunchroom.

Reloading, he and Alvarez ran up the length
of corridor, pausing at the entrance to the warehouse. Moody
expected an ambush, but it was quiet.

They covered one another as they crossed the
warehouse entrance. Moody tried his radio again. The airways were
still full of loud, choppy bursts of static. Even more
disconcerting was the fact that none of the other marines were
there. John wondered if the journey to Europa was going to be a
one-way trip.
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When the first explosion blew a section of
crates off a row of racks, Commander Briggs was waiting at the
opposite side of the warehouse with his three men. The commander
was frustrated by his lack of communications and by the number of
men he'd already lost.

Prior to entry, comms with the other
platoons had told him that they too had suffered losses. Who knew
what could have happened to them since then? The others entered
through different sections of the complex and, if successful, all
would merge at the operations center. But the campaign wasn't going
the way it was planned.

The explosion rocked him. Only then did
Briggs realize they'd be better off if they could hear. Now he
turned off his radio and signaled for his men to follow suit. They
then heard the sounds of scattergun blasts. Briggs held his
position and watched for Tulley or maybe Moody to appear from the
shadows.

Behind him, down the long corridor that led
to the airlock, were his adjunct and two guards. The adjunct was a
capable young man who specialized in electronics, perfect for a job
utilizing the latest the military had to offer in sensory
devices.

The adjunct checked his motion-sensing gear
and discovered that what he thought had been an anomaly in the
equipment room was, in fact, a rather large, moving, non-human
mass.

He waved frantically to the two guards,
pointed to his portable instrument board, then to the equipment
room. The guards nodded in understanding. The adjunct let the
sensor board drop to his waist and raised his magazine-driven
shotgun.

As he approached the open hatch, an
explosion went off in the warehouse. The adjunct heard it as a dull
thump and glanced away. Without warning, out of the darkness, a
tentacle whipped out and curled itself around the adjunct, pulling
him inside the room even before the two guards could react.

They rushed to the open door and fired
repeatedly into the darkness. One marine turned and ran up the
corridor toward Briggs while the other reloaded.

Briggs turned just in time to see the
remaining marine firing into the equipment room and then pausing to
reload. As he did so, the creature re-emerged and took the trooper
up in its great tentacled arm. For a moment, the marine was
protected by his armor and he struggled to free himself. But
eventually, pressure from the alien's grip snapped the battlesuit
and broke the trooper's back. He dangled limply in the air as the
creature showed itself and began to make its way toward the
commander.

Briggs pointed at the monster and shouted at
his men. "Shoot it, dammit! what are you waiting for?"

The men responded with a volley. Still the
beast came. Another volley had the same result.

"Use the grenades, you fools!"

The marines complied and the resulting
explosion was so close, it would have burned them had they not been
wearing their battle armor. Flames shot past their heads as the
creature was blown backwards and set on fire.

More shots came from the warehouse, then
silence. Briggs tried to think. Two options were available: he
could either continue into the warehouse and trust he would be able
to come back out the way he'd entered, or he could call the mission
a success and back out now. He had four troopers with him and they
might have to fight their way back across the ice fields. He
wondered how strong the resistance had been for the other platoons.
Could it have been any worse? Men were disappearing before his very
eyes.

Something moved in the darkness. Two of the
troopers saw it immediately, a shadow that lurched past an open
aisle.

Briggs made up his mind. "Retreat," he
shouted and, leading the way, he ran up the corridor to the
airlock.
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Moody and Alvarez moved quickly toward the
op center. The hallway sloped up and back down, finally
intersecting with another passageway that ran to a different branch
of the complex. The original plan was to meet at the spot where
Moody presently stood and then move en masse to the control room.
But no one one was there. The op center was chosen as the tactical
meeting place not only because it was in a central location, but
also because of the emergency airlock it contained. It was a
one-way lock and couldn't be opened from the outside. If things got
extreme, the troopers could always exit the complex directly from
the control room.

A light flashed to Moody's left. It was
Murphy. Moody blinked his flashlight in response and proceeded up
the hall. In seconds, they stood beside the big man.

Murphy gave a thumbs-up. "It's clean. I left
our survivor in the control room."

"Good job. Let's move it."

The operations center was virtually
untouched. True enough, one of the monitors was broken, but the
rest of the instruments looked intact. The terrified colonist
crouched in a corner. Moody spied the power console and waved
Alvarez to it as he crossed to inspect the airlock access.

He punched a recessed button on the airlock
wall console and readout indicated the airlock was compressed and
available for access.

Lights flickered and illuminated as Maria
found the battery access. The instruments powered up and an alarm
went off, very loud inside the small room. She reached across a
panel and flipped a switch. The alarm ceased.

Moody sighed audibly. What else could go
wrong? He'd seen it before; one small error followed by another and
yet another until the whole house of cards came down. He pointed at
the portal to the corridor and barked at Murphy, "Secure that
hatch!"

Murphy jumped to it, shutting and locking
the steel door.

The monitors mounted above the control
panels were on but showed nothing. Moody spotted the radio and
tried to call the assault craft but again the static proved to be
overwhelming.

"Alvarez?"

"Huh?"

"Let's see if we can get some of these video
feeds working."

Maria scanned the instruments, punched some
buttons, and turned a dial. One of the monitors sprang to life
displaying an exterior view of the complex and a panorama of what
Moody thought looked like the ice fields to the north.

"Can you get pictures from other areas?"

"I think so." Maria bit her lower lip and
turned a different dial. A picture flickered onto a different
monitor. They stared at it, their eyes fixed on the gruesome scene.
The display showed what remained of one of the other platoons.
Broken and mutilated bodies lay all along the corridor leading to
the western airlock. Through the smoke brought about by thermiton
detonations, creatures moved among the dead. There were no
survivors.

Maria moved to another panel and made
adjustments. Two more monitors sprang to life and displayed the
warehouse, fires still burning, and an additional camera angle from
the outside of the same airlock they had entered only thirty
minutes before. The camera caught movement in the distance.

"Can you zoom in on that?"

"Sure thing." Maria slid a lever forward and
the figures grew. It was Commander Briggs and four troopers
marching back to the dust-off point.

"That's the commander!" Murphy said.
"Where're they going?"

"They're buggin' out, Murph."

The big Samoan looked confused. It was
incomprehensible that one of his own, his commanding officer, would
leave his men in such a situation.

"And we are too," Moody added.

At that moment, a ringing blow was delivered
to the outside of the door. Everyone in the control room jumped and
moved away from the hatch. Another blow hit the door followed by
the sound of claws pulling across the outside metal.

Moody looked to Alvarez. Still busy with the
instrumentation, she glanced at him and nodded her head.

On the last working monitor, a picture
appeared. One of the creatures was in the corridor working at the
control room door, trying to find a weakness, or perhaps a better
grip.

Moody stepped across the room and punched
the access button to the airlock. The inner door slid open,
releasing a waft of bitterly cold air. Murphy squeezed inside and
Alvarez followed. The two snapped down their visors and secured
them in place.

Moody knelt over the wounded colonist as
another blow was delivered to the door. This time a dent
appeared.

The wounded man sat on the floor in a
weakened state. Both he and Moody knew without an environment suit,
he wasn't going anywhere.

The colonist looked at Moody. "I'm going to
die, aren't I?"

Moody lied. "I don't know that."

They stared at one another for a moment
before Moody wordlessly turned and stepped into the crowded
airlock. Just before he shut the hatch, he leaned out and pitched
his shotgun to the wounded colonist.

"Just point and pull the trigger."

The man nodded his thanks. As Moody shut the
airlock hatch, the creature again pounded on the door. More dents
appeared.

When the air pressure was equalized with
that outside, the outer door opened and the marines tumbled out.
Moody looked for Briggs but he was already out of sight. The three
marines started to double-time it toward the pick-up area, but had
only gone a few steps when a high-pitched whine filled the air,
stopping them in their tracks. Helplessly, they watched as half a
kilometer away the assault craft lifted off and streaked up into
the sky.

Moody keyed his radio. "Mayday! Mayday! This
is Bravo, do you copy?" There was no response.
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The dragonfly pilot concentrated on her
readouts. It had been an easy dust-off because of the light load.
Only four had returned, four out of eighty-four. Winds buffeted the
craft slightly as it rose from the barren plain. The pilot made a
course correction and then heard something in her headphones,
"...-day! Th-s... Bravo..."

The pilot looked at her co-pilot for
verification.

"I heard it too."

She sighed and shook her head. "We left
some."

In the rear, Briggs was already being
debriefed by a marine colonel. The colonel peppered Briggs with
questions. What kind of a force had they encountered? Had they
located any survivors? What was the status of the colony?

Briggs took a sip of coffee and willed his
hands to stop shaking. The troopers who had accompanied him
collapsed into seats, exhausted and shaken from their ordeal.

Briggs shook his head to the colonel's
second question. "No sir, there were no survivors. The aliens have
completely overrun the colony. I got a good look at one this time.
They're big, half again as big as a man..."

"We already know that, commander," the
colonel said pointedly. "We also know they use no weapons. What
we'd like to know is something about their spacecraft. We know they
dropped from orbit and landed on the ice. After that, they seemed
to disappear. What happened to their vehicle? Did you see it?"

Briggs shook his head. "No sir, no sign of
any artifacts, although I believe they did somehow successfully jam
our communications. We couldn't coordinate ourselves. Teams scouted
ahead and never returned. Before we knew what was happening, we
were attacked from both front and behind. They picked us off."

The colonel looked hard at his officer. "We
lost nearly three whole combat platoons today, commander. What have
we got to show for it? We need information, anything to help us
deal with the situation. What's your recommendation?"

Briggs didn't ponder the question for long.
"We should hang in orbit and nuke 'em from space. Use a dirty
device as well, the ambient radiation will kill any of the
creatures that manage to survive the blast. There are a good number
of them outside the complex, under the ice. We were
attacked..."

"Yes," the colonel reminded him, "we had
communications until you entered."

"Of course," the commander mumbled.

Seeing that Briggs needed a rest, the
colonel rested his hand on the man's shoulder. "I'm sure you did
the best you could, Bob."

Briggs relaxed and closed his eyes. The
mission had been a complete failure, but the military would
announce success and blast the colony off the face of Europa. Above
all, he thought, he'd managed to save himself. That alone might be
enough for a promotion.

#

Nothing showed on or below the ice, at least
as far as the remainder of Bravo team could see. Moody didn't know
if his mayday had been heard or not. There'd been no response, but
radio silence was the rule on combat landings and take-offs. He had
no radio beacon, only the line-of-sight UHF voice channel. If
they'd heard him, they would return. If not, well that was another
matter altogether and Moody preferred not to think about it.

He sat atop an ice boulder that allowed him
to see a hundred yards in every direction. The Europa mining colony
was a mere kilometer away. A wisp of smoke rose from automatic
exhaust pumps, venting the smoke-filled air out of the complex.
Images of the dead and trapped people filled Moody's mind. He
forced the thoughts away and looked at Maria.

The young woman had seen her first action
against the aliens. She had survived, thus far, and proved herself
in the process. Now she sat beside John, exhausted. In a very
unmilitarylike manner, she leaned against him and dozed.

Murphy looked at the readout on his motion
detector. A spike appeared, then, just as quickly, disappeared. It
happened so fast there could be no lock on the coordinates, but it
did show the direction: something was headed their way, coming from
the complex.

He signaled to Moody and pointed in the
direction of the colony. Moody nudged Maria.

"Sorry, sarge. It's been a long day."

"That it has," Moody replied, "and it's not
over yet. Take a position three or four meters to Murph's left.
Load up your grenade launcher and give me your scattergun."

Maria handed over the shotgun but the weapon
was useless. Too much time in the cold had frozen the firing
mechanism for good. It was the same with Murphy's weapon. At the
least, they still had the thermiton grenades. If they had to, they
could toss them at the enemy. That is, until those ran out. Moody
took a quick inventory: he had four grenades, Alvarez and Murphy
had two each. Moody grimly noted that in a real fight, the grenades
wouldn't last long.

He climbed up beside Murphy and scanned the
ice for himself. In the distance, he saw a moving figure. As he
waited, the figure grew larger until at last Moody recognized a
lone marine trudging towards their position.

The man was nearly half a kilometer away and
appeared to be limping. Suddenly, a shadow moved under the ice
behind the man. They watched helplessly as the ice opened up and
the lone figure was snatched by a solitary tentacle. In seconds,
without a shot being fired, he was pulled down. Bravo team braced
itself for the onslaught.

#

The dragonfly successfully entered orbit
high above the Jovan moon and maneuvered into a docking position
with the Perot. The pilot nudged the craft forward with attitude
jets until it entered the grasp of the shuttle locks with a thud
and a clank.

As the hanger bay was pressurized, the pilot
powered down the systems and went through her post-flight check.
Thinking about the mayday message they had received on lift-off,
she radioed her handlers and requested an immediate refueling.

The colonel overheard the request through
his command channel and called the pilot. "What's going on,
Lieutenant?"

"I received a mayday on lift-off. Somebody's
still down there."

The colonel turned to Briggs. Briggs had
removed his helmet and hadn't heard the pilot.

"We've had contact with someone on the
surface. Somebody made it out of the colony."

"Impossible," Briggs replied.

The colonel shrugged. "Both the pilot and
the co-pilot heard the call just after lift-off. We've got to go
back down."

"Sir, there's no guarantee whoever it was
will still be there by the time we get back. I suggest we proceed
with the orbital sanitization exercise."

The colonel's eyes narrowed. "Commander, if
there is even the remotest chance any men are still on the surface,
I owe it to them to do all I can to get them out. Is that
understood?"

"Yes sir, but it goes against my
instincts."

"Your recommendation is duly noted and will
be included in my report. Meanwhile, order your men to prepare for
another trip."

Hiding his fear and, only partially hiding
his disgust with the new orders, Briggs replied, "Aye, aye,
sir."

#

Maria thought she saw a shadow move a
hundred yards away. She strained to see out over the broad expanse
of ice, but even with the proper vision equipment, the intense,
white environment of Europa was hard on the eyes. A primed
thermiton grenade sat at the ready in the muzzle of her launcher.
It was one of only two she had remaining and she knew she must use
it wisely.

For the first time in the mission, she
thought about dying. It was a thought that every combat soldier
lived with but rarely allowed to surface. She wished she could be
more like Moody who never seemed to consider the odds. Even now, as
Moody followed her gaze out over the smooth terrain, he looked
relaxed, even looking forward to what would probably be their last
stand.

Moody was a born fighter and a highly
capable leader. If they had any chance at all, it was because he
was in charge.

Another shadow moved under the ice, much
closer this time, and circled the team like a shark observing its
prey. As the troopers watched, the dark form was joined by a
second. They circled in opposite directions until the team was
directly between them and then they closed in. The ice under
Alvarez began to melt and crack. Moody took her by the arm and
pulled her onto an ice boulder even as a hole opened up.

A tentacle shot through and blindly groped
for the troopers. Maria fired her thermiton grenade but the
creature withdrew before the explosion ripped through the ice.

A crevice opened up in front of Murphy.
Unwilling to wait for the creature to appear, he dropped a grenade
directly into the hole and quickly scrambled away. The resulting
explosion showered the troopers in a plume of ice and snow.

The boulder upon which Moody and Alvarez
stood shifted and then tilted. Moody clung to the top but Maria,
unable to gain a grasp on the slippery surface, slid down the
smooth ice. As soon as she hit bottom, the ice beneath her began to
melt. Moody could see the creature directly under Maria, boring its
way upward.

He released his grip and slid down beside
her. When the tentacle appeared, Maria knocked it away with the
butt of her weapon.

Murphy moved to get a clear line of fire,
but the other two troopers were too close to the detonation
area.

The tentacle squirmed atop the ice and once
again reached toward Maria as she tried to scramble out of the
sloping hole. Just as it was about to reach her, Moody lunged and
kicked the tentacle away. It responded with a back-handed snap,
striking him across the top of his helmet, knocking him backwards
and leaving him hanging at the edge of the widening crevice. He
looked down and saw the creature, just a few feet below. Its
singular, stalked eye looked up at him. It hissed loudly, steam
flowing from its gaping mouth, and moved up toward him.

At the last instant, Murphy reached down and
grasped his platoon leader by the back of his HEBS and yanked him
out of the hole. Moody scrambled away but the creature continued to
rise up in pursuit. Both Murphy and Alvarez pointed their weapons
into the crevice and simultaneously fired. The detonation lifted
all three troopers and blew them out of the hole.

Now lying meters from the edge of the
crevice, Murphy looked at Moody. "Your helmet's dented."

Moody felt with a gloved hand. "Well, I can
still breathe so everything must be working."

Maria surprised herself by laughing at
Moody's casual attitude.

Before them lay the large, smooth patch of
ice that was the designated dust-off location. At its edges lay a
broken ice field made up of crevices and jagged boulders that
pushed up into the air. Moody observed that any one of them would
do as a place to make another stand and briefly wondered how long
they'd last if the creatures kept coming.

Maria tilted her head and looked up. Then
Moody heard it, a high-pitched whine, the sound of a dragonfly in
the final stages of its descent. He looked up and saw the craft. In
seconds, it was on the ground and the three troopers moved as fast
as the field of ice would allow.

Marines appeared at an open hatch, covering
Bravo team's withdrawal. One marine reached down and swept Alvarez
into the airlock. She stepped back to make room for the others.
Another marine tugged Moody into the open airlock. Through his
faceplate, Maria saw that Moody sported a wide grin. It felt good
to be alive.

Finally, Murphy was pulled inside. He looked
at Maria and Moody and shouted, "We made it!" But it wasn't to be.
Just as the take-off order was passed to the pilot, a tentacle
whipped in through the open airlock and wrapped itself around the
big Samoan. Later, Moody would remember that it was the first time
he'd ever seen Murphy with a surprised expression. He didn't have a
chance to say anything. The alien jerked the big man out in less
than a heartbeat as the dragonfly jumped from the ice.

Briggs was there when the airlock was
pressurized and the troopers passed into the main compartment.
Moody was too tired to talk and collapsed into an acceleration
chair. Maria settled into the seat next to him.

 


 



Chapter 9

 


 


The colonel paused and looked out the
viewing port. From orbit, Europa looked like a shattered crystal
ball dwarfed by the great gas giant Jupiter which forever held the
small moon in its viselike, gravitational grasp. The colonel knew
that fifteen other Jovan satellites were also large enough to
qualify for moon or planetoid status. Of the sixteen total there
was a wide difference in the terrain and materials that made up the
moons. Naturally, they all shared some attributes. One of these was
the incredible amount of radio interference generated by
Jupiter.

The colonel turned back to his small group
of advisors. Briggs, composed after his aborted mission, sat
quietly on the far side of the conference table.

"Owing to its size and the immense pressures
within its atmosphere, Jupiter has an extremely strong magnetic
field as well as huge radiation belts that we have to shield
ourselves against. These factors and the presence of extreme
temperatures are a direct cause of radio interference.

While planning this mission, we took into
account the degradation of radio communications, but the amount of
interference we encountered inside the complex at Europa is
difficult to account for. We've analyzed the data, run our tests,
and rechecked our figures. The conclusion we've reached is that the
wave propagation found inside the complex is due to an interior
source and not caused by Jupiter's natural interference. Therefore,
we theorize that somehow the aliens are responsible.

Another odd thing is their apparent lack of
artifact use. They use no weapons, at least none that had been
observed, and yet they are consistently able to overwhelm superior
forces. Other than their ability to use spacecraft that somehow
disappeared after landing, there is no indication they have
anything like intelligence as it is known to humankind.

The animal cunning they possess is
unarguable. Owing to their size, physical strength, and utter
disregard for life, they present a potent and deadly threat. And we
still don't know why."

The colonel looked over the faces of his
fellow officers and advisors. More to himself, he asked aloud, "How
could such an animalistic species, seemingly devoid of reasoning
other than pure instinct, manage to travel through space, land in
such hostile environments and continue to exist? Even to
flourish?"

No one offered an explanation. Briggs folded
his hands in his lap and looked at the tabletop.

#

While Moody and Maria slept, the shuttle
crew crowded around the filtered viewports and television monitors
and watched the nuclear device fall toward the most economically
viable earth colony to date.

The bomb exploded three hundred feet above
the topmost portion of the complex. The fireball incinerated the
entire colony as well as everything within a four and half
kilometer radius. Additionally, it was a dirty bomb built with a
high radiation yield in mind. In seconds, a fifth of Europa was
rendered uninhabitable for the next three thousand years.

The men and women aboard the shuttle
responsible for executing such destruction felt no remorse.

#

The remainder of Briggs' decimated command
was allowed to stand down for twenty-four hours. Afterwards, Moody
and Alvarez were ordered into debriefing sessions attended by the
colonel, Briggs, a member of biosection, and two women from the
alien intelligence section.

The small conference room was tense.
Although officially the mission was a success, there was no way to
ignore the fact that the entire complex had been lost. No
survivors. Additionally, nearly three whole platoons were gone.

Moody looked at the debriefing officers and
realized they were looking for something to hang the blame onto.
Well, his team had done the best they could. In fact, they were the
only ones to reach the control room rally point. If the military
wanted to blame someone for its failures they would have to look
further than himself or Maria.

The colonel cleared his throat and looked at
John.

"Sergeant Moody," the colonel began, "can
you describe the resistance you encountered both inside and outside
of the Europan mining center?"

For the next few minutes, Moody gave an
account of what had happened to his team.

"What was your impression of the aliens'
strategy?" a female lieutenant from intelligence asked.

"Not much strategy at all. They don't use
weapons, they just grab you and tear you apart. Inside the complex,
they hid in the shadows and waited. On the ice, they drilled
underneath and attacked us from below. The scatterguns didn't do
much good unless you were able to get a shot at their underside.
The rest of their bodies are naturally armored."

"Did they appear to coordinate their attack?
Did they communicate with one another?"

"No, I don't think so, but I couldn't hear
due to radio interference."

"That's why you decided to break your suit
seal?"

"That's right."

"That was a highly irregular decision,
Sergeant. Normally, only your commanding officer would issue such
an order. You put your team in jeopardy by doing so."

Moody couldn't believe what he was hearing.
"As far as we knew, we were alone. Radio communications had failed.
My team was ordered forward to do a job and that's what we did. I
don't know about the others." Moody looked directly at Briggs.

The colonel spoke up. "All right Sergeant,
that's enough insolence. We're just trying to get to the bottom of
things here; don't make our job any more difficult than it already
is."

Moody sighed and settled into his seat. He
was too tired for this kind of interrogation. Let them surmise
whatever they wanted. It was Briggs who ran and left his men, not
Moody.

When they turned their questions to Maria,
it soon became apparent that they wanted to influence her to give
answers that would portray Moody as a veteran who had lost the
ability to make coherent decisions.

"Private Alvarez, are you aware of Sergeant
Moody's military record?"

"I know he has more drops than any other
trooper in the astronaut corps."

"Are you also aware that he has been demoted
down to team leader on two previous occasions, and that he has been
court-martialed twice for disrespect to a superior officer and for
striking an enlisted man?"

"No sir, I didn't know that. But it doesn't
change my thinking. Sergeant Moody is the most capable soldier I've
ever known."

"If that is the case, why then, when
communications failed, did he not turn back and try to find
Commander Briggs?"

Maria looked uneasily from face to face.
"Well, I don't know. We did have our original mission
instructions..."

"Did the original plan call for a drop in
the chain of command? Did the original plan give Moody a promotion
to platoon commanding officer?"

Maria didn't understand what they were
driving at, but Moody knew. Answers had to be given for the loss of
life. The loss of the complex on Europa was a staggering blow and
blame had to be placed somewhere. They were fishing for answers and
before they reported to their superiors, they would have them.

The session finally ended. Moody and Alvarez
wearily rose from their seats and headed toward their quarters. It
had not gone well. Politics had won out over common sense and Moody
expected to catch the blame. There shouldn't have been any blame at
all. Even Briggs' cowardice was understandable under the
circumstances, but that's not the way the report would read.

Back in the Bravo team compartment, the two
troopers wordlessly put their equipment away. Maria watched Moody
carefully. His face showed the pressure. After surviving their
ordeal, she felt closer to Moody than anyone else in her life. She
wanted to let him know she was on his side.

Gently, she placed a hand on his shoulder.
He turned to face her and she called him by his first name. "John,
you and I know what happened. We did the best we could."

Moody grinned and waved her off. "It'll be
all right. It's just business as usual." As an afterthought he
added, "I'm glad you made it, Maria."

"I wouldn't have if it hadn't been for
you."

Without another word she hugged him.
Embarrassed, he returned the embrace, then broke it off.

The two soldiers nervously separated and
collapsed into their opposite bunks.

Moody awoke after two hours of sleep. From
his rack, he looked around at the unusually quiet compartment,
painfully aware of the empty bunks.

Two more days and it was back to the big
sleep. As usual, he wasn't looking forward to it. On the up side,
he could sleep for the next eight months. After that, it would take
another couple of months to catch up on the news followed by at
least two more months of training, if they didn't bust him out of
the service altogether.

He rolled out of the bunk, pulled a towel
from his locker, and went to the showers. Maybe he and Maria would
be reassigned. Or maybe they would rebuild the platoon. At the
moment, it was hard to say.

Before, with three full platoons aboard,
access to the washing facilities compartment was by appointment
only and strictly enforced. But now there was just a handful of
enlisted personnel. The technicians and officers had their own
facilities. Again, Moody thought about the loss of life and
wondered if he could have done anything differently.

He opened the pressure door to the shower
room and floated into the small heat room which acted as a vapor
barrier for the shower compartment. Reaching up, he pulled open the
shower compartment hatch and went inside. The room was large enough
for several people, its padded walls featureless save for hundreds
of tiny holes.

The showers were a marvel of modern
technology. Regulated jets of warm water sprayed out in massaging
globules and, when completed, the compartment and the occupants
were rid of excess water by warm, high-speed winds. Moody set the
timer control to twenty minutes, breaking the regulations for
proper shower time four times over, and floated to the center of
the room.

Tiny balls of hot water hit him. In the zero
gravity they gently turned him first one way, then another as his
body was cleaned. He heard the outer door open and close and looked
through the translucent plexiglass door. A figure undressed in the
heat room. "There's somebody in here!" he said.

The door opened and Maria stepped in. "I
know," she answered.

Maria's lithe body glistened in the mist.
She pushed back against the door and floated toward him. 628
million kilometers from earth, the two survivors found one
another.

#

Just before the doctors put Maria to sleep,
she turned to her team leader and smiled. This time Moody smiled
back. "See you in the mornin'," he said. Maria closed her eyes and
the drug-induced sleep overtook her.

Reluctantly, Moody once again allowed the
doctors to hook him up to the sleep monitors and attach leads to
his veins that would nourish him and sustain his slumber during the
long trip home. Lurking in the back of his mind was the thought
that upon awakening he would have to answer for things that were
beyond his control.

After the soldiers and unneeded personnel
were bedded down, the shuttle crew settled into a relaxed, if not
boring, routine. They passed their time monitoring their sleeping
companions' life functions, doing routine maintenance, listening to
the news from Earth, and playing computer games. In time, the
slowly passing weeks turned into months and after what seemed a
lifetime in transit, they crossed the lunar orbit boundaries and
prepared for entry into Earth orbit.

#

Maria stretched her arms and legs as she was
coaxed from her sleep. She felt hands upon her, removing the
electrodes attached to her skin and the needles from her arms. She
was sore where the needles had been, but it didn't matter, she was
glad to be alive and awake and was looking forward to seeing Moody
again. It seemed like only minutes had passed since she'd felt his
embrace and the remembrance of their time together made her
happy.

She looked over to where he lay. Doctors and
technicians bent over him, working to safely bring him out of his
deep sleep. But something was wrong. Their worried expressions
belied their professional manner: they were having trouble bringing
him out of the drug-induced coma.

Suddenly, Moody's back arched upward as
Maria realized a shock had been administered to hm. Through her
grogginess, she watched as the doctors finally managed to
kick-start Moody's failed heart.

"He's stabilized," a technician
reported.

"...but comatose," a doctor added.

Maria's rising fear seemed to strangle her.
A hard lump developed in her throat and tears filled her eyes.

They were able to restore his life signs,
but Moody remained in a coma. As Maria waited for transfer to
Earth, she sat with him and talked to him, hoping to bring him out
of the deathlike sleep and back to her.

Many things had changed during their long
sleep. The Chicago Cubs made it to the World Series, but lost in
four straight games. Homekits for test tube babies were approved
but could only be bought with a doctor's prescription and
government approval. An underwater hydrogen fusion plant had
exploded in the Indian Ocean, blacking out Calcutta and several
neighboring districts.

But the worst news directly affected Maria
and her immediate future. The aliens had landed.
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A shuttle carried the comatose body of John
Moody from the USNSS Perot to the salt flats outside Edwards Air
Force Base. Commander Briggs and Private Maria Alvarez accompanied
him. Briggs sat in the officer's lounge while Maria stayed in the
back with John. His condition was stable but the prognosis was not
good. He'd suffered a stroke upon reawakening; his system hadn't
been able to withstand the sudden elevation of blood pressure and a
microscopic blood clot was flushed into his brain.

Maria held John's hand as the craft glided
down onto the runway. Upon landing, Briggs made his way to the rear
of the craft to check on his somatic trooper.

"How is he?"

Maria shook her head. "The same."

"It's too bad. Moody was a good soldier.
He'll be missed."

"Sir, there's still a chance."

"Of course. What I meant was that in any
case, whether he recovers or not, his career as a soldier is
over."

Up until that point, she'd known it but
hadn't admitted it to herself. Confronted with the truth, she
avoided Briggs' gaze and allowed her attention to wander back to
Moody's sleeping form.

The commander placed a hand on her shoulder
and gently squeezed. "I have some good news for you, Alvarez."

Maria didn't respond, so the officer
continued. "Because of your service on Europa, the military has
seen fit to promote you. You're a corporal now. What do you think
about that?"

She didn't think much about it at all. If it
hadn't been for Moody, she wouldn't even be alive. It was a hollow
victory.

"You'll be assigned under my leadership.
We're to form new platoons and commence training immediately. I
expect you to be an integral part of my new battle group, and who
knows, if you do well there may be commendations in order."

Maria gave the traditional marine line. "I
just want to serve and protect, sir." She didn't like the way
Briggs' eyes shifted and she especially didn't like the way his
hand gripped her shoulder.

He cavalierly leaned forward. "In everyone's
best interest," he said with a hint of suggestion.

In a monotone, she said, "I'll do my best
sir."

"I'm sure you will." He looked at his watch.
"Let's get Moody squared away and then we'll talk about things over
dinner. How's that sound?"

Like hell on a stick, she thought.

Corpsmen entered the compartment and
prepared Moody for transfer. He was taken from the shuttle and
transferred to a jet-powered helicopter that in turn flew him to
Balboa Military Hospital in Oakland. Maria and Briggs went on to
fleet headquarters where their debriefings continued for several
days.

Maria was alarmed to learn of the situation
on Earth. Aliens had landed in remote parts of the world and
threatened to spread their presence to urban centers. Initial
landing sites had been reported in the Arctic, the Sahara, the
plains of Somalia, and even the waters of the Caribbean. Although
the military had attempted to surround and localize the infested
areas, contact had been minimal. In each case, skirmishes resulted
in failure to contain the invaders.

The public was on the verge of panic. Some
citizens armed themselves via a flourishing black market. Others
preferred to pretend nothing was happening. At first, the cycle of
faith among the religious inspired believers to announce a new dawn
for mankind, but as the aliens multiplied and expanded their areas
of influence, even the faith of the most devout was sometimes
replaced by hysteria.

In Alaska, an army of pilgrims made their
way to the front and tried to prevent the soldiers from engaging
the enemy by situating themselves between the aliens and the
military. Every man, woman, and child among the faithful were wiped
out by the bloodthirsty creatures. The military was forced to
withdraw and the use of tactical nukes was considered. Because of
strong prevailing winds, the nuclear option was decided to be too
risky.

In Somalia and other isolated sections in
the horn of Africa, starving tribesmen led their people into areas
controlled by the aliens and allowed themselves to be slaughtered
rather than die ignobly from disease and famine.

Bedouin tribesmen registered a measure of
success in their efforts to take their desert lands from the
invaders. They fought fiercely and actually stopped the aliens from
advancing for a short period of time. The invaders adjusted their
strategy accordingly and attacked the Arabs as they slept in their
tents. A European television crew was on hand at one such battle
and managed to beam the slaughter to viewers around the world. The
horrifying scenes pushed the world population into even greater
heights of hysteria.

People began to move from the countrysides
into the already overcrowded urban centers. Crime rates and poverty
doubled, then tripled. Never before in human history had the future
seemed so bleak.

Maria dealt with it as good soldiers have
always dealt with adversity: by putting her faith in her superior
officers and following orders.
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The light annoyed him. He pressed his
eyelids shut, but it still leaked in. Someone said something
indistinguishable. Moody ignored it and allowed himself to drift
back towards darkness. Something touched him and he tried to move
away. Another light touch on his forehead moved down to his right
eye. The eyelid was tugged open, and even before he was completely
awake, he grabbed the nurse's wrist with his good right hand.

"Oh!" she exclaimed, "you're awake!"

Moody said nothing. His eyes focused on
her.

"Can you hear me?" She leaned toward
him.

"A 'course itchan ear ya," Moody said, his
voice sounding strangely weak and out of control.

"Just a minute, I'll call a doctor."

She left, giving Moody time to check his
surroundings. He was in a hospital ward. Around him, beds held
other patients, most of them attached to various machines and
monitors that helped to keep them alive. With relief, Moody noted
that no such machines were attached to him.

Where was his wound? He checked for pain but
there was none. When he attempted to move he had trouble with his
left side. Expecting the worst, he looked down at his reluctant
limbs. There were still there, thank God. What'd happened? He tried
to remember but it was a blank.

Someone spoke from his right. "Hey pal."

Moody turned his head and looked at a man in
the next bed. He grinned at Moody. "Have a nice nap, buddy?"

"Whur' miy?" Moody murmured.

"Balboa Hospital. Oakland, California.
You're John Moody. Right?"

John didn't reply, but it didn't stop the
other man. "You were here when I came in. I was pretty busted up
myself but when they told me who I was with, well, I felt pretty
good about that..."

He droned on and Moody dozed off again until
someone else called him. It was a doctor. "John?" she asked, "Can
you hear me?"

"Um-huh." He opened his eyes again. The
female doc peered into his eyes and felt at his wrist for his
heartbeat.

"You've been in a coma, John. You have some
restriction of movement but you're going to be all right. Do you
understand me?"

"Ya," he managed to croak. "Ow long?"

"What? Oh. Well, let's see." She looked at a
clipboard she held. "Let's see. Looks like just a few days over two
months."

The news sunk in slowly. Two months, he
thought, two months in a coma.

"Get some rest. I'll be back to talk with
you some more a little later." She turned to leave. John tried to
call to her but what came out sounded nothing like he intended. The
doctor turned back. "What is it, John?"

"Wha's madder wit me?"

"You've had a stroke that's partially
disabled you -- on your left side mostly. From your speech, I'd
guess there's a little more to it."

Panic coursed through his body. Now he
understood. He was paralyzed down his left side. He tried to get up
but only succeeded in rolling to the left until he was jammed
against the raised rails of the hospital bed.

The doctor calmly placed a hand on his
chest. "Relax, Sergeant. I understand how you feel. We're going to
do all we can to see that you regain use of your limbs and your
speech. We'll have to run some tests but I think we may be able to
help. You've been away for a long time. There've been advances in
neural reconstruction and microprocessor implants. With any luck at
all, in a few months you'll be able to do anything you could do
before all this happened."

John quit struggling, but he didn't
relax.

"There," the doctor said, "that's better.
Take it easy and I'll be back in a while." She smiled and walked
away.

As soon as she was out of sight, the man in
the next bed began talking again. "This ain't too bad, sarge.
Food's good, at least for hospital food, and they let you sleep all
day long if you want. Of course, they wake you every so often to
stick a needle in you or move you around or take you out to run one
kind of test or another..."

Assuring himself that it was nothing more
than a bad dream, Moody shut his eyes and let himself be talked to
sleep.

#
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